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Japan seeks to
be regional hub

Economic blueprint
with a long-term
vision under study

By Kwan WENG KiN
JAPAN CORRESPONDENT

TOKYO: Japan will be trans-
formed into a major regional hub
if the incoming government led
by the Democratic Party of Japan
(DPJ) adopts an economic blue-
print aimed at revitalising the
country.

It will be a hub not only for
goods and services, but also for
human resources, tourism, trade
and investments.

The blueprint for this econom-
ic vision was submitted to Prime
Minister-elect Yukio Hatoyama
on Thursday by Mr Nobuo Ishi-
hara, a former deputy chief Cabi-
net secretary who has served un-
der seven previous administra-
tions.

Mr Hatoyama, whose DP]J
scored a landslide win in the
Aug 30 general election, will be
sworn in as prime minister next
Wednesday.

Mr Ishihara, 82, is understood
to have advised him to adopt the
“‘economic hub vision” as the cen-
trepiece of the new government’s
policies.

A study group comprising
mostly DPJ politicians — some of
them potential ministers in the
new Cabinet — has held brain-
storming sessions since the end
of last year.

Speaking at the group’s meet-
ing here on Wednesday, Mr Ishi-
hara described the vision as “ep-
och-making”.

“It will be very good for the im-
age of the new government if it

can accomplish what previous ad-
ministrations had not been able
to do,” he told the group.

Japan has lacked a clear
long-term economic vision as pre-
vious administrations devoted
most of their energies to econom-
ic stimulus measures to prop up
the ailing economy.

Mr Ishihara has also told Mr
Hatoyama that since the imple-
mentation of the vision will in-
volve the entire bureaucracy, it
could be the first project to be
tackled by the proposed National
Strategy Bureau, which will over-
see all major policy-planning in
the new government.

Mr Ishihara, also a former top
bureaucrat, is well-respected in
Japanese political circles because
of his impartiality and his wealth
of experience in government ad-
ministration.

But the economic hub vision
would probably not have come
this far without the efforts of Mr
Koji Suzuki, 52, who describes
himself as a “total project produc-
exl;

Since 1983, Mr Suzuki has
worked on various business
projects for clients that involved
not only planning, but also deal-
ing with Japanese and foreign gov-
ernment authorities, including in
Singapore, Hong Kong and the
former Soviet Union.

“There is a lot of official red
tape in Japan, whether in the pri-
vate sector or the government.
To ensure that any project can
succeed, it is necessary to break
down these barriers,” he said.

Many obstacles to doing busi-
ness still remain in Japan. For in-
stance, Japanese airports and har-
bours have failed to become hubs
like their rivals in the region due
to inflexible labour practices that
oppose 24-hour operations, lack
of coordination among govern-

ment agencies, and problems in
the distribution industry.

From his previous work with
port authorities and companies in
the region, Mr Suzuki hatched
the economic hub vision several
years ago and has since been seek-
ing support for his ideas from the
DPJ.

He saw the birth of the new ad-
ministration as a golden opportu-
nity to make the vision a reality
and roped in Mr Ishihara, an asso-
ciate of over 20 years’ standing,
to help push it.

“Tt was fortunate that we and
the DP] politicians both shared
the recognition that this was the
right time to move,” said Mr Su-
zuki.

The participation of foreign
companies and governments in
the region will be needed to imple-
ment the vision.

For instance, the know-how
accumulated by Singapore, Hong
Kong and South Korea, all of
which have successfully turned
airports and harbours into region-
al hubs, will benefit the Japanese.

Japan is also keen to draw
more foreign investments from
countries in the region, not just
by facilitating business activity
here but also by making it easier
for foreigners to live in this coun-
try.

As the world economy recov-
ers, foreign investors are expect-
ed to step up activity here.

The China Investment Corpo-
ration (CIC), China’s sovereign
wealth fund, told the influential
Asahi Shimbun daily last month
that it expects to increase over-
seas investment by around 10
times this year. CIC president
Gao Xiging also told the paper
that it was actively looking into
new investments in Japanese com-
panies and properties.

wengkin@sph.com.sg
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LDP faces humiliating defeat

Forecast is for Japan’s
opposition DP] to win
up to 320 of 480 seats

. By Kwan WENG Kin

& JAPAN CORRESPONDENT

/v The opposition Democratic Party
of Japan (DPJ), with the votes of disgrun-
tled Japanese in the bag, is just one day
away from making election history.

Not only will the DPJ replace the Liber-
al Democratic Party (LDP) as the coun-
try’s ruling party, the party will also be
ending more than 50 years of domination
by the Liberal Democrats.

Surveys showed voter support for the
LDP falling further behind that of the DPJ
in the final run-up to the polls. Analysts

say the DPJ could win as many as 320 of

the 480 Lower House seats at stake.

The Liberal Democrats, even as they
braced themselves for an almost inevita-
ble - and humiliating — defeat, were mak-
ing last-ditch efforts to minimise their
losses. They roped in one of the country’s
most popular and established pop groups,

SMAP, to reel in the votes for LDP candi-
dates, including Prime Minister Taro Aso.
But the party was not helped by news
yesterday of unemployment hitting an
all-time high last month and prices re-
cording their sharpest fall since 1971
when such data were first tabulated.

The gloomy news came just days after
figures showed that Japan’s gross domes-
tic product for the April to June period ex-
panded for the first time in five quarters.

Nursing the ailing economy back to
health will fall on the shoulders of the
DPJ, which will be holding power for the
first time since its inception 11 years ago.

A study group consisting mostly of
DPJ politicians has been holding regular
brainstorming sessions since late last
year to see how Japan can tap into Asia’s
economic dynamism, The group aims to
present a new economic vision after to-
morrow’s general election that will under-
pin new policies designed to turn Japan in-
to a major regional economic hub.

That process is expected to involve the
participation of foreign companies and
governments in the region, including Sin-
gapore. In recent years, Singapore, Hong
Kong and South Korea in particular have
made great strides in turning their air-

ports and harbours into regional hubs,
leaving Japan far behind.

“We still think that the operation of
airports and harbours is the responsibility
of the government,” said group member
Issei Koga, a DPJ lawmaker. “We want to
make new laws to enable Japan to become
a hub. It will be done in partnership with
foreign companies and governments.”

He cited Singapore and Hong Kong as
potential partners.

To make Japan more attractive to for-
eign investors, his group also plans to
push for measures to make it easier for
foreigners to live and work here.

Cooperation with foreign corporations
and authorities could go beyond mere
hub development. There are likely to be
opportunities to jointly create new indus-
tries in the medium to long term that Mr
Koga and company hope will eventually
increase the economic pie to the tune of
100 trillion yen (S$1.5 trillion) and create
three million new jobs.

To achieve all this will require strong
and visionary leadership by the DPJ.

Past LDP administrations tended to
leave the finer points of policymaking to
the bureaucracy and implementation to
the local authorities without sufficient co-

ordination from the centre. The result is a
bureaucratic nightmare for foreign firms
hoping to make inroads into Japan.

Take the case of Japanese ports.

Each local government has a different
set of procedures for ports under its pur-
view and there is little inclination to
make it cheaper to use the facilities.

So, it can be cheaper for companies to
ship a container to North America via
South Korea’s Busan port than through,
say, the Japanese port of Kobe.

Airport construction has also been tak-
ing place in Japan apparently without any
master plan to ensure that the country
grows into a major air hub. So it is now
more convenient for Japanese in smaller
cities to fly to other countries via South
Korea’s Incheon airport than through Nar-
ita, Tokyo’s main international gateway.

Past governments have called for more
foreign direct investments (FDI) in Japan.

But FDI accounts for only about 3 per
cent of the country’s GDP. The govern-
ment is aiming for a share of 5 per cent by
2010, which is still well below the percent-
age in other industrialised countries.
wengkin@sph.com.sg
Commentary on Prime Page A2, and more reports
on World Page C8 and Money Page 24
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