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The public doesn’t seem to
care about the July 11 Upper
House election. Many unaf-
filiated voters are likely to skip
voting altogether.

Why the apathy? To begin
with, unlike Lower House elec-
tions in which voters cast
ballots to choose the adminis-
tration, the crux of Upper
House elections is vague. With
the advancement of political
parties, the Upper House has
come to resemble a weak car-
bon copy of the Lower House.

Why take the trouble to go
out and vote if it makes no
difference, many people seem
to thi

Since Upper House elections
have little impact on politics,
they tend to be like “midterm
elections.”

Maintaining a balance

In the United States, mid-
term elections are held be-
tween presidential elections. It
is often said that the party that
lost the presidential election
increases its number Of seats in
the midterm elections thanks to
voters’ inclination to maintain a
balance.

After all, since the govern-
ment is going to stay in power
for another two years, the least
the unhappy voters can do is
show their disapproval by vot-
ing for the opposition.

Such psychology may also
affect the upcoming Upper
House election. Even if voter
turnout remains low, the Lib-
eral Democratic Party is un-
likely to score a significant
victory as it did in the previous
election.

After tiding over last year’s
general election, Prime Minis-
ter Junichiro Koizumi has been
gearing up for the July Upper
House election. He moved up
his plans to visit North Korea in
May and attended the Group of
Eight summit in June. Accord-
ing to his scenario, both events
were supposed to add momen-
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tum to his drive.
Actually, however, revel-
ations about his failure to pay

into the national pension

program set off public anger.
As a result, more voters want
Minshuto (Democratic Party of
Japan) to increase its seats this
time.

This is not a passing trend
but a result of the changing
image of the Koizumi adminis-
tration. When it took off, Ko-
jzumi stressed his determi-
nation to change the LDP and
advance reform. But as time
went by, his administration
began to resemble the conven-
tional governments run by the

‘LDP.

After the Upper House elec-
tion, the LDP is likely to
become increasingly depen-
dent on New Komeito, its
ruling coalition partner.

The LDP, which lost a ma-
jority in the Lower House,
chose to team up with New
Komeito, which has a strong
backing of organizational votes,
to win single-seat constitu-
encies. In order to pass bills, the
LDP must secure a stable ma-
jority in the Upper House and
for that, the cooperation of
New Komeito is indispensable.

As a result, the LDP’s con-
ventional factional dynamics
no longer work wonders as
they did before. Meanwhile,
Minshuto is unable to mount a
successful offensive against the
LDP.

Minshuto is an odd mixture
of people who belonged to
different parties. The com-
petence of Katsuya Okada as
Minshuto leader is also un-
known, and the party now
appears to be at a standstill.
However, I expect it to be
bracing itself for the eventual
takeover of the administration
in the long run.

By and large, few people
appreciate Koizumi “reforms.”
Most companies also agree that
tax-system reform, pension re-
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form and deregulation are in-
variably too slow, hard to
understand and half-baked, sur-
veys show.

The administration needs to
do a better job of planning and
implementing policies to win
public support.

The slow progress of reform
is partly due to Koizumi’s lack
of leadership, as well as resist-
ance from bureaucrats and lob-
byist lawmakers representing
special interests. But that is not
the only reason.

He needs to compromise
with the LDP’s coalition part-
ner, New Komeito. Therefore,
he has no choice but to shelve
reforms that New Komeito
opposes. Generally speaking, it
is difficult for coalition govern-
ments to form a coherent set of
policies. ;

In comparison, Minshuto has
an advantage. It is in a position
to take a longer view and freely
propose rational policies unfet-
tered by the past.

Minshuto took advantage of
its confrontation with the rul-
ing coalition in the Diet over
pension reform to boost its
public image. Minshuto gave
the impression that it is a party
with clear-cut policies, unlike
the LDP, which only offers
stopgap measures.

Minshuto’s future depends
on whether it can show per-
severance for some time with-
out regard to making immedi-
ate gains in the upcoming
election. If it wants to eventu-
ally- take over the adminis-
tration, it should stick to a
positive stance to promote
policies that it believes in and
undergo several general elec-
tions as a challenger.

If Minshuto happens to do
well in the Upper House elec-
tions, it is not more than a
result of capricious reactions of
voters in a “midterm election.”

Will Koizumi’s foreign policy
affect the outcome of the Up-
per House election?

After last year’s general elec-
tion, the prime minister dis-
patched the Self-Defense
Forces (SDF) to Samawah in
southern Iraq; visited North
Korea for the second time to
bring to Japan the families of
abductees; and promised to
have the SDF cooperate with a
multinational force in Iraq.

When he made his second
visit to Pyongyang, his approval
rating went up 10 percent, but it
soon dropped to the same level
as before. The public is casting
a cold eye on Koizumi’s diplo-
macy.

In both domestic and foreign
affairs, the Koizumi adminis-
tration has yet to show a clear
future vision for the nation.
Proposing long-term plans,
forming concrete policies and
presenting them to the people
are essential elements of
politicking.

But both ruling and oppo-
sition parties are not making a
serious effort to meet that
basic requirement. No won-
der the issues of the election
are vague.

Unless the Upper House is
given a unique role, I don’t
think it can win back public
interest.

First, why not adopt an
election system different

from that of the Lower
House? If the Lower House is
made up of single-seat con-
stituencies, the Upper House
should adopt proportional
representation, for example.
Since the makeup of seats is
different, it can effectively
check the Lower House.

House of wisdom

Furthermore, it should abol-
ish restraints of party decisions
and allow individual members
to vote at their discretion. Only
when they do can the Upper
House be truly called “the
house of wisdom.”

More fundamentally, legis-
lation should be left to the
Lower House. The Upper
House should concentrate on
proposing long-term policies
and other functions such as
monitoring administrative af-
fairs and settlement of ac-
counts. It is also important to
train competent research staff .
so that the Upper House can
deal with the administration on
equal terms.

In a parliamentary Cabinet .
system, parties that hold the
majority in the national as-
sembly form the government.
As a result, ruling parties al-
ways side with the government.
It presents a problem because
minority opposition parties are
left with the task of checking
the government. The system
does not always work. Such
tactics as snail-pacing around
the ballot box and scuffling are
meaningless.

I think it is time for the
Upper House to transform into
an institution devoted to moni-
toring government affairs with-
out regard to which parties
hold the majority in the Lower
House.

The author is a professor of
sociology at the Tokyo Institute
of Technology. He contributed
this commentary to The Asahi
Shimbun.



