Japan and Thailand in the Changing East Asian Regional Order

Keynote Speaker: 
Professor Takashi Shiraishi – Executive Member, Council for Science and Technology Policy, Cabinet Office

Dr. Shiraishi began his talk by declaring that Japanese foreign policy is built upon two foundations: continuing the US-Japan alliance and promoting stability and growth in East Asia.  While the new government has to develop an acceptable solution to the relocation of the US air base in Okinawa to both coalition partners and the US government before May, recent developments such as this one do not mean that Japanese foreign policy is radically changing its course.  Rather, they are signs that the government is merely recalibrating its foreign policy.   His lecture will argue that, no matter which political party is in control, Japanese foreign policy will remain virtually unchanged because other countries, not domestic politics, dictate Japanese foreign policy.  He will conclude with a question about Thailand.


He then discussed two mega-trends in the region: 1) the changing distribution of wealth and power and 2) increasing urbanization, rising middle classes, and widening gaps.  The first trend is supported by long-term economic forecasts.  Currently, Japan is the world’s third-largest economy (if including the European Union).  However, China is on course this year to overtake Japan.  Further, based on growth forecasts, by 2020, the Chinese economy will be four times larger and in 2050, almost seven times larger than the Japanese economy.  But not only China will overtake the Japanese economy during the next twenty years; economists predict that the Indian economy and those of ASEAN countries (combined) will be larger too by 2030.  The economic balance of power of East Asian countries in 2030 will starkly contrast the balance in 1990 when the Japanese economy was larger than the rest of the East Asian economies combined.  Consequently, by 2030, Japan will no longer be one of the economic superpowers, which will consist of the EU, China, India and the US; instead, it will be one of the middle economies in the region.
The second trend is supported by urbanization forecasts from 2000-2030.  For the entire East Asian region, the increase of the urban population will be 83%.  In China and Indonesia it will be 90% and 111% respectively.  This will mean that the region will boast a bigger middle-class people who are bilingual and will enjoy prosperity.  Japanese businesses are positioning themselves to exploit this increasing urban prosperity and are pinning their companies’ success on the Asian market, not the domestic one. At same time, in most East Asian countries (besides Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, and Japan), a gap between the urban middle class and rural and urban poor not only remains but is becoming wider and more politically salient. The increasing visibility of urban centers is stoking discontent among the rural poor, especially in Thailand and China.  This issue will continue to be a major middle political issue for some time.   


Dr. Shiraishi then discussed the region’s security and political economic system since 1950.  During that year, the international communist threat was formidable and widespread.  Mao renamed his country the People’s Republic of China, a national liberation movement was forming in Vietnam, and there were many other communist movements in Southeast Asia.  Concurrently, Japan was under US occupation but the US realized that it needed to give the country its independence back. 

The US responded to the communist threat by devisingtwo strategies.  First, it created a US-led hub-and-spokes security system consisting of numerous bilateral security treaties and bases agreement (such as Japan, Korea, and the Philippines).  An immediate offspring of this system was SEATO, which was established in 1955.  Second, it promoted a US, Japan, and Southeast Asia triangular trade system.  Because Dulles did not believe that Japanese products could be competitive under US market, the US encouraged Southeast Asian countries to open their markets to both Japanese and US goods.   However, contrary to what he thought, Japanese products sold very well in the region.


The structure of these systems in East Asia has undergone both enormous security and economic changes, beginning in the 1970s.  During that decade, the US was kicked out of Vietnam and Thailand asked the US military to leave.  Further, in 1989, the Philippines Senate decided that the country would no longer host US troops at the Clark Air Base.  Consequently, over the years this security system has shrunk.  This also means that US-Japan alliance has diminished in its importance. Economic changes in the region began when China transformed itself from a state-led economy to market-led economy, thereby integrating itself in the regional system.  But the recent financial crisis, marked by the fall of Lehman Brothers, led to the near collapse of this system, particularly the export system which experienced a staggering decline.  

A structural tension between these two systems has emerged: while China is not part of the US-led security system, not only is it a participant in the economic system but also it is growing in importance in this system.  This tension will become heightened as the distribution of wealth and power in the region swings more towards China.   Further, a few socialist governments operating outside of the system, namely Myanmar and North Korea, still survive.  In other regions in the world, such as in Europe, where the USSR collapsed and NATO and the EU expanded eastward, tensions arising from differences in participation and power distribution in the security system and regional economic systems do not exist.   


In response to this changing regional order, policymakers in the region should try to ensure that this change will not cause any revolutionary upheavals.   Specifically, for Japan, their policymakers must first maintain the US-Japan alliance and keep the US engaged in the region.  If they do not, the regional security system will disappear, leading to significant instability.  The great majority of the public in Japan understand this but this issue is sometimes mishandled.  At the same time, Japan should help construct an East Asia community, built on mutual interdependence and integration.   Countries in the region should cooperate on a number of transnational issues, such as human trafficking, drugs, and terrorism.  However, given the fact that China will become more powerful both regionally and globally, it is important to make sure that China has a greater stake in the region so that it thinks not only about its own interests but also the region’s interests.  The Japan government has given a lot of overseas development assistance to China and encouraged Japanese companies to invest in China.  This strategy should remain.  

As for the behaviors of other countries in the region, one can explain them by looking at where the country is located along this tension.  For example:

1) Myanmar is neither integrated economically nor part of the US security system.  Instead, it is dependent economically on both China and Thailand.  The junta has agreed to build a pipeline from the Indian Ocean to southern China and imports billions of dollars of natural gas to Thailand.  Simultaneously, the military organized the first ever joint military training session with India.

2) Vietnam is successfully playing off both China and the US.  It maintains a good relationship with China in order to improve its economic ties.  At the same time, remembering how the US punished the country in the 1970s, it is still a pursuing good relationship with the US.

3) Indonesia: while the country has not been part of the US-led security system, it has been a de facto ally of the Japan and US since the 1960s.   It has devoted a lot of resources to the military in order to maintain domestic peace.  Currently, similar to Japan, it is recalibrating its foreign policy.  For example, it is questioning the benefits of the recent China-ASEAN free trade agreements.   

Finally, what is and will be Thailand’s behavior?  While it remains a non-NATO ally of the US, the government does not allow US military stockpiling in the region.  Further, the country is quite enthusiastic about economic integration in the region, especially the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) where it is the largest economic power.  Consequently, increasing integration, particularly in the GMS, benefits Thailand.

Panelist: Dr. Kitti Prasirtsuk – Associate Dean for International Affairs, Thammasat University

In his response to Dr. Shiraishi’s presentation, Dr. Prasirtsuk raised two points.  First, there is a recurring theme of the Japanese government seeking to define which direction Japanese foreign policy will go.  That is, does Japan belong to the Eastern or Western Hemisphere? While some argue that it time for change, Dr. it is not due to structural imperatives.  Japanese foreign policy will continue to emphasize the US-Japan alliance in order to maintain stability in Asia-Pacific. 

Dr. Prasirtsuk backed his argument by summarizing Japanese foreign policy since the 1990s.  During the First Persian Gulf War, Japan failed to contribute troops and was criticized by other countries for practicing “checkbook diplomacy” (giving only money to the war cause).  In response, Japan tried to recalibrate its foreign policy and defense policy.  The government began to emphasize multilateralism, working with UN and encouraging ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF); promoted by Japanese foreign minsiter at that time.  However, these attempts did not bear much fruit and, after regional tensions heightened due to the nuclear program in North Korea and conflict in Taiwain, Japan enhanced the US-Japan alliance.  Further, due to its location next to China and North Korea, Japan will continue to make the US its key pillar of its security policy.

However, small changes in Japanese foreign policy regarding its US relations, such as the controversy over the military base in Okiwana, have arisen after the new government assumed office.  These changes are due to a generational change in leadership.  The new Prime Minister Hoatoyama was born after World War II and is part of a post-war generation of new leaders.  Further,  Japanese politics has become more domestically-oriented: the government is focusing on domestic issues such as ageing, pension, and domestic economy revitalization.  However, ovreall, these changes in foreign policy are small.


The second point Dr. Saristsuk argued is that Japan has been preoccupied with the rise of China and, as a result, the issue of East Asia Community (EAC) has been used as a tool to engage China. Starting during Prime Minister Koizumi’s time (2001-2006), during which he visisted the Yasukuni Shrine,  Japanese-Chinese relations have deteriorated.  Japan responded by using the EAC to check China’s influence in region.  For example, Japan invited Australia and NZ to participate as part of the balancing game.  After Koizimi, Japan has softened posture towards China.   The new Prime Minister Hatoyama has also emphasized the EAC, but, unlike Koizumi, as a tool to engage China in a more positive manner.  Further, Japan business interests are more regional than domestic currently and are part of an increasing interdependent production network in the region.  Thus, promoting the EAC enables Japan to better balance China and advance its business interests in the region.  


Dr. Prasirtsuk ended his discussion by directing a couple of questions to Dr. Shiraishi:

· About two years ago the Australian Prime Minsiter Kevin Rudd  proposed a new forum, the Asian-Pacific Community.  However, it would exclude all ASEAN countries except Indonesia.  What is Japan’s stance on the Asia-Pacific community?

· Recently two authors have argued two different grand strategies of Japan.  Samuels argue that Japan has always had a consistent policy of seeking to become a rich nation and have a strong army.  In contrast, Berger contends that Japan is is a liberal adaptive state, full of cosmpolitan values and advocating issues such as environmental protection and human rights.  What is Dr. Shiraishi’s view?

Panelist: Kavi Chongkittavorn – Assistant Group Editor of Nation Multimedia Group


Mr. Chongkittavorn began his presentation by raising three issues:

1) How does Japan engage with a rising China?  With US or with ASEAN?

2) The hub-and-spoke system might not work in the future.  How does Dr. Shiraishi see future Japanese security relations if this is the case?

3) How do ASEAN countries, particularly Thailand, deal with China at the individual and collectivel level?.

He then discussed each issue in depth.

Japan is obsessed with engaging China and thinks the best way of doing so is collectively.   Economic integration is a key buzzword of Japanese foreign policy starting with the Fukada doctrine.  Southeast Asian countries, especially the former Indochina countries, are also increasingly integrating with China,.  In the early 1990s, Japan sought to engage China through a multilateral security umbrella, the ASEAN Regional Forum. This forum was seen by not only Japan but also some ASEAN countries as a more effective way to contain China.  However, the US was worried that this the forum would weaken its existing bilateral agreements with Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and Philippines.  Moreover, ASEAN has yet to agree upon any difficult issue. 

Not only Japan but all countries in the region must contend with a rising China.  They will watch intently how the US-China relationship evolves.  Since Obama became President, we are seeing a different China which is more confident, willing to back it strong word with actions, and hardening its position against the US, particularly against Obama who is seen as softer than Bush.  It could perhaps be willing to pay a price to break the “vicious circle” between the US and China.  If this is the case, Southeast Asia is in big trouble.  


Mr. Chongkittavorn then discussed Japanese security relations.  The Japan-US relationship is not discussed by any ASEAN country except Indonesia.   Japan’s role has traditionally thought to be a lackey of US foreign policy.  However, in the last last few months,  Japan has boldly come out and said that it wants to pursue a much more independent foreign policy and no longer wants to be seen as the US’ “deputy sheriff.”  Its increasing prominence in international security is illustrated by its active roles in Cambodia, Myanmar, and Iraq.  At the same time, it is promoting increasing economic integration in the region.   However, in Southeast Asia, the Japan-US alliance has had very little impact in the region, especially in terms of security.  Instead, policymakers look more towards the ASEAN Regional Forum and the East Asia Community is the “talk of the town.”  Also, because the China-Japan relationship is on the mend, now many in Southeast Asia are paying attention to the +3 of ASEAN (China, Japan, and Korea) and the relationships between these three countries. 


He next discussed Southeast Asian countries’ relations with China.  The countries in the region are dealing with China at two levels, individually and as a group (mainly through ASEAN).  Since 1995, China has generated confidence within ASEAN, and, in 2003, further improved its standing when it signed the Treaty of Amity (which is a good move because agreeing to the treaty does not mean anything).  However, China has changed recently, becoming more arrogant and confident.  Right now ASEAN countries are thinking very hard about how to best deal with China and no consensus has het to emerge.  Myanmar and Vietnam are the two leading countries that will shift balance of relationship towards China.  This year Vietnam is the chair of ASEAN and will bring up the contentious issue of rights to the South China Sea.  No progress on this issue has been made since 2002. Myanmar is full of natural resources and China is eager to grab them.  However, recently tensions have arisen, especially in regard to treatment of ethnic Chinese in Myanmar, and the government will hold a contentious election later this year.  Whatever emerges during next few months will mark a new beginning of China-ASEAN relations.  Thus, we should watch carefully how events unfold, especially the South China Sea issue.


He then discussed other Southeast Asian countries’ security relations.  Indonesia has had a much more international component during last the few decades and is much more outward looking now. As for Thailand, the US-Thai alliance has not borne any fruit in building new regional alliances.  The Thais want to follow the model of the US-Singapore relationship, but this alliance but has not done much to improve US security in the region.  However, Thailand can do a lot more to build up its security relationship with the US and, therefore, it is very important for Thailand to support the Japanese-US alliance.  The presenter concluded that he is glad that Obama has given importance to US alliances but Thailand wants to see more concrete action and was disappointed with the US verbal attack on its decision to repatriate Hmong.  Concurrently during the past few months, there has been more cooperation between China and Thailand on issues such as maritime security and antiterrorism.

Professor Shiraishi’s Response:

Dr. Shiraishi responded to many of the points raised by the discussants.  First, he discussed the issue of Japan straddling the East and West. For the past 25-30 years, the Japanese economy has been heavily integrated with Asia and Asia will continue to play a key role in the Japanese future.  At same time, the Japan-US relation still has many issues, such as the Okinawa base, and logical support of the US in Indian Ocean and the Middle East, that need to be discussed.  In response, the current government should recalibrate its foreign policy but not make a major shift.  The Japanese saying of “wake up sleeping kid” is pertinent to what the current government must do.

Second, in his initial presentation, Dr. Shiraishi forgot to mention that one important notion that informs Japanese foreign economic policy is the idea of economic integration.  After World War II, especially during the Cold War era, the government sought to transform the redistribution of resources and increase Japanese productivity.  However, this system has stopped working and productivity has not improved much over the last 20 years.  These are two reasons why the Japanese public has become so pessimistic.  This is an issue for Thailand too.  In contrast, China has been very successful in increasing its productivity.  Because of the differing productivity growth rates, economic integration is crucially important for Japan.  

At the same time, one should be a bit cautious about future trade integration.  The nature of trade in the region is changing.  Data on the change of imports in the second half of 2008, after the financial crisis struck, shows a significant drop in trade.  While US imports dropped from $110 to $75 billion and EU from $75 to $50, Japan remained the same at $30.  Currently ASEAN is exporting less intermediate goods to China because Chinese industries have upgraded and can now produce these intermediate goods themselves.  This means that China could become less trade-dependent, even though in the last decade it has became more trade-dependent, growing from 60 to 70%.  Countries are already starting to think about this implication.  For example, Indonesian businesses now questioning the usefulness of ASEAN-China FTA because they are not reaping enough benefit from it so far.   Even after the crisis, the US market still remains very important because it will take a long time for Asian countries to move from an export-led model to domestic-led growth model 

As for the question on Japan’s grand strategy, Dr. Shiriashi responded that there has been some criticism of the current government, including the Prime Minister, because he and others have talked about changing the triangular relationship between Japan-US-China and having a more equal relationship with the US.  However, these leaders cannot talk about economic and security together.  Instead, they should combine realist and liberal perspective.  This debate is particularly important now because the Japanese public is asking their leaders what kind of country do we want to create.  Debate on this issue will continue.   

The leaders though should realize that Japan should not destroy what it has now and is worried that the current government is alienating US-Japan alliance managers.  Maintaining this alliance is important because it is an asset to Japan.    At the same time, this alliance is not just for Japan but to provide security for the entire region, including Southeast Asia.  Therefore, it needs to evolve, such as improving collective maritime security, surveillance (by using satellites to exchange information), and working together on transnational issues.

As for the question of how other countries are engaging China, he believes that this question is the most important one for all countries in the region during  the first half of this century.   Different theories have been proposed on how to do this.  Some contend that the security can be maintained if a hierarchical regional order is established with China as a hegemon and other countries as its tributaries.  Others argue that countries should engage China multilaterally, particularly on non-traditional security issues. Dr. Shiraishi believes that it is important to find areas which other countries can multilaterally engage China—not only on the economic front, which has already been done, but also on the security side.  

Last, as for the question of regional architecture, he believes that ASEAN has been built on consensus but it very difficult for all ten countries to reach an agreement upon difficult issues.  As for a bigger community forum, ASEAN will continue to serve as the hub.  However, currently there are very multilateral agreements between ASEAN and other countries; rather, most of them are only with one country such as the ASEAN-China FTA.  Even at the university level this is the same.  Therefore, ASEAN should look to expand its engagement on the multilateral level in many areas, not only security and economy but also education.   


Discussion

When asked about anti-American sentiment in Japan after the Cold War, Dr. Shiraishi responded that actually at least two-thirds of the Japanese public are pro-American and he has not seen any signs of increasing anti-Americanism, even at the height of US unilateralism (during the Bush adminsitration).  More interesting is Japanese sentiment toward China.  During the 1980s, the public was pro-Chinese (about 80% pro-China); however, this pro-China sentiment started to decline in the mid-1990s and bottomed in 2005.  Now it is slowly improving.  The government needs to address this anti-Chinese sentiment if they want to maintain a long-term mutual relationship.

When asked about how Japan should adjust to the rising China, especially in terms of trade and technological development, Dr. Shiraishi first replied that Japan needs to embed itself more in the region while still maintaining the US-Japanese alliance. The public has recently become pessimistic because China will soon surpass Japan as the world’s second-largest economy. At the same time, we entering a phase in which science and technology, especially in the fields of energy and environmental and life sciences, may determine the future of world and prestige of regional countries.  In terms of technology, Japan and Korean are catching up quickly, but Japan is investing significant amounts, and, as a result, some of its sectors are at the  forefront of global research and industry.  So, in this regard, Japan is doing well.  


One questioner asked whether the tension between security and economic systems (stemming from the difference in participants) will hurt Thailand unless the security system is changed?  Dr. Shiraishi answered that the tension will remain for many years to come unless one of two events occur: 1) the US stops engaging in the region and then China will become a new power managing regional security system (but many tensions will arise in the process); or 2) China becomes more democratic.    However, until one of these two events occurs, all countries need to manage this tension in different ways. Thailand is trying to manage it by becoming more deeply embedded in the regional economy.  For example, Thai trade with ASEAN countries, Japan, and the US is expanding.  It is also still maintaining its security alliance with the US, evident by the recent Cobra Gold exercise.  At the same time, it is expanding both its economic ties with China. Especially under Thaksin, Thailand expanded its “spider web” of networks so that the Thai position is not dependent on any country. 

One questioner made five similarities between Japan and Thailand. Further, both countries are facing an identity crisis.  Thus given these similar problems, he asked, how do both Japan and Thailand make meaningful changes in rapidly evolving societies.  Dr. Shiraishi responded by discussing each similarity:

· Historical baggage with neighboring countries: Both countries should promote educational exchanges and science and technology, such as with the European Union.  It is very important to promote youth exchanges.   Further, the countries should fund research on the wars of the twentieth century.  This is needed so that people can have a balanced knowledge of history, such as the Nanking Massacre and Thai-Cambodian relations.  This will more evenly distribute opinions so that they become more balanced.   It will take time but it is the only way to address historical baggage.

· Rogue states in backyard: Both Myanmar and North Korea are indeed rogue states but at least Myanmar does not have nuclear missiles. Engaging both China and US will help address this problem.  

· Both have constitutional monarchies: Dr. Shiraishi has great respect for both monarchs.  

· Rising economic competitors and traditional rivals in their backyards: Dr. Shiraishi said this is a problem especially because the public is not trained in understanding foreign relations in any systemic way.  The only way to improving public understanding is promoting research and dissemination of the research.  This is needed because outrageous discourses can become dangerous.

· Reputation as manufacturing centers has suffered recently: Toyota’s reputation has recently suffered.  However, the company is already started the problem, though it will take for its bureaucracy to move.

