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End of an “Urban Party”:

The Democratic Party of Japan and its Trade Policies

The Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ]) defeated the incumbent Liberal Democratic Party that
had dominated Japanese politics at the 2009 Lower House Election. Many voters expected this
would bring about major changes in the government's policies, as the DPJ]'s campaign pledges
called for fundamental shifts from the LDP’s policies in many policy areas including trade-related
issues. Since its foundation in 1998, the DP]J has been strongly advocating free trade policies. In
addition, a recent trend of bilateral free trade agreements (FTA) has been pressuring the
Japanese government to take immediate actions to make such arrangements with its major trade
partners. Thus, one would expect that the new government led by the DPJ would implement free
trade policies as it had promised to voters. However, more than two years after the power shift,
the DPJ government’s campaign promise has not become reality. Why is the DPJ struggling to
implement its free trade policies?

This study suggests an explanation for this puzzle by focusing on a change in the DPJ’s party
organization after the 2007 Upper House Election, which seems to be affecting the party’s
policymaking in trade issues. The main argument of this study is as follows: the DPJ used to
receive support mainly from urban districts in the past. But, as the party successfully broadened
its support bases in attempting to defeat the incumbent LDP, the number of DP] members elected
from rural districts increased drastically since the 2007 election. That, in turn, strengthened the
objection against FTAs within the party, and has made it difficult for the party to implement free

trade policies.

(SASADA, Hironori, Associate Professor, Interfaculty Institute for International Studies,

Ritsumeikan University)
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