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Ecotourism in Bali: Backgrounds, Projects , and Challenges 

     The United Nations General Assembly designated the year 2002 as the International Year of 

Ecotourism (IYE), and the World Ecotourism Summit was held in Quebec City, Canada in 2002. The 

Summit produced the Quebec Declaration in order to promote ecotourism worldwide. In line with this, 

Indonesia has also named 2002 the ‘National Ecotourism Year,’ and since then, ecotourism has become 

a growing industry in Indonesia.  

     As the Indonesian government tries to develop ecotourism for protecting its rich biodiversities, it 

is becoming popular in the Province of Bali, which is one of the famous international tourism 

destinations. In the past, the tourism industry brought about large economic benefits in Bali, but the 

society, including its culture and nature, has been negatively impacted. Therefore, expectations for 

ecotourism are growing as it could be an alternative kind of tourism in which Bali society would be 

respected rather than destroyed. 

     How has Bali developed ecotourism? In what ways has it produced positive outcomes? What are 

the problems discernible in the projects of ecotourism? My paper attempts to explore these questions. 

Based on my intensive fieldworks, I analyze three different projects of ecotourism in Bali and provide 

insights on both positive and negative developments. Through the investigations, my study attempts to 

identify gaps between the expectations and the reality in Indonesia’s current conduct of ecotourism. I 

also illustrate major dilemmas in promoting ecotourism in Bali, and argue that without overcoming 

these dilemmas, there is a danger of undermining the very legitimacy of ecotourism, which may 

possibly result in the further destruction of Bali’s biodiversity and culture. 

             
(IZAWA, Tomomi, Doctoral Program in International Relations,

Graduate School of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University) 
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Critical Consideration on Asian Postcolonial Feminist Theology 

- Throughout Theories of Homi K. Bhabha and Gayatori C. Spivak- 

Asian Postcolonial Feminist Theology (APF theology, hereafter), one of liberation theologies, 

gained momentum between the late 1970s and the early 1980s. It aims to liberate women who live in 

“third world” Asia, and it also challenges colonialism-Christianity which maintains androcentric and 

Eurocentric norms in societies. Today, however, APF theology seems to emphasize “subaltern and 

third world-oriented discourse” in their framework. According to Kwok Pui-lan, a Hong-Kongnese 

APF theologian, “colored women living in third world Asia” are under “the intersection of 

oppressions;” geopolitical, racial, and gender-oriented ones. It means that those who are under 

“tri1ple oppressions” are the ones to be “saved” from the norms. Therefore, heroines in writings of 

APF theology always live in former colonized countries/ areas or in today’s “third world.” However, 

as APF theologian admitted, Asia includes “multiple” histories, cultures, and languages. Not all Asian 

regions are categorized into “third world;” not all Asian people are recognized as “subaltern.” In such 

“Asia,” it is nonsense to divide “first world” from “third world;” “should be saved” from “not need to 

be saved.”  

APF theology mainly depends on Gayatori C. Spivak’s subaltern theory and Homi K. Bhabha’s 

postcolonial theory to form their own theories. By over-viewing those theories, this paper will find 

several reasons why APF theology goes into such “subaltern and third world-oriented discourse.” At 

last, this paper aims to examine the discourse critically. 

(Ogasawara, Tsubasa, Doctoral Program in International Relations,  

Graduate School of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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Different Leadership Style from the viewpoint of followers 
Abstract 

In the U.S. the job descriptions, responsibilities and powers of each position within the 

organization are explicitly defined and manifested. People join the organization with the 

understanding of given rules and are not required to do jobs not specified in the contract. 

It’s a financial contract to link the employees and the organization, and employees have 

to prove their higher competence to be promoted and in order to get higher wages. 

In Japan, on the contrary, new graduates are employed all together and training is 

provided for firm-specific purposes on a regular basis within the organization. In other 

words, those systems function as a training center for the purpose of bringing employees 

up as generalists through those firm-specific workshops. 

From the viewpoint of organizational operations, firms are considered to be for the 

benefit of the shareholders in the U.S. while firms are considered for the benefit of the 

employees in Japan. Thus there is a fundamental difference in the perception of the 

organization itself. Where in the world have those basic different concepts come from? 

The different concepts of organization split the management and leadership styles into 

two completely different spheres. 

The purpose of this article is to seek an effective organizational leadership style in the 

era of “globalization” through comparing and deeply analyzing the differences of the 

management and leadership styles in the different cultures.  

(SHOBU, Makoto, Doctoral Program in International Relations,  

Graduate School of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University) 
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Analysis of the decision of the Korean constitutional court 
on the right of suffrage for Korean citizens living abroad:  
Proving the constitutionality of Article 15; 2 on the right of vote using the 

2007’s case 

The present Republic of Korea constitution is assumed to be "All citizens shall have 

the right to vote under the conditions as prescribed by Act." in Article 24. It provides for 

the suffrage as a basic human right in the constitution. However, the electoral roll was 

not made and it was impossible for overseas permanent residents without status resident 

registration under the present election system to exercise the right of suffrage, although 

the nationality of the Republic of Korea was possessed.  

The suffrage exercise was impossible for, e.g., students living abroad who could hardly 

return home for the Election Day, because of high costs incurring although they had 

resident registration and were recorded to the electoral roll. However, if the point that 

they are citizens of the Republic of Korea is considered, this problem is contradicting the 

principle of popular election. 

No constitutional agreement decision was delivered in 2007, although the 

constitutional court delivered a decision to this problem in 1999. Therefore, it might be 

said that a way to exercise the right of suffrage as an individual’s basic human right has 

been opened by the constitutional court’s change in decision, in an 8-years span. And this 

change may have big implications. Moreover, the decision of the constitutional court of 

2007 to this problem shows how the court is carrying out faithfully the people's basic 

human rights security. 

However, it seems that the court doesn’t stand committed if we consider its 1999 

decision to this problem. I will examine it more deeply whether the adjudication on 

constitutional complaint is faithfully playing his role as shown in the original outline, 

since this problem of the basic human rights security of the people is fundamental among 

the adjudication areas of concern in the constitutional court.  

             
(SIN, Hyun-oh, Doctoral Program in International Relations, 

Graduate School of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)   
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Foreword. 

   Méig ng Hé  ( ) or Lánc ng Ji ng ( ), Mae Khaung ( , Mènam 

Khong ( ), Mae Nam Khong ( ), Mékôngk or Tonle Thom and Sông 
C u Long.1

   Many names people attached to it. One meaning unifies them through history. 

“Mother of all rivers”. Known to most of the outside world as the Mekong River, it 

originates somewhere in the Qinghai-Tibet plateau at 5,000 metres above sea level and 

passes snow-covered mountains, tropical rainforests, and marshy wetlands on its 4,900 

kilometre meanderings through, in geographical order, the People’s Republic of China, 

Myanmar, Thailand, Lao PDR, Cambodia and Viet Nam.2 It finally discharges into the 

sea, after splitting into scores of tributaries, in the highly productive rice-growing delta 

of southern Viet Nam, facing the South China Sea. In its upper reaches, the river has 

steep descents and swift rapids, but it becomes navigable south of Laos’ old capital, 

Luang Prabang. Because it crosses so many borders, the Mekong is known by various 

names in this part of the world. Since the earliest recorded human settlements about 

6,000 years ago, its waters have been vital to its banks dwellers.3 In many respects. Ten 

million years of changing sea levels have left a rich legacy of unique life forms that have 

evolved mostly in isolation. These resources provide both income and sustenance to the 

great majority of people in the region who are leading subsistence or near-subsistence 

agricultural lifestyles. The land yields timber, minerals, coal, and petroleum, while 

water from the many rivers supports agriculture and fisheries and provides energy in 

the form of hydropower. The coal reserves are abundant, and the oil and natural gas 

reserves considerable. 4  More is the pity, these abundant energy resources are still 

relatively underused, especially if we consider the fact that, from the melting snows of 

the Tibetan heights to the muddy delta near Ho Chi Minh City, the Mekong and its 

tributaries drain an area twice the size of Japan.5 The river basin encompasses the vast 

floodplains in Cambodia and Viet Nam that remain inundated for up to six months each 

year, and the Tonle Sap Lake in Cambodia, which depends on the annual flooding cycle 

of the Mekong. Tens of millions of people in the Basin rely on traditional uses of the 

water of the river system to provide them with their primary source of nutrition and 

income for their livelihood. Yet, as population numbers increase, these traditional uses 

The GMS Program and the Cross-Border Transport Agreement as a means of overcoming bilateral 
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and benefits start being threatened. With a relatively low level of development, the 

natural capacity of the river system to supply goods and services may be pushed beyond 

acceptable limits, as often experienced at the local level in different times of history. As 

a consequence and in addition to the traditional livelihoods, there became apparent a 

need to look for economic development opportunities and options. Certainly no mean 

feat.

1. The Greater Mekong Sub-region: a new cooperation paradigm. 

   What makes this region different from other developing corners of the world is its 

abundance of favourable features. It perfectly locates among rich human and natural 

resources in the heart of a light-speed growing triangle. However, despite its geographic 

advantage and resources, it still faces a myriad of challenges, not least that of poverty 

alleviation. 

1.1. The Greater Mekong Sub-region. 

   With a population comparable to that of the United States of America but with only 

one quarter of the area and a small fraction of wealth, the Greater Mekong Sub-region6

(GMS) encompasses six culturally, ethnically, and linguistically diverse areas. It covers 

2.6 million square kilometres (or the size of Western Europe) and its participating 

member economies7 are that of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar (Burma), the Yunnan 

province and the Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region of the People’s Republic of 

China, 8  Thailand, and Viet Nam. However, despite its geographic advantage and 

resources, about 60 million of the sub-region’s 300 million people are still living in 

poverty on less than the equivalent of one dollar a day. About three fourths of the total 

live in rural areas and survive on subsistence or semi-subsistence agriculture.  

   With the onset of peace in the 1990s, these peoples experienced rapid changes and 

improvements in living standards and conditions, and there has been a gradual shift 

from subsistence agriculture to more diversified economic activities. Nonetheless, a new 

poverty paradigm appears to be emerging in these remote locations because people are 
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facing environmental, population, and commercial pressures on the natural resources 

that have traditionally provided their livelihoods. Forests and fisheries no longer 

provide adequate subsistence due to overuse and exploitation. The plight of these poor—

many of whom are women9—can be undoubtedly improved. [Table1] 

Table 110

Country
Land/water

area 
   (km²)* 

Population
Total 

(million)* 

Annual 
population 

growth (%)*

Urban 
Population

(%)

Rural 
Population 

(%)
Cambodia  181,040 13.99 1.729 19 81 
Lao PDR 236,800    6.52 2.370 21 79 
Myanmar 678,500  47.37 0.815 30 70 
Thailand 514,000  65.06 0.663 32 78 
Viet Nam 329,560  85.26 1.004 26 74 
PRC,Yunnan** 396,790  44.40 1.380 29 71 
PRC,Guangxi 236,700  49.61     0.740** 34 66 
Total/Average   2,573,390 309.85 1.243 27 73 
Source: CIA, NBSC; Note: * 2007, ** 2004-2005 

Country
GDP per capita 

(PPP)*
Population below 

poverty line 
(%)**

Indigenous 
Ethnic groups 

(%)
Cambodia  $2,800 35 90 
Lao PDR $2,200    30.7 99 
Myanmar $1,800       25*** 68 
Thailand $9,200 10 75 
Viet Nam $3,100    19.5 86 
PRC, Yunnan $1,148    19.5 34 
PRC, Guangxi $1,518    13.6 38 
Total/Average $3,109    21.9 70 
Source: CIA, NBSC;  Note: * 2006, ** 2004-5, *** 2000 

   Developing the economic potential of the Mekong system for domestic use, for 

hydropower, for navigation, for irrigation and drought management shall be the key to 

fighting poverty and increasing people welfare. Today this development is still in its 

early stages and the Mekong offers a high potential for balanced and sustainable socio-

economic development. However, on its path, development must carefully take also 

account of environmental impacts and planning must take place jointly, as planning 

based on regional cooperation will yield better results than independent planning. The 

challenge is not only to attract significant investments, but also to ensure that 

development avoids the intrinsic risks of environmental degradation, social inequity 
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and international disagreement. That said, the sub-region’s future lies in a clear 

direction: expanding and reaching out more strongly to other parts of Asia, including 

South Asia, as an integral part of the movement towards a greater Asian economic 

community. The region is home to distinct civilisations that have interacted and 

influenced one another for many thousand years. These interactions have produced 

synergistic effects for the entire region, even as each country has been pursuing its own 

road to development. Coming a little closer to our days, the last twenty years have been 

significant for the Mekong economies. During the ten years beginning in the mid-1980s, 

increases in foreign direct investment provided the backdrop for rapid economic growth, 

in Thailand in particular. During the same period, the region’s four other nations were 

taking steps to shift their state-run economies into a more market-driven mode.11

[Figure1] 12

Figure1. Economic Growth in the GMS Countries

0

2000

4000

6000

8000

10000

12000

1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2008

Year

G
DP

 p
er

 c
ap

ita
 P

P
P

 

Cambodia
Laos
Myanmar
Thailand
Viet Nam
PRC

Source: CIA, NBSC

$

   When we talk about the Greater Mekong Sub-region, therefore, we should not 

consider it as a mere geographical bloc, which is trying to get together in order to 

exploit the obvious advantages that nearness offers. We indeed shall look at it as a 

geographical-cultural- first, and then as an economic-developing entity to which we can 

apply similar development approaches. On site, I could personally feel an intense sense 

of commonality among people. Especially along the borders of Yunnan (PRC), Viet Nam, 

Lao PDR in the north, and Viet Nam, Cambodia in the south, there is a lot of friendly 
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and unadvertised collaboration. 13 The whole sub-region has been historically torn by 

colonising powers first, and by independence wars then. After the Second World War 

and for about four decades, the area was divided and patronised by Western and Asian 

emerging Powers and the political differences we see at present are the result of those 

days. People do not feel those differences to the extent Governments do.  

1.2. The GMS Program and its benefits. 

   The turning point has been unanimously identified with the possibility of bringing the 

six GMS countries together, which became apparent in the early 1990s when, for the 

first time in decades, peace prevailed among the countries. Through this window of 

opportunity, the countries began to examine ways of working together for their mutual 

benefit. This led to the establishment of the “Greater Mekong Sub-region Program”14 in 

1992 under the aegis of the Asian Development Bank. As trust developed, the six 

countries began to investigate joint projects that would enhance the sub-region’s 

development prospects. After a promising start, the region was dealt a serious blow 

during the next decade in the form of the Asian currency crisis of 1997. Among the sub-

region countries, those with the most vibrant economies were affected the most. 15

However, from today’s perspective, the currency crisis is a thing of the past. Those still 

weak, yet highly adaptive economies rapidly recovered and eventually came up on top of 

that critical situation.  

   At this early stage, questions and doubts on the role that Thailand would play in the 

Program were repeatedly raised. Some participants feared that it might take a too 

strong attitude towards leadership. As we now know, those fears were promptly set at 

rest. Thailand is a leading country in the Sub-region. It would not make sense to keep it 

out. Moreover, the decisional influence Thailand has in the region is harmless compared 

to that held by, say, the People’s Republic of China. 

   When the programme was thought of and the first agreements signed, no official 

publicly showed his/her own discontent or apprehension at the participation of China in 

the programme. Indeed, its role appeared to be more than obvious. China sees only two 

of its provinces involved, the furthest southern ones. However, the upper course of the 

Mekong River and most of the intra-regional commercial flows are or take their first 
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place there.16 China has achieved tremendous economic development over the past few 

decades, with gross domestic product becoming the fourth, and official foreign exchange 

reserves the highest in the world. However, China still faces a myriad of challenges as a 

developing country. China is home to 23 million of poor according to the national 

poverty line and more than 130 million if measured by the one-dollar-a-day poverty line. 

Its per capita GDP of about $250017 is significantly lower than those of middle and high-

income countries. In addition, the widening economic disparity—between the urban and 

rural areas and between coastal and inland regions—poses a new challenge in 

urbanisation and environmentally sustainable development. Average per-capita income 

of rural population is less than one third that of urban population, and per-capita GDP 

of the western and central regions is less than one half that of the coastal regions. 

[Table2] [Table2a] [Table2b] 18
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  In order to address this new challenge, the PRC has placed inclusive and balanced 

intra- as well as sub-regional development among the key strategic priorities in its 11th

Five-Year Plan for 2006-2010. Such dual approach of cooperation should aim at 

removing barriers and improving market connectivity, thus enhancing the development 

potential of China within its boundaries and, most important, with its neighbouring 

countries. 

   The above explanation should be sufficient to clarify the reasons why nowadays we 

look at the Sub-region as an entity and not just as a mere bloc of countries. At the 

present time, funds and aids are granted to the GMS as a whole rather than to the 

single governments.19 The GMS Program was meant to promote closer economic ties 

and cooperation among the six countries. Its vision is to create a more integrated, 

prosperous and equitable Mekong sub-region, complementing national efforts to 

promote economic growth and reduce poverty, and augmenting domestic development 

opportunities to create sub-regional opportunities. In promoting these outcomes, the 

initial focus was on overcoming geographical barriers, such as inadequate transport and 

communication linkages. As a result of these efforts, the GMS countries have become a 

regional entity dependent upon closer linkages in transport, power distribution, trade, 

and commerce. These networks contribute powerfully to the creation of integrated 

markets with corresponding benefits for all. These linkages also provide substantial 

network effects arising from increased scale and competition. Realising those benefits 

depends on the harmonisation of legal and regulatory frameworks and the facilitation of 

cross-border flows to allow the integration of markets for products and services as well 

as for inputs such as finance, labour, and energy. The regional public goods that arose 

out of improved connectivity were initially the principal justification and focus of the 

GMS Program.20 Greater recognition of environmental and social issues has widened 

the programme’s scope particularly since the beginning of the new century. Such 

regional benefits also emanate from programmes and projects that contribute to the 

shared management of public goods within the GMS such as natural resources, 

watersheds, the Mekong River and its tributaries, public health, and regional safety 

and security. These public goods are clearly part of the GMS commons that must be 

protected, preserved, and nurtured for the benefit of all.  

The GMS Program and the Cross-Border Transport Agreement as a means of overcoming bilateral 
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2. Asian Development Bank and Mekong River Commission: past and 
present. Profile of an honest broker. 

   At the time of the Program’s inception, relations between the countries were still 

strained, and trade and other forms of inter-country economic activity were limited: 

opportunities for development were hampered by the sub-region’s lack of infrastructure, 

such as roads and telecommunication linkages between countries, and lack of 

information about neighbouring markets. Building trust and confidence was a 

prerequisite for cooperation.21

2.1. The Asian Development Bank.  

   By initiating consultations, the Asian Development Bank took up the challenge of 

bringing the countries together in order to discuss shared development constraints and 

opportunities on key development sectors, as showed in the figure.22 [Figure2] 
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   The recent emergence of GMS potentialities has been striking. Within a decade 

span,23 the Sub-region has witnessed a more integrated regional market, the growth of 

regional institutions, and, most of all, the development of a sense of shared experience 

and community, with a growing capacity for collective action. Since the very beginning, 

ADB has played a multi-faceted role that has been defined as follows: 24

As a financier, ADB has been extending loans and technical assistance to GMS 

countries for the implementation of priority sub-regional projects.  

As secretariat of the GMS Program, ADB facilitates the decisional process and 

its execution phase at both political and operational levels, and among the key 

stakeholders of the GMS Program.  

ADB also provides technical and advisory support for many activities under the 

GMS Program.  

Most important, ADB plays the role of a catalyst and an "honest broker" by 

bringing together the different participants in the Program, and helps them to 

reach consensus on key issues.  

   The question that interests us most is how could ADB stand committed and quite 

successful through all these years, with so many changes witnessed, and projects 

expanding in range and amount. At the early stages of the Program, scopes and 

missions were to a certain extent bearable even by the sole Bank and Governments. 

However, as years passed and cooperation developed, projects encompassing diversified 

fields started to produce synergistic effects. Projects grew bigger and ambitious. Actors 

more and more numerous and from unpredicted backgrounds and locations. 

Increasingly, the programme has seen a wider range of players from, among others, 

non-government organisations, other funding agencies, and the private sector. Almost 

the totality of the players are partners in the development programmes bilaterally 

propounded by ADB and approved by the Governments. They are complementary and 

function as amplifiers of national projects. As such, their contribution to development 

objectives is difficult to separate and evaluate on a stand-alone basis. Nonetheless, an 

overall performance and evaluation plan for regional programmes is desirable but not 

yet possible. At the present stage, and it is likely to be so in the future, it remains 
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rather difficult to accurately measure, e.g., cross-border benefits and costs, and to 

allocate their distribution. It is rather debatable and often significant difficulties are 

encountered in adequately assessing the potential environmental and social impacts, 

both prior to project preparation and throughout execution stages. This emphasises the 

importance of comprehensive social and environmental impact assessments and 

community consultations prior to project implementation, especially in a time when 

tasks, assignments and minor routine chores have risen to a tremendous frequency. The 

same could be said for programmes and projects with regional ownership and support 

that are currently causing ADB quite a hard time. An evaluation study25 completed 

several years ago but still absolutely applicable, recommended that instead of acting as 

lead financier in every case, ADB should initiate, coordinate, and finance a strategic 

share of programmes in consultation with governments and donors. This revised 

approach may initiate a new donor coordination scheme that would require periodic 

sector strategies and coordination meetings for interested and contributing donors and 

line ministries of the GMS governments, development partners, and civil society when 

appropriate. 26  To mention some of the still underestimated possibilities, ADB-like 

institutions should try to benefit more and on a broader basis from collaboration 

activities with third parties, in particular with the civil society.27 It would alleviate the 

Bank’s burden regarding initial or probationary social and environmental impact 

assessments and community consultations at the early stages of strategy and 

programme formulations. Nevertheless, whereas extended participation is needed and 

technical assistance activities are been improved and professionalised, civil society’s 

involvement is not always the answer.  Due to the particular political formation of the 

GMS countries, the most challenging mission is that of reaching agreement among the 

governments. Moreover, since projects are usually trans-boundary and touching 

sensitive political issues, this task is seldom left in inexpert hands. As said, the 

situation in the sub-region is diversified and, whereas most of the countries share 

common political systems and have similar backgrounds, some of them definitely stand 

out of the group: Myanmar and the People’s Republic of China.  
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2.2. The Chinese Influence. 

   Leaving aside the peculiar situation that Myanmar is experiencing,28 negotiations 

become a little more problematic when dealing with the most influential member of the 

Program. In fact, Beijing is the real representative of the PRC in the GMS, not Yunnan 

or Guangxi, the nominal official members. According to the PRC Constitution, 

provincial governments cannot by themselves participate in international 

organisations.29  The Chinese government has already started a promoting strategy 

towards other GMS countries (especially Lao PDR, Cambodia, and Myanmar) by 

individually and bilaterally giving preferential tariff treatment and by funding a series 

of transportation projects.30 It has already built close relations particularly with the 

military regime of Myanmar, and Cambodia, offering assistance to economic 

infrastructure development and signing several technical cooperation agreements.31 It 

has largely funded the main GMS infrastructure projects in Myanmar, deepening the 

two countries fraternal friendship.32 It is though widely contended in the international 

relations world that China is playing a too sensitive role in the sub-region, therefore 

possibly setting no good example for its poorly governed neighbouring partners.  

   Loose controls, corruption, the lack of human capacity, or in a word poor governance, 

significantly reduce the development potential of the economies involved in the 

Program.33 Nevertheless, worries in the lower Mekong countries and beyond about 

Beijing’s economic and strategic weight tend to overshadow its potential to become an 

engine of growth in the sub-region. Sometimes, it would be much more productive to 

leave aside ideology divergences and strive for common benefits. China in fact regards 

the GMS as a principal avenue for deepening its economic relations in the region, 

collaborating in strategy design consultations, and labour cooperation activities to be 

finalised in contracted projects. [Figure3] 34
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Figure3. Turnover of Chinese Economic Cooperation with GMS 
Countries.
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   However, while China’s trade with the Mekong basin countries is growing rapidly, 

many in the region are concerned about an adverse economic division of labour, in which 

Southeast Asian countries export low value added natural resources and other 

industrial outputs in return for under-priced and low quality manufactured goods.35

Beijing may look at the Mekong sub-region as an unmissable chance for the 

establishment of a peripheral zone of influence, in order to expand its exports and 

accelerate its economic growth and development, particularly of its western provinces.36

The Chinese government puts great emphasis on making Kunming, Yunnan’s capital, 

the prospective hub of the Program.37 [Table3] 

Table3. Chinese Imports & Exports - GMS Countries (customs statistics).38

Currency unit: US$10000 
Countries 2002 2003 

 Imp Exp Tot Imp Exp Tot 
Cambodia     2,455   25,156      27,611        2,600   29,465      32,065 
Laos        965     5,431        6,396        1,120     9,824      10,944 
Myanmar   13,689   72,475      86,164      16,952   91,022    107,974 
Thailand 559,980 295,735    855,715    882,684 382,791 1,265,475 
Viet Nam 111,589 214,838    326,427    145,671 318,274    463,945 
Total 688,678 613,635 1,302,313 1,049,027 831,376 1,880,403 

%
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%
Countries 2004 2005 
 Imp Exp Tot Imp Exp Tot 
Cambodia        2,993 45,177 48,170 2,731 53,603 56,334 
Laos        1,265 10,088 11,354 2,555 10,338 12,893 
Myanmar      20,694 93,844 114,538 27,440 93,485 120,925 
Thailand 1,154,051 580,158 1,734,208 1,399,189 781,930 2,181,119 
Viet Nam    248,199 426,003 674,202 255,284 564,390 819,674 
Total 1,427,202 1,155,270 2,582,472 1,687,199 1,503,746 3,190,945 
Source: NBSC 

   However, if on one side this development strategy towards the west is boosting in-

country and intraregional businesses, on the other side it could worsen its regional 

relations. Especially among non-governmental organisations, China’s demand for raw 

materials and energy are seen as major contributing factors in accelerating 

environmental change and threats to traditional livelihoods. A dire threat is posed by 

the rush to exploit the Mekong river system’s huge hydroelectric power potential by 

constructing hydropower dams that might likely affect the system’s unique monsoon 

flood-drought hydrology and the exceptionally rich biodiversity that it sustains. On the 

other hand, Chinese officials defend their dams, stating that they help prevent flooding 

in the Mekong Delta during the wet season. As a matter of fact, the deep gorges of the 

Upper Mekong are geographically well suited for hydroelectric power generation. 

Moreover, it is a good remedy for balancing the energy-hungry Chinese coastal areas 

with the poorer, yet willing to grow, western territories. Nevertheless, because of the 

above mentioned concerns, Beijing has adopted a diplomatic policy of exporting 

electricity to its neighbours,39 feeling “obliged to help them with their early stage of 

industrialisation and their desperate need for electricity, providing them with cheaper 

electricity with greater convenience”.40 In sum, Yunnan’s hydropower projects are the 

key to Beijing’s strategic plan to develop its impoverished southwest, promote stronger 

economic ties with Southeast Asia, and meet the needs of its booming eastern seaboard.  

   It should be clarified, though, that some criticisms of the Chinese policy are partly 

hypocritical. If it is in fact true that Chinese hydropower projects might be irreversibly 

changing the balanced Mekong river system, it is just as equally true the fact that other 

lower Mekong countries are developing their own hydropower projects,41 which they 
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often ignore the consequences of.  

   Again, beyond economic and development interests, cooperation is hampered by 

divergent or contrasting political issues. Unfortunately, the forces arrayed behind 

hydropower far exceed the limited power of global and regional environmental 

organisations and local civil society, who have incessantly sought to slow or block the 

destruction of the river system’s natural hydrology and ecology. Efforts to reconcile the 

desire for more electric power with the interest of millions of people have had limited 

success thus far. Both at a ministerial level and at a consultation level, cooperative 

efforts have so far remained elusive. ADB has tried to prioritise cooperation, but 

resources exceeding its budgets and the impossibility to cover all the monitoring 

activities have so far been an insurmountable hindrance to its goal.  

2.3. The Mekong River Commission: a sub-regional authority. 

On its side, the civil society, together with NGOs, does not yet have the power and 

political weight to influence governments, which due to divergent political views and 

national interests have focussed more on dividends than on a more overall evaluation. 

There becomes apparent, therefore, the need of a supranational authority that could 

balance and guide the decision-making process on trans-boundary issues. As a matter of 

fact, such authority already exists, and is currently known under the name of Mekong 

River Commission (MRC). The name “Mekong River Commission” is relatively young. It 

was coined after the ”Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of 

the Mekong River Basin” on the 5th of April 1995, signed by Cambodia, Lao PDR, 

Thailand and Viet Nam.42 But the history behind the name is of meaningful relevance. 

At all events, the Agreement set a new mandate for the organisation “to cooperate in all 

fields of sustainable development, utilisation, management and conservation of the 

water and related resources of the Mekong River Basin”43 in order to optimise the 

multiple-use and mutual benefits of all riparians and to minimise the harmful effects 

that might result from natural occurrences and man-made activities. Technically the 

MRC is an intergovernmental-, international body consisting of a Council,44 a Joint 

Committee45 and a Secretariat,46 all of which are permanent. It operates by means of a 

participatory process with National Mekong Committees47 in each country in order to 
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develop rules and procedures supporting a joint basin-wide planning and development 

mission. [Figure4] 

Figure4. MRC Structure and Functioning. 

   Among all the fields of concern of the MRC, those more directly linked to the GMS 

Program are the “Basin Development Plan”, started in 2001, the “Navigation 

Programme”, started in 2003, and the “Hydropower Programme”48 of 2004. They all 

involve interstate cooperation on various aspects, almost concerned with transport 

procedures and energy utilisation, which need strengthening of the international legal 

framework for cross-border navigation, traffic safety, information, promotion and 

coordination among institutions.  

   Extensive consultations among the MRC member states and partners showed that 

general promotion of regional cooperation for sound sustainable development is 

considered as one of the most valuable services the MRC could offer. However, it is 

widely taken for granted that the MRC should only act to fill a gap where member 

states agree that action at regional level would be of benefit to actions at national and 
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sub-national levels. Nonetheless, given the institutional and political obstacles to 

official cooperation, the most expeditious and reliable way to get the job done is through 

a strong partnership with external agencies, private foundations, civil society, and aid 

donor governments with a strong orientation towards sustainable development. Being 

an intergovernmental agency,49 partnerships at all levels are a vital element to the 

MRC's work, and in order to achieve its strategic goals, the MRC has already forged 

effective links with other regional economic cooperation initiatives.50 What the MRC 

needs most is an internationally recognised authority to give her full sovereignty on the 

Mekong development issue. And this authority might well be the Asian Development 

Bank. As a matter of fact, ADB already provides a sort of legal status and acts as special 

adviser to the MRC. The problem concerned with the management of the programme 

stands in fact in the failure to incorporate the People’s Republic of China and Myanmar 

in the Commission. The PRC is still exerting its influence on the Commission for a 

major share of power. ADB and other actors, such as Japan, are reluctant in making 

such a concession to the PRC, and to any other member state. More than anything else, 

cooperation along the Mekong river is not and should not be monopolistic. The MRC and 

recently ADB have striven to make it an equal and political boundless cooperation 

among states, but there is a tangible fear that the project might be inevitably politicised 

in the extreme. More and more in recent years the Mekong River Commission has thus 

been seeking support from non-Asian partners from all over the world. And we might 

well say that it has succeeded in its efforts, as it is clearly shown in the following tables. 

[Table4] [Table4a] 51

Table4. MRC contributors in the West 2005-2006.

Denmark
29%

Sweden
16%

WB
15% Belgium

12%

Netherlands
10%

France
2%GTZ

0%

Switzerland
0% EC

1%

Finland
8%

United States
4%

Others
3% Source: MRC

Notes: WB-The World Bank; GTZ-Deutsche Gesellschaft Für Technische 
Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) GmbH; EC-European Commission; “Others” refers to private 
contributions and CSOs support. 
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Table4a. MRC contributors in Asia-Pacific 2005-2006.

Japan
23%

Australia
14%

Thailand
14%

Viet Nam
13%

Laos 
11%

Cambodia
11%

ADB
9%

New Zealand
2%

UNDP Cambodia
1%

MDBC
2%

Source: MRC

Notes: ADB-Asian Development Bank; MDBC-Murray Darling Basin Commission; 
UNDP Cambodia- United Nations Development Programme Cambodia. 

   Disappointingly, despite all these efforts put into it, and despite decades of funds 

driven into it, a legal framework regarding the whole Basin, especially for trans-

boundary issues such as cross-border navigation, is still not satisfactory. With different 

conventions existing side by side, and because of cooperative but mostly unstructured 

programmes, the exact legal status remains unclear, leading to fundamental policy 

problems. Hence, whereas growing regional cooperation offers an opportunity for the 

Mekong countries to develop harmonised rules on technical, safety and environmental 

standards, the most compelling argument for a strengthened Mekong River Commission 

role remains the continued absence of a regional legal framework to define common 

standards, procedures and rules. The absence of both a legal and an operating 

framework is a barrier to both trade and investment, and it tends to force governments 

to focus on short-term national priorities at the expense of long-term regional 

opportunities. Furthermore, inland waterways are insufficiently used and poorly 

integrated with other forms of transport, notably road and rail. As a Vietnamese scholar 

puts it already in the early 19th century, “No-one goes anywhere on foot. […] The rich 

people use big boats, and the little people use small boats to go down to the sea”.52 The 

Mekong river system is like a highway to its people, a vital artery linking six countries. 

Hence, in my opinion, like a proper highway it shall be considered. 
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3. The Cross-Border Transport Agreement. The long awaited framework.  

The question of standardised procedures is not a recent one. The fact that improved 

connections among the member countries would strengthen their ability to compete in 

the face of globalisation and would promote a sense of community among themselves 

was obvious even in 1992, when the concept of the GMS Program became concrete. The 

implication was the need for open borders to make trade easier, thus spurring the 

countries’ development, providing employment opportunities, and hence reducing 

poverty.53 Particular attention was given to the improvement of existing alignments. 

This started the adoption of a master plan regarding the establishment of trans-border 

routes, at first called “transport corridors”.54 This very early stage of the Plan consisted 

in the physical construction of new sections, bridges, and all the necessary 

infrastructure that would allow transit without major obstacles.55 As years passed, and 

stakeholders became aware of the fact that addressing physical barriers alone was not 

the way to make it, in 1998 an important addition to the Plan occurred. It was the 

concept of the “economic corridor”. It put further focus on infrastructure investments 

such as energy, telecommunications, and tourism, as well as transport, in the same 

geographic space where transport corridors were located, in order to maximise 

development impacts. An economic corridor referred to a major hub along transport 

routes that would function as a centre of gravity for related economic activities. At that 

time, three main economic corridors were identified:56 [Figure5] 

The North South Economic Corridor (NSEC) 

o NSEC 1 (Kunming – South China – Lao PDR –         Myanmar – 

Chiang Rai – Chiang Mai, Northern Thailand) 

o NSEC 2 (Yunnan south-eastwards – northern Viet Nam – Hanoi – port 

of Hai Phong) 

The East West Economic Corridor (EWEC) 

o (Danang, Viet Nam – central Lao PDR – northeast Thailand – Mae sot 

– border with Myanmar – Mawlamyine, Bay of Bengal)  
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Southern Economic Corridors (SEC) 

o SEC 1 (Bangkok – Phnom Penh – Ho Chi Minh City) 

o SEC 2 (Bangkok – Siem Reap, Cambodia – Quy Nhon, Viet Nam) 

Figure5. The first three economic corridors. 

Source: ADB 
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   Construction is already at an advanced stage. Nevertheless, despite the enormous 

amount of funds to the projects, resources are still insufficient. A number of GMS 

member countries face difficulties in generating adequate funding, especially to address 

socio-economic and environmental impacts. At present, there are no common regional 

standards on budget allocation for such activities. Governments trust a lot in foreign 

support, thus not worrying too much about producing budget from internal revenues. 

Moreover, trans-national projects are becoming bigger in extension and costs, forcing 

foreign donors to revise their aid portfolios. For these very reasons, budgeting and 

funding have been fluctuating a lot in recent years, and as social issues exacerbate, they 

are likely to remain so in the near future, unless governments take adequate measures 

to comprehensively deal with the side-effects of economic growth. This challenge will, in 

the long run, be decisive for a sound sustainability of economic progress. What in the 

short and medium term still lacks implementation is consistency. Conformation of 

procedures and liability regimes are of fundamental importance if exchanges are to be 

implemented on a sub-regional basis. Before the early agreements, movements were a 

consuming brunt to bear because of such non-physical barriers.57 The first technical 

assistance activity funded by ADB in 1996 had as its prime aim that of identifying these 

kind of obstacles. At that time, there already existed a number of international 

conventions58 that specifically addressed these non-physical barriers to cross-border 

movement of people and goods. At the present stage, however, legal and political 

reasons hinder the GMS member countries from fully acceding to international 

conventions. The recommendation, valid for any type of transport, is that accession to 

these agreements is necessary. There already also exist bilateral agreements between 

many GMS members related to the issue. However, insufficient identification of barriers, 

and a more practical attitude to address physical barriers first, have had the opposite 

effect of hindering transit movement of vehicles, goods, and people to third countries 

that do not participate in such accords. Moreover, existing bilateral agreements are not 

necessarily consistent with one another and run the risk of having gaps and overlaps, 

thereby making the whole process even more difficult. It becomes apparent, therefore, 

the need for a multilateral framework which all members can accede to and that could 

be sub-regionally implemented. 
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3.1. The Cross-Border Transport Agreement. 

   These considerations and a propitious technical assistance activity provided by ADB 

took the six member countries to another cornerstone in the Program’s history. At a 

ministerial meeting held in September 2003, the GMS Cross-Border Transport 

Agreement59 (CBTA) was signed by all six members, and it came into force on December 

31 of the same year. It was meant to be a multilateral legal instrument to allow easier 

movement of people, goods, and vehicles from one country to another. It provided a 

practical approach in the form of a framework, for the short to medium term, to 

streamline regulations and reduce non-physical barriers, such as customs inspections, 

traffic rights, and infrastructure standards in the sub-region for facilitating legal cross-

border movements of any kind. It should be stated, however, that the new agreement 

was not exactly brand new. It was formulated according to already existing well known 

international conventions that had already demonstrated their usefulness in a broad 

range of countries.60 Furthermore, in order to be consistent with similar initiatives 

provided by partner organisations, such as ASEAN, before rectifying the CBTA, ADB 

had undertaken extensive consultations and coordination activities with UNESCAP and 

the ASEAN Secretariat, to ensure that the CBTA would not overlap with other similar 

existing agreements. The technical assistance activity at the base of the CBTA 

stipulation took also benefit from the decade-long UNECE’s61 experience in promoting 

cross-border land transport facilitation in Europe. The aspects included in the final 

Agreement are (i) single-stop/single-window customs inspections; (ii) cross-border 

movement of persons; (iii) transit traffic regimes, including exemptions from physical 

custom inspection, bond deposit, escort, and phytosanitary and veterinary inspection; 

(iv) requirements for road vehicles crossing borders; (v) exchange of commercial traffic 

rights; (vi) infrastructure, including design standards, signs and signals.62

   As a subsequent step to the identification of the above mentioned results, the six 

countries have also agreed upon sixteen selected points of entry and exit along national 

boundaries where the CBTA should be applied. 63  Nevertheless, during the Eight 

Meeting of the GMS Transport Forum held in Phnom Penh on August 3-4, 2004, of the 

five border points agreed upon for initial implementation, only one lived up to 

expectations, and it is, until now, the only checkpoint where the CBTA is active. It is the 
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Dansavanh (Lao PDR)-Lao Bao (Viet Nam) border point.64 It should be stated, though, 

that even at this trailblazing post things are not going as predicted. When I first crossed 

the border at Lao Bao, I was quite struck by the extremely slow and chaotic pace at 

which everything had been going. Reducing the time spent at border checkpoints and 

harmonising rules and regulations on border-crossing formalities are integral to fully 

realising the sub-region‘s development potential. This means that the officials of 

countries with common borders help each other perform their duties by carrying out 

inspections jointly and simultaneously only at entry checkpoints, and no longer also at 

exit checkpoints. If operated properly, the time spent queuing for clearance might well 

change from a never-ending several-hour wait to a mere 30 minutes. Procedures have 

already been tested and simplified in schemes so that they can be easily followed, 

although substantial steps still remain to be taken. Nevertheless, the CBTA is expected 

to dramatically boost interstate flows, investments and therefore national growth. The 

expected influx of entrepreneurs and tourists should translate into more jobs and other 

opportunities as well. Along the checkpoints, scores of private economic activities are 

flourishing, and increasingly foreign investors are setting their plants and businesses 

nearby.  

3.2. A fully linked sub-region. 

   Checkpoints are likely to become much more numerous and busy in the future. With 

the Kunming Declaration,65 the GMS leaders agreed on an extremely expanded, new 

GMS corridor network of no longer three, but nine established routes indeed: 

1. North South Corridor (Kunming-Bangkok) 

2. Eastern Corridor (Kunming-Ho Chi Minh City) 

3. East West Corridor (Mawlamyine-Danang) 

4. Southern Corridor (Dawei-Quy Nhon/Vung Tau) 

5. Southern Coastal Corridor (Bangkok-Nam Can) 

6. Central Corridor (Kunming-Sihanoukville/Sattahip) 

7. Northern Corridor (Fangcheng-Tamu) 

8. Western Corridor (Tamu-Mawlamyine) 
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9. North-eastern Corridor (Nanning-Bangkok/Laem Cahabang) 

   When all these and similar projects are completed, checkpoint-related commercial 

areas, new hubs and transportation intersections will likely become a major economic 

source for the hosting countries. Unfortunately, all that glitters is not gold. The 

immediate and long-term negative impacts of these kind of corridors are manifold. 

Moreover, just as their economic implications are, negative impacts shall be considered 

trans-boundary, too. These involve the dislocation and resettlement of local 

communities, loss of livelihoods and changes in livelihood activities, changes in land 

values and land use, loss of social cohesion and cultural identities, further damage and 

mutilation of the ecosystem and protected areas due to e.g. increasing illegal activities 

such as wildlife trade and forest destruction, concerns around safety and construction 

standards. Moreover, uncontrolled trans-border migration and its attendant problems 

such as prostitution, drug abuse, human trafficking and the spread of communicable 

diseases are just some of the issues that are likely to be aggravated as transportation 

access and population mobility are bolstered. Currently, GMS countries do not have 

coherent migration policies, so migrants find themselves in a position in which they 

almost have no rights and no guaranties, particularly if we consider the fact that, in the 

sub-region, migration is still irregular and outside formal channels. Most of the 

migrants end up to be exploited in the most disparate and appalling ways. 

   About the related environmental impacts we have already seen how grave they are. 

Here I would just like to bring to the reader’s attention the fact that if things are not 

ripe enough for governments to tackle the current challenges, then those very 

governments will not likely be able to manage it in a near future when not only three 

but even nine economic corridors are awaiting to be implemented. 

4. Human Resources Development to be standardised all over the Region. 

Rapid development has produced an array of consequences that more than often are 

beyond the means of individual GMS member countries to effectively mitigate impacts 

in many key areas. The cracking pace of externally pushed economic growth and 
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development is unsuccessfully followed by the pace of adapting institutions. This results 

in a stall in which policies and guidelines to prevent and control negative repercussions 

already exist, but governments face budget and human resources constraints to improve 

and enforce those policies. The whole sub-region suffers from unspecified lack or unclear 

funding resources, insufficient human resources capacities, inadequate information 

sharing, ineffective mechanisms for cooperation, and lack of awareness due to minimal 

participation of local communities in the assessment and design stages of projects.  

If it is true what I stated above, that the Sub-region has to be looked at as an entity,  

it is equally true, though, that currently the six countries do not share by any means 

the same level of development. It should be kept in mind whilst analysing theoretical 

and practical approaches to the sub-region, that the most of the development process 

has taken place in recent times, at an unprecedented pace in history. Hence, from an 

institutional viewpoint, there are still notable impediments that need to be levelled up. 

First, there is a need to institutionalise, and standardise where possible, national and 

regional policies and mechanisms affecting common issues. Right subsequent to that is 

a further development of competencies, particularly of local authorities and enforcers, to 

better manage and execute the agreed upon policies and plans. Assistance and 

timeframes impelled by stakeholders and donors are at a pace to which national 

governments find it hard to follow suit. On the other hand, national legislation 

processes’ progress and schedule do not allow the execution of planned activities within 

the projected timeframe and according to agreed stipulations, often due to executors’ 

incapability. Most GMS member countries lack required human resources capacity, both 

at national as well as provincial levels. In some instances, initial assessment of projects 

have to be conducted even before assessment teams have been satisfactorily prepared 

and trained. Inadequate training and skills development thus produce inevitable low 

quality results, missing out essential information. This will likely have repercussions at 

subsequent phases, and will possibly lead to correction activities rather than prevention 

activities, thus slowing the process. Policy improvements and planning need to be 

guided by accurate and well researched information. That said, it becomes apparent a 

need for an overall education and training campaign reaching out to all levels of the 

institutional hierarchy. At the present time, many technical assistance activities are 

being provided and fostered, both by national as well as international sources.66



-   -125

, October 2008 

9. North-eastern Corridor (Nanning-Bangkok/Laem Cahabang) 
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and practical approaches to the sub-region, that the most of the development process 

has taken place in recent times, at an unprecedented pace in history. Hence, from an 
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First, there is a need to institutionalise, and standardise where possible, national and 

regional policies and mechanisms affecting common issues. Right subsequent to that is 
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better manage and execute the agreed upon policies and plans. Assistance and 

timeframes impelled by stakeholders and donors are at a pace to which national 
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quality results, missing out essential information. This will likely have repercussions at 

subsequent phases, and will possibly lead to correction activities rather than prevention 

activities, thus slowing the process. Policy improvements and planning need to be 

guided by accurate and well researched information. That said, it becomes apparent a 

need for an overall education and training campaign reaching out to all levels of the 

institutional hierarchy. At the present time, many technical assistance activities are 

being provided and fostered, both by national as well as international sources.66
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4.1. The Phnom Penh Plan and the adoption of TAPs. 

A meaningful and successful example might well be that of the 2002 “Phnom Penh 

Plan for Development Management”  (PPP) 67  supported jointly by ADB, the New 

Zealand Agency for International Development, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 

the Government of France. It has been the promoter of large scale technical assistance 

projects (TAPs)68 provided by international agencies. It was meant to train officials in 

the six participating countries in strategic planning, project management, community 

mobilisation, and other skills central to development management and good governance. 

It is not a national-restrictive programme and it was meant to train officials from all 

over the sub-region. In my opinion the PPP has been the turning-point for a new 

strategy addressing overall intraregional capacity development and institutions 

building. Moreover, it has based its strategy on discussions and workshops where the 

participants’ views and field experiences are prioritised under the mediation of experts 

from national and international leading institutions, such as national ministries, top 

universities, and institutes.69 Its direct beneficiaries are meant to be middle- and senior-

level management and technical staff in the public sector, imbued with ideals of public 

service and appropriately equipped with public management skills and techniques.  The 

fact that such a programme is yet the only one being promoted and applied on a grand 

scale reflects, though, the still immature overall circumstances that hinder a full 

implementation of human resources development in the sub-region. Given the wide 

variation in training needs in GMS countries, time and resource constraints have 

precluded the initiation of full and overarching training. Most TA activities’ aim is at 

answering specific transport-related needs rather than identifying and resolving generic 

issues. Although the non-ideal feature of such approach, it was somehow felt preferable 

in order to combine necessary skill formation to priority projects rather than to develop 

sector-wide initiatives. I consider this as a most time-consuming and resource-

dispersing approach indeed, aimed more at plugging the gap of unavailable solutions to 

current problems, than at solving long-term policy adjustments. ADB and other 

development partners have already undertaken several initiatives within the GMS in 

order to foster cooperation between, for instance, private and public sectors, so that 

GMS governments can take note of the lessons learnt by the former and move forward 
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into the implementation of indicated policies in the smoothest way possible. 70

   Not always, hence, physical hindrances are to be blamed for arising difficulties. 

Nowadays, the advanced stage of technology allows us to bargain with nature over most 

of its physical barriers. It is in fact my firm conviction that, as soon as such barriers are 

successfully passed, foreign experts guiding the decision-making process of local 

development programmes should withdraw, leave the riding crop to well-trained 

national experts, and monitor their work by means of consultation sessions and overall 

assessing activities. Nevertheless, before this happens, a necessary change must occur. 

International laws and regulations have to be fully incorporated into domestic law 

systems. This shall be the foremost step to be taken by governments if their 

commitment is really that of striving for a common good. Unfortunately, it just happens 

to be the less likely to take place in the near future. Divergent political views and the 

fear of already wavering governments of losing sovereignty have so far slowed this 

process. Now we are in a situation in which it is, diplomatically speaking, burdensome 

to decide how much pressure should be put on governments. This part of the world is 

still a hot one with regard to politics and interstate relations of any kind. We are 

witnessing to socialist and former communist states abruptly shifting from state-driven 

economies and closed borders to forerunner market modes. A region where historical 

wounds are still bleeding and where peoples may have not reconciled yet. From a 

diplomatic viewpoint, China has put so much at stake in the last two decades that now 

the rest of the world would hardly shut its doors to the Chinese market, thus granting 

the government in Beijing a more than privileged position. Similarly, further 

southwards, a much unstable military junta would possibly give up its economic growth 

if its survival is put at stake, thus turning into something not that far from a North 

Korea.  

4.2. A five-step approach. 

Considering all of these issues, I would rather look for a compromise benefiting both 

parties. Whilst the ultimate goal is that of incorporating the whole of the international 

law system into domestic legislations, as it is happening in the US or the European 

Community, it is undeniable that the current state of things is far from being ripe for 
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change. It is indeed much utopian to hope that governments will democratise all 

together. Yet, it is also true that politics and economies do not always, if never, go down 

the same paths. What I would suggest here is a soft and diplomatic start in dealing with 

legislations. The reader may know of the existence of two different, yet non-exclusive, 

categories of international law, agreed upon by almost the totality of world states. These 

are international law adopted through treaties, and the so-called “raw international 

law”. The former includes treaties and official documents to be ratified by governments, 

which  thereby and thereafter accept them as domestic laws. This ratification is ideal 

and most desirable if the six countries are to become a fully interconnected community. 

The latter is a group of unilaterally recognised and adopted norms, rules, and 

regulations aimed particularly at easing international exchanges, such as, e.g., 

commercial flows, that do not require major legislative changes. This last category is 

non abiding, in the sense that it may change as new needs require it. This last 

definition has to be adopted unilaterally and uniformly by the GMS countries with 

regard to those very issues covered in this paper. Norms about water resources 

utilisation, power management, infrastructure construction standards, transport 

procedures and quotas, inspections and customs at border-points and so forth.  

   Having considered potentialities, hindrances, and feasibilities, and keeping in mind 

how governments are currently willing to cooperate, the following schedule appears to 

be the most likely to be successful: 

1. incorporation of raw international law into domestic law by a persuasive 

approach with governments; 

2. initial TAPs for senior officials aimed at smoothing process 1 by procedures 

updating;

3. TAPs for middle and senior officials aimed at narrowing the margin of error 

during design, assessment and implementation phases of projects; 

4. TAPs for local officials and authorities aimed at skill sharpening and upgrading 

for a successful execution of projects, 

5. consultation sessions and follow-up activities to smooth communication among 

regional, national, and local authorities. 
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   The necessary correction to the current overall approach lies mostly in its 

uncoordinated feature. At present, TAPs are provided when and where project 

requirements arise. Furthermore, TAPs providers are manifold and more than 

sometimes they carry out their activities independently. There becomes apparent, hence, 

a strong need for information and knowledge management, a freer and thorough flow of 

data and know-how, which can be the only solution in order to efficiently deal with sub-

regional, trans-boundary issues. 71  The media and the internet community play a 

fundamental role in information collecting and sharing. Thanks also to computer 

graphics and software, developers can now make use of models they would adopt during 

the initial stages of projects, thus simulating and learning to deal with every possible 

situation before it actually occurs. It is not corrective measures what the sub-region 

needs. It is prevention. With the present levels of broad knowledge and expertise, we 

shall also learn from scores of similar examples history provides us with, most notably 

those of cooperation in North America and the European Community. Levelling up the 

institutional gaps in the sub-region is a major challenge for stakeholders. Meeting it is 

the goal to achieve if the GMS is to develop with acceptable side effects. 

Conclusions and a thoughtful insight for the future. 

Throughout the paper the reader has been introduced to some of the most 

troublesome and complex issues afflicting the Greater Mekong Sub-region. Their nature 

varies significantly within a range of social, political, economic constraints, and 

environment, sustainability and management matters. The future of the Sub-region will 

also depend on how successfully its members manage these matters, which are all part 

of major critical transitions. Drawing some conclusions from the examples considered 

throughout this research we might well assert that the keys to success in the GMS sub-

region are an expanded partnership, the adoption of concepts such as “inclusiveness” 

and “shared management”, and, last but not least, a necessary paradigm shift in roles 

and missions undertaken by major international players. 

   Among the recommendable roles for the GMS is to encourage pursuit of agreed 

strategic goals and objectives, to raise analytic standards, and to actively encourage 
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dialogue between the various bodies involved in project initiation and financing. Co-

financing as well as new financing partnership strategies are essential prerequisites to 

catalyse investment in the sub-region. Expanded partnership will not only bring 

intellectual capital to various sectors and thematic areas but will also bring badly 

needed financial resources. Expanded partnership will mean ensured continuity of 

financial flows. Obviously, among all the forms of expanded partnership, foreign 

investment has to be further attracted, being a major financial resource. However, local 

support has to be improved and preferred, as it will also bring benefits to other local 

fields, such as Human Resources Development, the improvement of the institutional 

frameworks and others.  

   Here comes what I listed second among the key elements for success: the concepts of 

“inclusiveness” and “shared development”. In my opinion, this shall be the single, 

unifying principle at the core of all the Program's proposals and recommendations. First 

and foremost, inclusiveness means that the needs, abilities and aspirations of the 

parties should be recognised, understood and met within a supportive environment, 

which encourages them to achieve their goals and to make real, measurable progress. 

Inclusiveness is the best way to realise potential. Inclusive patterns of growth and 

social development enable disadvantaged groups to benefit equitably from the 

opportunities that development provides. In the case of the GMS Program, 

inclusiveness stands for productivity enhancing reforms, employment intensive rural 

development, and social development.

   In addition to that, shared development is another essential measure to be adopted. 

With this term, I refer to private partnership and participation of the private sector, as 

opposed to the concept of expanded partnership explained above. The private sector in 

much of the sub-region is still in its infancy, after a long history of centralised planning 

and government control. Nurturing and improving the private sector remains the key to 

the region’s long-term growth and development.  

   Lastly, there has become apparent the need for a necessary paradigm shift in roles 

and missions undertaken by major international players. The past function of 

transferring external capital from capital-surplus OECD72 countries will no longer be 

central in a region that itself has a capital surplus. In other words, the role of catalyst 

and honest broker that has been described in the above paragraphs should become the 

The GMS Program and the Cross-Border Transport Agreement as a means of overcoming bilateral 
limitations on the path to sub-regionalism (BONANNO) 

new central role for most international agencies operating in the sub-region.  

   It is clear, therefore, that necessary adjustments are to take place if development 

promoters are to remain such in the future. Institutions should ideally be as adaptive as 

markets, and should revise their priorities while staying focussed on their initial 

commitments, in order to ensure a long-term continuity and sustainability to a still 

unstable region of the world. 

   Thus, while somebody has called it an East Asian Renaissance,73 the road ahead is 

still too long and chequered to say when finally modern times will be reached. 

(BONANNO, Gianluca, Doctoral Programme in International Relations, 
Graduate School of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)

                                                 
Notes 

1 In the languages commonly spoken by locals of, respectively, China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, 

Cambodia and Viet Nam. 

2 The river's source, and therefore its exact length, is uncertain, due to the existence of several 

tributaries in an inaccessible environment. Figures vary between 4,900 and 5,200 metres of 

altitude and 4,300 and 4,900 km of length.  

3 Osborne, Milton. The Mekong: Turbulent Past, Uncertain Future, pp.20-38.  

4 ADB, GMS Atlas of the Environment, pp.2-6. 

5 Data deduced from an analysis of sources in Table1. 

6 The term was coined by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the Mekong River Commission 

(MRC) in the early 1990s to describe the area crossed by the Mekong River and its most important 

tributaries.

7 I have deliberately chosen not to use the term “countries” as only two provinces of the PRC are 

included in the definition of GMS. For practical reasons, though, hereafter the term countries will 

be used. 

8 The latter was not included in the first definition, although its importance has become apparent 

in more recent years. 

9 CIA World Fact-book.

10 CIA World Fact-book, and National Bureau of Statistics of China’s data. 

11 Here I am referring to the doi moi policy in Viet Nam (1986); the labop mai in Laos (1986); 
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new central role for most international agencies operating in the sub-region.  

   It is clear, therefore, that necessary adjustments are to take place if development 

promoters are to remain such in the future. Institutions should ideally be as adaptive as 

markets, and should revise their priorities while staying focussed on their initial 

commitments, in order to ensure a long-term continuity and sustainability to a still 

unstable region of the world. 

   Thus, while somebody has called it an East Asian Renaissance,73 the road ahead is 

still too long and chequered to say when finally modern times will be reached. 

 (BONANNO, Gianluca )

                                                 
Notes 

1 In the languages commonly spoken by locals of, respectively, China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, 

Cambodia and Viet Nam. 

2 The river's source, and therefore its exact length, is uncertain, due to the existence of several 

tributaries in an inaccessible environment. Figures vary between 4,900 and 5,200 metres of 

altitude and 4,300 and 4,900 km of length.  

3 Osborne, Milton. The Mekong: Turbulent Past, Uncertain Future, pp.20-38.  

4 ADB, GMS Atlas of the Environment, pp.2-6. 

5 Data deduced from an analysis of sources in Table1. 

6 The term was coined by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the Mekong River Commission 

(MRC) in the early 1990s to describe the area crossed by the Mekong River and its most important 

tributaries.

7 I have deliberately chosen not to use the term “countries” as only two provinces of the PRC are 

included in the definition of GMS. For practical reasons, though, hereafter the term countries will 

be used. 

8 The latter was not included in the first definition, although its importance has become apparent 

in more recent years. 

9 CIA World Fact-book.

10 CIA World Fact-book, and National Bureau of Statistics of China’s data. 

11 Here I am referring to the doi moi policy in Viet Nam (1986); the labop mai in Laos (1986); 
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Cambodia’s new constitution (1993); the First New Economic Policy in Myanmar (1993). China is 

not mentioned here because it presents a more complex reform agenda, although market-opening 

provisions have been included in its to-dos since the early 1980s.  

12 CIA World Fact-book and National Bureau of Statistics of China’s data. Otherwise specified, data 

refer to the entire PRC. The currency is the international dollar. 

13 This raw data, not personally collected, is though second-hand information obtained at the World 

Bank offices of Hanoi on one of my visits. 

14 Shortened of  “Greater Mekong Sub-region Economic Cooperation Program”. 

15 The Thai economy in particular suffered a severe setback. (see Figure1) 

16 Hence the inclusion in the programme of the Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region, during the 

13th Ministerial Conference in Vientiane, Laos, December 2004. 

17 Measured in GDP per capita, current prices. 

18 Based on National Bureau of Statistics of China’s data. The time unit is the year. 

19 Aids are delivered to specific projects that are mostly designed to be carried out jointly by the 

Governments of two or more countries. More specific information will be provided at a later stage. 

20  These were tangible results expressed in numbers, usually positive, e.g. sectoral economic 

growth, inflation, trade exchanges, commercial flows. 

21 At the time, Cambodia was still struggling for a new constitution (September 21, 1993) after the 

well-known Pol Pot regime and the neighbouring countries were going through major institutional 

challenges. (see Note11) 

22 The initial consultation process involved the Mekong River Commission as well, although at this 

early stage its functions were still underestimated. 

23 Starting from the 1997 currency crisis. 

24 As stated in various publications by the Bank. 

25 ADB, Impact Evaluation Study on the Greater Mekong Sub-region.

26 Such meetings have already been held, but they need to be sequenced so that an annual donor 

coordination meeting can be held at the ministerial level. The last was held in Manila ADB 

Headquarters, June 19-21, 2007. 

27 It should be stated, though, that ADB has already an official NGO and Civil Society Centre 

(NGOC) and that it has already held tripartite consultations among ADB, Governments and NGOs. 

28 The “Union of Myanmar” has been under military rule since 1962. 
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29 Constitution of the People’s Republic of China, Art. 17, 71, 91, 95, 111 but also 5, 9, 12, 15, 18. 

30 Such as the Lao section of the North-South Corridor Project. 

31 People’s Daily, July 4, 2005. 

32 Burmese Prime Minister Khin Nyunt, People’s Daily, August 25, 2001 and else. 

33 Because of those weaknesses, for instance, Laos and Cambodia in particular have been unable to 

stem illegal tree cutting and mining operations that are destroying natural resources at an 

unprecedented rate. 

34 National Bureau of Statistics of China’s data. 

35 Particularly in sight of an already signed free trade agreement between the PRC and the six 

more advanced ASEAN countries to start by 2010, these concerns become more and more tangible. 

36 Yunnan province is the third lowest per capita GDP Chinese territory, with ¥7,835 (China 

Statistical Yearbook 2006). 

37  By means of various projects ranging from the “four cross-border railways project” to the 

“Andaman Sea-Kunming oil pipeline” and others.  

38 National Bureau of Statistics of China, Statistical Yearbook 2003-2004-2005-2006.

39 China has officially committed to supply power to its neighbours with the “Regional Power Trade 

Operating Agreement” on July 5, 2005. 

40 Li Xinhua, Yunnan’s vice Governor, Xinhua News Agency, July 6, 2006. 

41 There is currently a large number of dams being built or queued for construction, both on the 

Mekong mainstream and on its tributaries.  

42 It replaced the former Committee for Coordination of Investigation of the Lower Mekong Basin 

(the Mekong Committee) and the Interim Mekong Committee, established respectively in 1957 and 

1978. The PRC and Myanmar were not signatories of this agreement but are active official 

dialogue partners. 

43 MRC, ”Agreement on the Cooperation for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong River 

Basin” Article 1. 

44 At ministerial and cabinet levels. 

45 At Head of Department level or higher. 

46 MRC technical and administrative body. 

47  National Mekong Committees are national representatives of the MRC who provide links 

between the MRC Secretariat, the national ministries and line agencies. 
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48 Former “Water Resources Management Programme”. 

49 MRC needs foreign funds in order to implement projects, as well as internal support from the 

population, which is vital to the stability of governments. 

50 Such as those under ADB’s GMS Program, the World Bank’s Mekong River Utilization Project, 

and other programmes within the ASEAN framework mentioned later in the paper. 

51 MRC, Financial Statements 2006, pp.6-7. Percentage are expressed on author’s calculations of 

contributions to the MRC within a two-year time span.  

52 Phan Huy Chu in Osborne, p.21. 

53 At this early stage, socio-economic and environmental impacts were not properly considered, 

though. 

54 ADB, Greater Mekong Sub-region Transport Master Plan.

55 Investors in infrastructural projects were both from within the GMS as well as from the outside. 

Foreign direct investment from international agencies, such as ADB, WB and UN, and from 

European national governments and Japan in particular, seems to have been a most decisive factor 

in successful completion. 

56 These are sub-region wide projects. At the moment, a score of other national and bilateral 

projects are being carried out, the most notable being the Phnom Penh-Ho Chi Minh City Highway, 

the Yunnan Expressway (Chuxiang-Dali), Southern and Western Yunnan Roads Development, the 

Guangxi Roads Development Project, the Siem Reap airport, and the Dali-Lijiang Railway Project. 

57 Physical barriers are equally considered an obstacle to a freer movement of people and goods, but 

they are much more easily removed. 

58 Mostly provided by United Nations agencies and ASEAN Secretariat. 

59 Formally known as “The Agreement between and among the Governments of the Kingdom of 

Cambodia, the People’s Republic of China, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, the Union of 

Myanmar, the Kingdom of Thailand, and the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam for the Facilitation of 

Cross-Border Transport of Goods and People”. 

60 In particular, it recalls the “United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 

Pacific (UNESCAP) Resolution 48/11 on Road and Rail Transport Modes in Relation to Facilitation 

Measures”, and the “Recommendations of the Third Meeting of the Sub-regional Transport Forum” 

held in Kunming on December 12-13, 1996 under the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) Program. 

61 “United Nations Economic Commission for Europe”. 
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62 Extracted from the Agreement main document. 

63 Defined in Protocol 1 of the CBTA Agreement. 

64 One of the three border points on the East West Corridor. 

65 Kunming, July 4-5, 2005. 

66 With a significant difference in numbers, though. TA activities provided by external agencies are 

far more numerous and conspicuous, due to obvious larger availability of funds.  

67 Assertions hereafter are based on accurate analysis of ADB data. 

68 A TAP is  a comprehensive technical assistance strategy which includes many time- and place-

specific activities. The PPP is a TAP under which scores of minor projects are being implemented. 

69 They include, among others, the Asian Institute of Technology, Kennedy School of Government at 

Harvard University, and the Mekong Institute. ADB sources. 

70 The MRC has two notable on-going programmes addressing HRD activities, the “Integrated 

Capacity Building Programme” and the “Information and Knowledge Management Programme”. 

These are, to some extent, more comprehensive than others, because they foster technical, 

institutional and legal management at local, national and regional levels. Despite the good array of 

activities, financial constraints and insufficient government funds run the risk of thwarting the 

efforts bent. 

71 It should be stated, though, as already seen when talked about China’s influence, that divergent 

national interests may let governments lean towards more nationalistic policies, thus hiding 

important data to the community.   

72 “Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development”.  

73 WB, An East Asian Renaissance. 
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The GMS Program and the Cross-Border Transport 
Agreement as a means of overcoming bilateral 

limitations on the path to sub-regionalism 

As the title reads, this paper is clearly divided into two sections. The former is an 

introduction to the concept of the Greater Mekong Sub-region, since its dawn until an 

insight of its future perspectives. It is meant to build up a picture of success stories and 

constraints, if not failures, in the sub-region, from a diversified range of viewpoints. 

Most important, it aims at identifying seeds of commonality within the region that can 

be traced back to the origin of civilisation, longer before national boundaries were 

marked. The latter part of the title describes the GMS Program and the CBTA, 

propounded and largely founded by the Asian Development Bank, as the best designed 

strategies to be applied in order to keep together what otherwise diversity of political 

views and approaches would split apart. At the end of this paper I introduce my 

suggestions to the challenge. It is a five-step approach, which has to be simultaneously 

complemented by technical assistance activities and broad institutional support. If this 

process is well provided, then a paradigm shift is needed for multilateral agencies 

facing a new century with new challenges. Eventually, we might well witness a 

substantial personnel withdrawal, as former poor countries develop and become able to 

tackle their own constraints. Will this proposed approach prove itself feasible? Only 

time will tell. 

(BONANNO, Gianluca, Doctoral Programme in International Relations, Graduate 

School of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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Declining birth-rate and ageing population in China and Japan 

Through a comparative analysis of factors and influences

At the end of 2005, the populous People’s Republic of China became the country with 

the biggest share of elderly people in the world. To get this hardly enviable label, it took 

to China thirty years longer than it did to Japan, but it is now confirmed that the current 

pace of the Chinese ageing population has widely surpassed that of its neighbour. 

Nonetheless, with the problems of declining birth-rate and ageing population becoming a 

global issue, China might well learn many lessons from the Japanese experience.    

In this paper, I will first analyse the current situation, with attendant challenges, in 

Japan and how it has developed through the years, with the overarching aim of 

constructively comparing it to the current situation in China. After an analysis of these 

premises, I will dwell upon the influence that the Chinese one-child policy exerts over 

the problems of declining birth-rate and ageing population, arguing about its 

effectiveness for a future sustainable overall development. If the current abnormal 

imbalance in sex ratio at birth caused by the one-child policy is not promptly redressed, 

it will have inevitable repercussions on the Chinese population pyramid as well as the 

population reproduction trend itself. Consequently, social life will be hugely impacted. It 

shall be stated, though, that thanks to the one-child policy, China is the first country in 

the world to have successfully controlled the booming population problem. With a 

notable side-effect. That very same solution has unexpectedly quicken the pace of the 

declining birth-rate and ageing population problems, as well as the resultant imbalance 

in sex ratio at birth, before the country could even lift itself out of the developing world. 

Therefore, whereas other countries included Japan, have been able to reach economic 

stability and maturity before such problems arose, China is caught at the half-way point. 

The current state of things in the Chinese society is not ripe for an abrupt change in 

policy. Thus, the question I pose at the end of the dissertation intends to explore the 

chances that China concretely has in dealing with such an unprecedented challenge. 

(Bi, LiJie, Doctoral Program in International Relations, 
Graduate School of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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INTRODUCTION

North Korea is a relatively small country compared to Japan in almost every aspect. In terms of the size 

of its economy for instance, North Korea’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2004 was US $ 30.88 

billion (purchasing power parity/PPP estimation), while Japan’s GDP in the same year was more than 

100 times bigger, or $ 3.735 trillion (PPP). Japan’s defense expenditures in 2004 reached $ 4.5 triillion, 

almost nine times larger than North Korea’s defense expenditures, which “only” totaled $ 5.2 billion.1

Nevertheless, the North Korea problem has been the central issue for Japan’s domestic and 

foreign policy in the last five years. Japan has developed its defense capabilities, strengthened its 

security ties with the U.S. and South Korea, and passed bills that enable Japan to deploy Self Defense 

Forces (SDF) to support the U.S. should the tension escalate into war; all in response to the North 
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Korean nuclear threat.2

There is evidence that Japanese sought to build economic relations with North Korea as early 

as 19553, however, Japan-North Korea relations during the Cold War constituted the major source of 

friction between Japan and South Korea.4 Also, Japan intended to improve relations with China and 

the Soviet Union, but demands for maintaining relations with North Korea, insisted by some political 

groups in Japan, added complexity to Japan’s foreign policy problems.5

North Korea remains the only country formerly occupied by Japan that Japan has not 

normalized relations with. Eleven rounds of normalization talks between the two countries held 

between 1991 and 2000 have not yet yielded normalized diplomatic relations. Even though it was clear 

that Japan had intentions to normalize relations with North Korea, and North Korea on the other side 

accepted Japan’s initial proposal for normalization, the talks broke down due to further restrictions in 

Japan’s proposal. Domestic public demands of investigation into the issue of suspected abductions, and 

South Korea-U.S. disapproval of the speed of Japan’s negotiations with North Korea halted the 

normalization talks.6

In practice, Japan’s negotiation strategy has been restricted by a combination of domestic, 

bilateral and international factors. Domestic and bilateral constraints on Japan-North Korea relations 

are rooted in the past; the “interrelation” of strategic, political, and humanitarian issues; the role of 

domestic lobbies; the lack of trust; the strong belief that some abducted Japanese citizens are still alive 

in North Korea. 7

This article examines Japan’s diplomatic problems in dealing with North Korea with 

particular focus on post-Cold War developments. It investigates two major questions: (1) what policies 

Japan has adopted regarding North Korea in different situations in history, and (2) what has driven and 

restricted Japan’s diplomatic stance towards North Korea.  

1 : JAPAN-NORTH KOREA RELATIONS DURING THE COLD WAR 

1-1 : Legacy of Japan’s Occupation 

Japan’s occupation of the Korean Peninsula from 1910 to 1945 affected its later efforts in 

building friendly relations with both Koreas. The occupation was characterized by repression and 

coercion. In 1919, the Japanese army suppressed a movement for Korean independence and in the 

pre-text to the Pacific War; the Japanese did everything to “Japanize” the Koreans. They forced the 

Koreans to take on Japanese names, speak Japanese and participate in the Japanese state religion 
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Shinto. 8  Massive Korean emigration during the occupation by Japan resulted in problems of 

repatriation after World War II, and problems with minorities in Japan that persist today.9 Additionally, 

the “comfort women” issue has contributed to the legacy of difficult Japan–North Korea relations.10

Many Koreans immigrated to Japan during the occupation period initially in search of 

livelihood. By 1938, there were approximately 881,000 Koreans in Japan.  After 1939, the Japanese 

government carried out a massive program of labor conscription to meet the wartime labor shortage in 

Japan, and forcibly brought 700,000 – 800,000 more Koreans into Japan. In 1945, the number of 

Koreans in Japan reached two million.11

After Japan surrendered to the allied powers, most of the Koreans living in Japan sought to 

repatriate to their homeland. Nevertheless, there were a couple of things that discouraged potential 

repatriates from returning home. The Japanese government under SCAP (Supreme Commander of 

Allied Powers) instruction facilitated the transfer of approximately 940,000 Koreans, and 600,000 

others returned by private means. The remaining approximately 640,000 Koreans were not enthusiastic 

because of SCAP baggage regulation and economic issues in their homeland. The SCAP restricted the 

baggage to be carried back by each repatriate (each repatriate allowed only what he could carry on his 

back), and a cash limit of 1,000 yen. The news of flood, famine, and epidemic in Korea also 

discouraged repatriation.12

The status and treatment of the remaining Koreans living in Japan was regulated under the 

agreement signed on 1 April 1952 by Japan and the ROK. Under this agreement, the Koreans would 

have Korean citizenship regardless of individual wishes. The Koreans who wished to reside 

permanently in Japan would be accorded permission and provided alien registration and certificate of 

Korean citizenship within two years after the agreement. In 1953, three quarter of the Koreans 

registered as North Korea citizens, while only a quarter registered as South Korea citizens.13

The “comfort women” issue was a major regional and international topic throughout the 

1990s, culminating in the 2000 Tokyo Women’s Tribunal and a controversial NHK documentary. In the 

1930s the Japanese military colluded with its government to establish what were called “comfort 

stations.” The stations provided Japanese soldiers sex with women from all areas under Japanese 

control. The women and girls were called “comfort women”. As the military extend their control to 

Pacific and Southeast Asia, the system was adopted in most areas. The women participated in the 

system involuntarily, where 50,000 to 200,000 women had been kidnapped or tricked into their 

involvement. The largest number of women was Koreans, while others were Chinese, Taiwanese, 

Filipino, Indonesian, and Dutch.14
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The history mentioned above increased the difficulty of Japan’s negotiations with both 

North and South Koreas. Series of negotiations were conducted between Japan and North Korea to 

discuss the form of compensation that Japan should pay for its past misdeeds. Japan was willing to 

provide as much as US$ 10 billion in “economic assistance” to North Korea as a form of compensation . 

North Korean negotiators’ refusal to accept “economic assistance,” however, eventually led to the 

stalemate of Japan-North Korea normalization talks.15

1-2 : The Cold War and The Two Koreas Policy 

When the Democratic People Republic of Korea (DPRK) and the Republic of Korea (ROK) 

were founded in 1948, Japan was still under American occupation. In 1952, Japanese sovereignty was 

restored and direct engagements between South Korea and Japan formally began, however the 

negotiations for the normalizations of diplomatic relations remained unsuccessful until the 

pro-Japanese Leader Park Chung Hee took power in 1962. Public opposition to normalization 

negotiations was high and it required martial law in South Korea to tame the demonstrations against the 

treaty.16

In the meantime, Japan’s relations with North Korea were being maintained informally via 

Koreans living in Japan and leftist opposition parties. Koreans in Japan organized associations with 

connections to Korean governments. Almost 90 per cent of some 640,000 Koreans in Japan came from 

Southern part of the Korea peninsula, but Kim Il-Sung’s quick move to attract their allegiance by 

supporting Korean-language schools, high schools, and universities in Japan resulted in two thirds of 

the Koreans choosing a North Korean affiliation. The General Association of Korean Residents in 

Japan, known as Chosen Soren in Japanese, was formed on May 25, 1955, and is the organization for 

ethnic Koreans with close ties to North Korea. The organization became the de facto North Korean 

embassy in Japan since the two countries have not normalized political relations. In the 1950s, 

membership reached 470,000. In 1955, the Korean community also established the Chogin banking 

system, comprised of banks and credit unions that provided low interest loans to mostly pro-Pyongyang 

residents in Japan. This system grew steadily over the next 40 years and is believed to be used in 

influencing domestic politics in Japan.17

Japan had initiated formal trade relations with North Korea in 1961 even before it 

normalized diplomatic relations with South Korea in 1965. To some extent, the trade relations initiated 

by Japan were preoccupied with the perception of the future unification of the two Koreas (futatsu no 

chosen). The term futatsuno chosen, according to Soon Sung Cho,18 embraced three assumptions: first, 
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that the Japanese government recognized the South Korean government as “the only lawful 

government”19 in Korea; second, that the recognition of the South Korean government did not 

automatically preclude future recognition of North Korea; and third, since Japan could not ignore the 

de facto existence of North Korea, it was desirable to maintain some relations, either formal or informal, 

with the North Korean regime. 

Japan’s economic policy toward North Korea did not reflect the competition of two 

economic systems during the Cold War. According to Jung Hyun Shin, trade with North Korea 

conducted under a policy known as seikei bunri, or separating political and economic issues, which was 

developed during the administration of Prime Minister Hayato Ikeda (1960-1964). Under this policy, 

Japan prioritized its relations with the “free world nations” but at the same time strove to widen trade 

relations with Communist countries to promote high-speed economic growth at home.20

Apart from its economic relations to the peninsula, according to Fouse, Japan was hesitant 

to become heavily involved in the North-South Korea conflict and attempted to follow a strategy of 

staying equidistant between the two countries whenever possible. This strategy became harder to 

maintain as the United States attempted to lessen its military burden in Asia, increasing pressure on 

Japan to support South Korea in containing the North. As Hong N. Kim puts it, in the postwar period, 

Japan’s Korea policy has been shaped largely by Japanese conservatives who have governed Japan 

continuously since 1945, with the exception of a short interim in 1947-1948. The conservatives’ 

decision to seek national security primarily through the US-Japan alliance system influenced Japan’s 

subsequent Korea policy. As a corollary of the Japanese-American alliance, Japan’s Korea policy 

reflected the strong influence of the United States, which fought the North Korean Communists in the 

Korean War (1950-1953) in defense of Republic of Korea.21 Thus, in the Nixon-Sato communiqué of 

1969 (in conjunction with Japan’s efforts to obtain the return of Okinawa), Prime Minister Eisaku Sato 

was pressed to state, “the security of the Republic of Korea is essential to Japan’s own security.”22

Japan’s friendly relations with the North Korean government were not maintained very long, 

as Japan needed to maintain its alliance with South Korea and United States. However, the significance 

of the South Korean clause, as it became known, was short lived. President Nixon’s surprise visit to 

China in 1971 and the onset of détente led quickly to Sino–Japanese rapprochement in 1972. The 

so-called Nixon shock left a deep imprint on Japan’s long-term policy outlook toward the Korean 

peninsula. The strengthening of Japan’s “two Koreas” policy under Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka soon 

followed Japan’s reconciliation with China. Tanaka’s statement that “Japan cannot help but recognize 

that there exist two Koreas on the Korean peninsula and the co-existence of the two is the diplomatic 
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goal we desire” became the linchpin for Japan’s policy on the peninsula until the late 1980s.23 It 

appears that Nixon’s approach to China had strengthened Japan’s intention to apply two Koreas policy 

throughout 1970s and early 1980s by maintaining trade relations with North Korea. 

However, Japan’s trade relations with North Korea at that time deteriorated its relations 

with South Korea. Fouse indicates that the South Korean government looked favorably neither on 

Japan’s two Koreas policy nor on the fact that increases in Japan’s North Korean ties tended to coincide 

with periods of deterioration in Japan–South Korean relations. In conjunction with recurrent flare-ups 

over historical issues connected to Japan’s colonization of Korea, Japan’s “two Koreas” policy became 

the major source of friction between South Korea and Japan. Despite resisting North Korean demands 

that it renounced diplomatic recognition of South Korea, Japan fostered increasing informal ties with 

Pyongyang during 1970s. 24  This bilateral informal relation was maintained by a coalition of 

sympathetic groups in Japan, instead of managed by Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA). This group 

included Japan Socialist Party (JSP), the Clean Government Party (Komeito), and to lesser extent, 

Japan Communist Party (JCP), along with the Chosen Soren, Japan – Korea (North) Association, Japan 

– Korea (North) Trade Association, certain trade unions, and some others.25

Japan’s relations with North Korea once again deteriorated as North Korean terrorist 

activity against South Korea in the 1980s, especially the Rangoon bombing of 1983 and the destruction 

of the KAL airliner off the coast of Burma in November 1987, eventually compelled Japan to impose 

diplomatic sanctions against North Korea. In the 1970s, South Korea also demanded that Japan restrict 

the activities of Chosen Soren for its alleged involvement in arranging the Moon Se-Kwang incident in 

1974, in which the South Korean president’s wife was assassinated.26

Japan’s desire to pursue better diplomatic relations with North Korea became possible after 

South Korean president Roh Tae Woo’s landmark July 1988 declaration of support for other countries 

to open up political relations with Pyongyang.27 This statement gave Japan and the U.S. greater 

flexibility in dealing with North Korea.28 Roh Tae Woo also emphasized nordpolitik, or look north 

policy, which sought to increase relations with its northern socialist neighbors, China and the Soviet 

Union, the North Korean traditional allies. This policy was seen as a diplomatic offensive by the North 

Korean regime, so they sought to normalize diplomatic relations with Japan as a counterbalance. Japan 

saw this as an opportunity to increase its leverage in the peninsula vis-à-vis Beijing and Moscow.29

1-3 : Complexities 

Its domestic political structure allowed Japan to seek and maintain trade relations with North 
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Korea since 1955, and also unofficial state-to-state relations throughout the Cold War. There were 

leftist opposition parties, and also some LDP members that had supported friendly relations with North 

Korea. Korean association that affiliated to North Korea (Chosen Soren) became strong and influential 

during this period.  

Japan applied a two Koreas policy, which recognized South Korea as the only legal authority 

in Korean Peninsula, but maintained friendly relation with the North Korean regime with regard to the 

fact that it could not ignore the existence –at least de facto– of the North Korean government. This 

policy was one source of tension between Japan and South Korea. 

The dilemma to Japan was clear; Japan sought friendly relations with North Korea on the one 

hand, but on the other hand, it had to prioritize maintaining better relationship with South Korea, and 

the U.S. Hence, Japan was able to manage trade relations with North Korea but was never able to 

normalize its relations.  

2 : JAPAN’S DIPLOMATIC DILEMMA IN THE POST-COLD WAR ERA 

Japan’s diplomatic dilemma towards North Korea during the Cold War –as we have discussed 

above– was created by the Cold War structure that placed the two countries in opposition to each other, 

while domestically in Japan there were political arrangements that shaped an unofficial bilateral 

relationship that enabled Japan to maintain friendly relations with North Korea. Japan resolved the 

dilemma between its two Koreas policy and prioritizing relation with the U.S. and South Korea by 

limiting to trade and unofficial bilateral relations with North Korea.  

The dilemma shifted to some degree in the Post-Cold War with regard to the changing 

situation in the region. As the Cold War structure was abolished, North Korea played nuclear diplomacy, 

the issue of abduction of Japanese nationals by North Korean was revealed, and particularly after the 

year 2000 the U.S. government’s policy towards North Korea changed. Japan’s domestic political 

structure changed in the 1990s following the economic bubble’s burst and a weakened LDP. Now, the 

major domestic source of Japan’s dilemma in its policy towards North Korea was public outrage over 

the abduction issue and increased tension over North Korea’s nuclear weapons development program. 

The table below shows Japan’s dilemma in making North Korea policy which is more or less 

influenced by US and South Korean policies. We will also try to see further how other major powers in 

the region –namely China and Russia– affect the effectiveness of Japan’s North Korea policy. 
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Table 1. Japan’s Dilemma of Diplomacy towards North Korea in the Post-Cold War 

Pursued Policy Abetments Obstacles

Normalization 

(1991-1992)

North Korea was willing to 

cooperate in exchange for wartime 

compensation 

South Korea and United 

States’ disapproval 

Pressures and 

sanctions (1998) 

Domestic public concerns on North 

Korea’s missile test 

South Korea and US 

disapproved and 

maintained engagement. 

2-1 : Maintaining Informal Relations; Japan’s Quest for Normalization Remains 

Restricted 

The end of the Cold War brought some positive impacts to Japan-North Korea relations. 

According to David Fouse, 30 the end of the Cold War opened the path for Japan–North Korea 

normalization. In 1988, Roh Tae Woo introduced Nordpolitik, proactively engaged North Korean 

traditional allies, namely Soviet Union and China, while supporting other countries in building 

diplomatic relations with North Korea. With its economy declining, North Korea saw it as a diplomatic 

offensive and approached Japan to counterbalance the South’s policy. North Korea was in need of 

financial and technological support, while Japan was capable of providing. In addition to this 

development, normalization of relations with Japan may have attracted the North Korean regime, given 

its pursuit of international recognition as a means of assuring regime survival.31

Japan’s motivations to normalize relations with North Korea were based on two 

considerations. First, North Korea is the only country formerly occupied by Japan with which it has not 

normalized relations. Second, Japan sees normalization as an important component in resolving the 

nuclear issue and bringing North Korea into the international community, thus helping to ensure 

stability in North East Asia.32 The intention of normalizing relations with North Korea was confirmed 

in January 1989, when MOFA issued a statement indicating that Japan did not maintain a hostile policy 

toward North Korea. At this point forward, it was also stated that Japan was prepared to enter 

discussions with North Korea without any preconditions whatsoever. A few months later, Japan’s Prime 

Minister, Takeshita Noboru, reiterated this statement during a budget committee meeting in the House 

JAPAN’S DIPLOMATIC DILEMMA  TOWARDS NORTH KOREA KOSANDI

of Representatives.33

In accordance with his statement, Japan initiated meetings with North Korean diplomats in 

1990. In March, Japan unofficially sent Yutaka Kawashima, Asian Bureau Deputy Director General of 

MOFA to meet North Koreans in Paris. In July, Japan and North Korea held two more informal 

meetings in Tokyo. The first formal meeting took place later in September, when Shin Kanemaru led 

his delegation to Pyongyang to negotiate the release of two Japanese fishermen and discuss the general 

process of reconciliation. North Korean leader, Kim Il Sung, responded positively and cooperatively, 

and showed his readiness to progress further toward reconciliation.34

On 28 September 1990, the LDP, the Japan Socialist Party (JSP) and Korean Worker Party 

(KWP) agreed on the Three Party Declaration which urged the two governments to initiate negotiations 

in November 1990, for the establishment of diplomatic relations at the earliest possible date and Japan 

fully and officially apologized and compensated for the “enormous misfortunes and misery imposed on 

the Korean people for 36 years and the losses inflicted on the Korean people in the ensuing 45 years”.35

The Three Party Declaration, however, did not bring about further development in relations 

between the two countries. South Korea was not prepared to see Japan move so rapidly because the 

compensation money that Kanemaru promised to North Korea would impinge on South Korean 

negotiations with the North. Furthermore, Tokyo did not accept the result of the Three Party 

Declaration, and gave MOFA the leverage to wrest control from politicians. Kanemaru was forced to 

apologize to South Korea and MOFA slowed down the pace of reconciliation.36

The declaration not only summoned South Korean leader’s response, but also the US 

government’s. On October 7, 1990, US Ambassador Michael Armacost requested a meeting with 

Kanemaru to warn that Japan’s financial aid might be used for nuclear development program and 

requested that the inspection of North Korean nuclear facilities by the IAEA (International Atomic 

Energy Agency) be a precondition to future talks. This was the point where Japan showed once again 

its desire to gain US trust and harmony with South Korea. Based on the US demand for Japan to

reconsider the offer of aid to North Korea, the latter announced four principles for normalization: Japan 

would conduct negotiations with a view toward enhancing the peace and stability of the entire Korean 

Peninsula; Japan-DPRK normalization would not occur at the expense of friendly relations between 

Japan and the ROK; Japan would not compensate North Korea for the postwar period while responding 

properly to claims arising from Japan’s 36 years colonial rule; and North Korea’s acceptance of IAEA 

inspections of nuclear facilities, which are important to Japan’s own national security.37

In order to adjust its bilateral reconciliation process to complement its allies’ negotiations 
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with North Korea, Japan slowed down the negotiation pace. Eight rounds of normalization talks 

between January 1991 and November 1992 did not yield further developments. Japan’s negotiators 

were restricted to their negotiating principles, while North Korea insisted on the earlier Three Party 

Declaration. The talks were halted over a Japanese request for information on a missing Japanese 

woman and permitting Japanese wives residing in North Korea to visit their families in Japan.38 North 

Korea refused to discuss those issues.39 Failing to negotiate with Japan, North Korea began to see that 

Japan’s independence in foreign policy was not sufficient to be able to conclude any bilateral 

agreement with the North, and thus it turned to negotiate with the U.S., which it presumed to be the real 

power.40

2-2 : Towards Pressure and Sanctions; First Nuclear Crises and Japan’s Reactions 

Nuclear crises regarding North Korean weapon development programs occurred in 1993 and 

2003. North Korea began its quest for nuclear weapons in the 1950s when the U.S. threatened the 

country with the use of a nuclear weapon during the Korean War.41 With the Soviet Union’s assistance, 

North Korea started to build a 2 MW(t) nuclear research reactor –later upgraded– in Yongbyon in 1959. 

The Soviet Union also trained 300 North Korean nuclear specialists during the preparation of this 

development. North Korea began to build large graphite-moderated nuclear reactor in 1984 at 

Yongbyon and Taechon. The DPRK reprocessing plant at Yongbyon can separate Plutonium-239 and 

make nuclear bombs.42 However, North Korea signed the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1985, and 

together with South Korea signed the Denuclearization Declaration in 1991 and took part in the Joint 

Nuclear Control Commission which allowed a bilateral inspection regime to verify denuclearization in 

the Korean Peninsula.43 In a high level meeting with the U.S government in New York, North Korea 

agreed to allow bilateral inspections with South Korea, IAEA inspections, and provide the IAEA with 

an “initial declaration” of its nuclear material and facilities. However, the IAEA inspectors found 

discrepancies between the evidence and North Korea’s initial declaration. The North Korean refusal to 

clarify and grant access to two hidden waste sites became the starting point for the first nuclear crisis in 

1993.44 North Korea then withdrew from NPT in March and launched a Nodong missile test –which 

was capable of reaching Japanese islands– into the Sea of Japan two months later in May 1993.45

Japan was not ready to respond to a crisis or even to the U.S. call for logistical support 

including intelligence gathering, repair facilities for warships and the use of Japan’s civilian harbors 

and airports. The US also asked Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) for naval blockade for 

imposing sanctions and minesweepers. Furthermore, the US asked Japan to cut off remittances from 
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DPRK affiliated groups inside Japan. Japan failed to respond immediately due to constitutional 

constraints, which prevented Japan from providing such logistical support for US military actions. 

However, Japan formed a research group to study any possibility of supporting the US and found that 

although article 6 of the U.S.–Japan Security Treaty provided grounds for allowing the use of Japanese 

bases, SDF participation would violate Japan’s ban on collective self defense.46

At this point, Japan’s defense planners began to see North Korea with its combination of 

nuclear and missile capabilities as a direct threat to its national security.47 At the domestic level, the 

number of MOFA bureaus involved in the securitization of North Korean threat increased, as the North 

American Bureau and Policy Coordination Bureau were now effectively included in the circle of 

Japan’s North Korea policy. The National Police and Finance Ministry – concerned about the lack of 

legal basis in responding to the US request – reluctantly agreed to close the financial institution run by 

the North Korean community in Japan.48 At the international level, Japan decided to support positive 

sanctions (inducement) financially because U.S. was unwilling to reward the North Korean behavior. 

With this, North Korea finally signed the Agreed Framework in Geneva, October 1994, in which Japan 

agreed to pay $ 1 billion toward construction of two light-water reactors in the North.49

Japan’s modest contribution to the efforts of maintaining regional order fed criticism for not 

contributing military forces to its ally and raise doubts in Washington about the utility of the alliance. 

The criticism stimulated an awareness among Japanese administration and politicians that Japan did not 

provide sufficient supports for the US effort to maintain order in Northeast Asia. Since then, Japan’s 

security policy has been more aimed at reinvigorating and strengthening US-Japan alliance. In 1995, 

Japan revised its National Defense Program Outline, and added the term “in areas surrounding Japan” 

in order to be prepared whenever the hostilities potentials become actual. In April 1996, Japan made 

farther progress in its alliance with US when both countries issued a Japan-US Joint Declaration on 

Security and Cross-Servicing Agreement (ACSA). These agreements have enabled Japan to provide US 

with logistical supports during joint military exercises, United Nations Peacekeeping Operations, and 

international relief efforts.50

2-3 : Dilemma in the Post-Cold War 

Japan’s dilemma of diplomacy with North Korea in the Post-Cold War was formed by a 

complex relations of policy shifts by the U.S. and South Korea, a growing awareness of North Korean 

military threats, growing concerns on the abduction issue, and the weakening nature of pro-Pyongyang 

forces in the government and society of Japan. 
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In the early years of the Post-Cold War era, Japan’s intention to build friendly relations with 

North Korea met the South Korean support for any country to build normal relations with the North. 

Japan and North Korea engaged in eight rounds of normalization talks between January 1991 and 

November 1992. These events marked a new development in Japan-North Korea relations; Japan was 

able to conduct formal and official meetings and talks with the socialist country.  

Nevertheless, the talks did not lead to the normalization of relations, mostly because U.S. and 

South Korean demands restrained Japan. Japan was asked to slow the pace of normalization, demand 

that North Korea to abandon its nuclear programs, and investigate the abduction issue (Japanese 

“missing persons”) as a precondition to normalization. 

Japan’s dependency on the U.S. and South Korean policy was shown during the 1990s. 

Japan’s slow response to a U.S. call for assistance during the Gulf War in 1991 and the North Korean 

nuclear crisis in 1993 multiplied doubts as to the utility of U.S. – Japan security alliance, especially in 

Washington. The American negotiations with North Korea in 1994 that produce the Agreed Framework 

were perceived by Japan as a crisis in the U.S. – Japan alliance, and combined with the future 

instability on the Korean peninsula, the administration felt in need of strengthening the security alliance 

with the U.S. When North Korea test-launched the Taepodong 1 missile, which traversed northern 

Japan, Japan reacted strongly, but intensions to impose sanctions and withhold contribution to KEDO 

were held back after consultation with the U.S. and South Korea. 

3 : THE WAR AGAINST WMD AND TERRORISM 

The U.S.-led war against terrorism and WMD (weapons of mass destruction) in 2000s 

brought significant changes into Japan-North Korea relations. Certainly there are particular groups in 

Japan which are proponents of normalization policy. However, since the first nuclear crisis in 1990s 

that made North Korea a more visible security threat and new developments pertaining to the abduction 

issue, pursuing normalization with North Korea met challenges, arising not only from within the 

international community, but even from within the Japanese public. However, despite heightened 

tensions, Japan was determined to maintain its efforts to negotiate directly with North Korea in a series 

of normalization talks in 2000 and 2001. The talks were halted over the abduction issue, and then we 

witnessed the second nuclear crisis starting in 2002 where tougher policy on North Korean nuclear 

diplomacy became preferable.  
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The question that remains is that if Japan and the U.S. decided to adopt sanctions and 

pressures against North Korea, why have the negotiations been intermittent between U.S. demands for 

a complete verifiable and irreversible dismantlement of North Korean nuclear program, and North 

Korean demands for a security assurance and economic compensation? Certainly there were several 

obstacles as table 2 and following explanations show. 

Table 2. The Dilemma in the War on Terror and WMD 

Pursued Policy Abetments Obstacles

Normalization and 

Release of 

Abductees

(2001-2004)

North Korea was willing to talk and 

“investigate” abduction cases, in 

exchange for wartime misconduct 

compensation and normalization of 

relations 

North Korea released a journalist 

and abductees 

The US disapproved of 

including the abduction 

issue into regional talks. 

The US remains cautious 

of the impact of 

normalization on its 

nuclear negotiations with 

North Korea  

Pressures and 

sanctions

(2004-2007)

In accordance with international 

concerns of a North Korean military 

threat and problems of human 

security 

New government in the US which 

lead to tougher stance toward North 

Korea.  

The US finally agreed to include the 

abduction issues in the Six Party 

Talks 

The US’ insistence on multilateral 

approach provides an arena for Japan 

to be involved and influence/ 

pressure North Korea, and use 

normalization and wartime 

misconducts compensation as 

inducement. 

China and South Korea’s 

economic relations and aid 

to North Korea reduced the 

effectiveness of sanctions.  

Russia, South Korea and 

China were also reluctant 

to fully support the 

implementation of 

sanctions against North 

Korea.
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3-1 : Saving the Abductees; A Blessing in Disguise 

When George W. Bush won presidential election in the U.S. in 2000, North Korea 

immediately shifted diplomatic efforts back toward the Japanese, floating the idea of a summit meeting 

as early as January 2001. But Japan was not ready to take this opportunity, because Prime Minister 

Mori was unable to gain domestic support to resume normalization talks. Japan began informal secret 

negotiations in fall 2001; soon after Koizumi took power in April 2001. According to Schoff, this 

change marked the shift in Japan’s policy making towards North Korea into a top-down and secretive 

policy making process.51

In 2002, Koizumi achieved some progress in Japan’s diplomacy towards North Korea. 

Pyongyang started to give small concessions to Japan by releasing a Japanese journalist. The North 

Korean Red Cross announced it would resume its investigation into Japanese missing persons. North 

Korean General Secretary Kim further indicated that the missing persons could be a topic for future 

bilateral discussions. In July, August, and September, both countries met in Higher-Level Talks, 

Director General-Level Talks, and Summit Meeting. The last meeting in September yielded Koizumi’s 

success to bring out abductions of Japanese nationals.52 The Japanese public also supported Koizumi’s 

approach to Pyongyang. According to the Nikkei Shimbun poll, the cabinet’s approval rating jumped 

from 44 per cent in August 2002 to 61 per cent in October, while more than 60 per cent of Japanese 

approved Koizumi’s visit in 2004.53

Apart from Koizumi’s achievement, the future of the normalization of relations with North 

Korea remains in question for Japan. Washington remained cautious on the speed of Japan–North 

Korea normalization. Fukuda Yasuo, then Cabinet Secretary, said that Japan would not normalize 

relations with North Korea before the nuclear issue was resolved. Izumi Hajime, a Korean expert at the 

Prefectural University of Shizuoka, indicated that among high-level officials in Pentagon, State 

Department, and Koizumi administration there was full agreement regarding the response to North 

Korea.54

Apart from 5 returned abductees, the remainder of the 12 abduction cases remain unresolved. 

Japan is not satisfied with North Korean response on the result of Japan’s investigation from North 

Korean defectors, while North Korea was disappointed when Japan’s media and public expressed 

outrage after the North Korean admittance and apology on its agencies’ wrongdoings, noting that in 

North Korean perception, the admittance and apology were based on good intentions. Japan even 

further imposed sanctions to North Korean non-cooperative behavior in responding Japan’s demand to 

resolve the abduction issue, which are to return the abductees, hand over the abductors and reveal the 
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truth behind the cases.55

Nevertheless, the Japanese government’s ability to investigate and have 5 of the abductees 

return home was a great achievement. Despite the fact that North Korea turned down further talks and 

refused to cooperate in exposing the truth on the issue, hardliners in Japan gained momentum and 

popularity, affecting the direction of Japan’s future foreign policy.  

3-2 : Second Nuclear Crisis; Harder Policy and Domestic Gain 

The second nuclear crisis that escalated in 2003 has its roots in the new foreign policy of the 

then newly elected U.S. government. Right at the inauguration ceremony President George W. Bush 

indicated that the U.S. would apply tougher policy against North Korean nuclear diplomacy. Bush 

labeled North Korea as a part of axis of evil, and the 2001 Nuclear Posture Review developed 

contingency plans for using nuclear weapons on the Korean Peninsula. Moreover, the National Security 

Strategy emphasized preemptive strikes against states with WMD. The KEDO further cut the heavy 

fuel oil shipments as a sanction given to the violation by North Korea. In October 2002 North Korea 

reacted by stating that it has an HEU development program, in December 2002 it stated that the Agreed 

Framework was dead, thus it would resume operation of the frozen nuclear facilities, and later expelled 

IAEA inspectors. On January 10, 2003, North Korea announced its withdrawal from the NPT.56 The 

second nuclear crisis began and lasted several years until finally North Korea agreed to denuclearize at 

a meeting of Six Party Talks in December 2006. 

It is also notable that 2006 was the turning point of the crisis, the peak being the North 

Korean nuclear test and 7 missile tests.57 The tests conducted by North Korea in mid-2006 incited a 

concerned response from the United Nations (UN) Security Council which issued a resolution to 

condemn the tests, impose sanctions, and urged North Korea to return to the Six Party Talks in order to 

resolve the issue of nuclear dismantlement.58 The Security Council resolution particularly mentioned 

that it was very important for North Korea to respond to the humanitarian concerns of the international 

community including the abduction issue. The proposal for resolution was prepared by Japan, but 

negotiation for concluding the resolution was difficult because of China and Russia’s resistance to its 

application and their preference for a less punitive action in order to avoid the risk of endangering 

regional stability.59

The Japanese public felt a sense of crisis because Pyongyang’s missiles had reached the Sea 

of Japan. According to Fukashie Horie, a political scientist at Shobi University, “there seems to be an 

appetite (among Japanese public) for a strong leader to succeed Koizumi” in the face of regional 
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truth behind the cases.55
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refused to cooperate in exposing the truth on the issue, hardliners in Japan gained momentum and 
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of Japan. According to Fukashie Horie, a political scientist at Shobi University, “there seems to be an 
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security threat.60 A survey conducted by Asahi Shimbun shows that 77% of respondents feel threatened 

by North Korean missiles, including 38% who answered “strongly” and 39% who answered “to some 

extent”. Those who said “do not feel strongly threatened” account for 16%, while those who said “do 

not feel any threat” was 8% of respondents.61

To Japan’s leadership, North Korean missile launches provided an opportunity, especially 

for the government’s chief spokesman, Shinzo Abe, who played a large role by pushing for UN 

sanctions against Pyongyang’s missile tests. Television coverage boosted Abe’s popularity in various 

media polls as the politician most favored as future prime minister. Yomiuri Shimbun’s survey on 

public opinion for instance, shows that 45.6 percent of 1,867 people polled on July 8 and 9 said Abe 

was the most favored to succeed Koizumi, while 18.3 percent backed former chief Cabinet Secretary 

Yasuo Fukuda. Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Taro Aso, garnered only 4.2 percent.62  Some 

politicians who supported Abe assumed that Abe’s hardline stance might be in accordance with the 

national interest and public’s sense of crisis. “The next prime minister has to make tough decisions to 

protect the nation’s interests, and it is Abe who can do that,” said Ichita Yamamoto, an LDP lawmaker 

and a campaigner for Abe.63

3-3 : Complexities of Japan-North Korea Relations in This Period

Following the leadership change in the U.S. in 2001, Japan’s relations with North Korea 

began to warm. Three rounds of normalization talks were held in 2001, and Koizumi visited Pyongyang 

in 2002 for a summit meeting. Pyongyang showed good faith by allowing the third visit of Japanese 

wives and admitting its agency’s involvement in abduction. However, the warm relations cooled down 

after public outrage expressed in the media, and nuclear negotiations with the U.S. escalated into crisis. 

Several attempts to conduct more dialogs between the two governments mainly through Chosen Soren 

connection were successful in terms of bringing North Korea to the negotiation table, but without 

further progress on the abduction issue or the nuclear weapons program. 

The Six Party Talks provided another arena for Japan to negotiate with North Korea on the 

security and abduction issues. Meanwhile, informal relations with North Korea decreased, as right wing 

proponents were getting stronger, sanctions and tight control of interactions with North Korea were 

applied, and the pro-Pyongyang groups’ influence waned.64

Japan’s right wing politicians gained momentum in 2006 after North Korea conducted missile 

test-launches and an underground nuclear test. Through negotiation in the UNSC, Japan and  the U.S. 

were successful in pushing the international community to condemn the North Korean act and finally 
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impose more sanctions and inspections in October 2006. 

However, there remains a dilemma in Japan regarding sanctions as a means to pressure North 

Korea to resolve the nuclear and abduction issues. Sanctions have become less effective in isolating 

North Korea since South Korea and China still prefer engagement and support the North Korean 

economy. Security assurances and economic aid provided by the major powers in the region would 

likely influence North Korea more than pressures and sanctions. 

In short, the changes and continuities of Japan’s dilemma in diplomacy with North Korea 

since Cold War until recently can be summarized as follows: 

Table 3. The Characteristics of Japan - North Korea Relations throughout History 

PERIODS ASPECTS OF 

INTERACTIONS COLD WAR POST-COLD WAR WAR ON WMD/ 

TERROR

Main Policy Two Koreas Policy Normalization and 

Abduction

Abduction and 

Dismantlement of WMD  
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unofficial 

Formal and official Formal and official 

Focus of interaction Trade Politics of normalization Traditional and 

non-traditional security 

Means of interaction Informal and 

unofficial bilateral 

meeting and 

arrangements

Informal channel, with 

formal bilateral meeting 

Formal multilateral 

arrangements

Challenges US and South Korean 

vision of unification 

US and South Korean 

concern on the 

effectiveness of their own 

agenda with North Korea

China, Russia and South 

Korea as benefactors of 

North Korea reduced the 

effectiveness of tough 

policy 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The North Korea problem has become the most central issue concerning North East Asian 

regional peace and security in the Post-Cold War Era. The nature of the North Korea problem is not 

only constituted by its military capability build-up, but also its failing economy, human rights abuses, 

and illegal trafficking, which pose threats to the stability of East Asian regional economy and security. 

Since the end of the Cold War, there has been a series of clashes between the international 

community and North Korea regarding its medium and long-range missile and nuclear weapons 

programs development. The nuclear crisis that began 2003 was not resolved until late 2006. Moreover, 

the crisis reignited when North Korea tested seven ballistic missiles and a nuclear weapon in 2006. 

The North Korean economy has not shown significant progress even after the June 2002 

reform program took effect. North Korean economic growth was at its peak prior to the Korean War, 

but started to find itself in a downturn since the end of the Korean War. Its GDP growth rate was 

negative during 1990s. Since mid-1990s, North Korea has been in large need for aid and assistance to 

keep its economy from collapse. 

North Korean human rights abuse and state sponsored illegal trafficking have become the 

international community’s concern since the late 1990s. North Korea is seen as having violated the 

rights of its people, using repression and coercion. It also suspected as being involved in illicit activities 

such as counterfeiting money, drugs, and smuggling, considered transnational crimes or non-traditional 

security issues. 

Negotiating with North Korea over these problems has been difficult despite the international 

community’s shared common goals of denuclearization the Korean peninsula. Major powers in the 

region are differing in their strategy in dealing with North Korea, while North Korea has been able to 

gain the most benefit of the disunity of its immediate neighbors and the U.S.  This negotiating 

behavior and the perceived threats have caused the longstanding crisis to last decades. 

Japan in particular, has been experiencing evolving dilemmas in building relations with the 

North Korean communist regime since the end of the Korean War. During the Cold War, Japan’s 

dilemma was based on its insistence on maintaining a “two Koreas policy” while on the other hand 

prioritizing trilateral cooperation with South Korea and the U.S.  In the Cold War structure where 

Japan as a U.S. ally was considered a member of the western bloc, maintaining trade relations with 

North Korea would of course challenge its perceived adversaries, namely South Korea and the United 

States, which have been Japanese allies. Japan’s friendly relations with North Korea that were built 
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unofficially mainly through socialist factions in the government and North Korean residents in Japan, 

often caused frictions with South Korean allies during the Cold War.  

In the 1990s, Japan’s effort to build normal relations with North Korea became even more 

complex. The normalization of relations became next to impossible due to the U.S. and South Korean 

demands that Japan should refrain from infringing North-South Korea diplomacy and U.S. nuclear 

negotiation with the North, while Japan was determined to resolve abduction issue as preconditions of 

normalizing relations with the North. Unofficial diplomacy was maintained, despite continuous threats 

produced by the North Korea, partly because of increasing public concern over the abduction of 

Japanese nationals by North Korean agencies. Thus, the situation constituted a double barrier to North 

Korea. In order to normalize relations with Japan, North Korea had to first resolve the abduction, issue 

and second, halt its nuclear program, which was also under negotiation in other diplomatic arenas with 

other actors in international community. 

Since the year 2001, as the U.S. government changed its policy towards North Korea, Japan’s 

problems in negotiating abductions and reducing the military threats emanating from North Korea also 

shifted. Normalization has now become an incentive to induce North Korea into giving up its weapon 

development programs. Bilateral talks with North Korea would less likely yield any progress; as Japan 

has been strengthening its ties with the U.S, increasing its defense capability since 1998, and imposing 

sanctions since 2002, but most of all because of Japanese politicians’ and the Japanese public’s 

heightened awareness of the North Korean threats. The arena for Japan to negotiate with North Korea 

moved from bilateral forums to the Six Party Talks without significant progress except that of keeping 

North Korea in the talks. 

The latest tension escalation following North Korean missile and nuclear tests in 2006 did not 

increase North Korean bargaining position vis-à-vis major powers and especially the U.S. The tests 

made North Korean military threats even more visible, and instead of benefit, North Korea saw a united 

front sending clear message to the North Korea that the international community preferred 

denuclearization of Korean peninsula. Japan took an important role in supporting the U.S. pushing the 

international community to condemn and impose sanctions against North Korean missile and nuclear 

tests through the U.N. Security Council meeting. In return, Japan got the U.N. resolution would 

demand North Korea to seriously resolve the abduction issue. 

Another dilemma to Japan emerged in 2000s, especially regarding China and South Korean 

policy of engagement to North Korea, and Japan’s insistence to include abduction issue into 

multilateral talks’ agenda.  With China and South Korea kept supporting North Korean economy, 



-   -187

October 2008 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The North Korea problem has become the most central issue concerning North East Asian 

regional peace and security in the Post-Cold War Era. The nature of the North Korea problem is not 

only constituted by its military capability build-up, but also its failing economy, human rights abuses, 

and illegal trafficking, which pose threats to the stability of East Asian regional economy and security. 

Since the end of the Cold War, there has been a series of clashes between the international 

community and North Korea regarding its medium and long-range missile and nuclear weapons 

programs development. The nuclear crisis that began 2003 was not resolved until late 2006. Moreover, 

the crisis reignited when North Korea tested seven ballistic missiles and a nuclear weapon in 2006. 

The North Korean economy has not shown significant progress even after the June 2002 

reform program took effect. North Korean economic growth was at its peak prior to the Korean War, 

but started to find itself in a downturn since the end of the Korean War. Its GDP growth rate was 

negative during 1990s. Since mid-1990s, North Korea has been in large need for aid and assistance to 

keep its economy from collapse. 

North Korean human rights abuse and state sponsored illegal trafficking have become the 

international community’s concern since the late 1990s. North Korea is seen as having violated the 

rights of its people, using repression and coercion. It also suspected as being involved in illicit activities 

such as counterfeiting money, drugs, and smuggling, considered transnational crimes or non-traditional 

security issues. 

Negotiating with North Korea over these problems has been difficult despite the international 

community’s shared common goals of denuclearization the Korean peninsula. Major powers in the 

region are differing in their strategy in dealing with North Korea, while North Korea has been able to 

gain the most benefit of the disunity of its immediate neighbors and the U.S.  This negotiating 

behavior and the perceived threats have caused the longstanding crisis to last decades. 

Japan in particular, has been experiencing evolving dilemmas in building relations with the 

North Korean communist regime since the end of the Korean War. During the Cold War, Japan’s 

dilemma was based on its insistence on maintaining a “two Koreas policy” while on the other hand 

prioritizing trilateral cooperation with South Korea and the U.S.  In the Cold War structure where 

Japan as a U.S. ally was considered a member of the western bloc, maintaining trade relations with 

North Korea would of course challenge its perceived adversaries, namely South Korea and the United 

States, which have been Japanese allies. Japan’s friendly relations with North Korea that were built 

JAPAN’S DIPLOMATIC DILEMMA  TOWARDS NORTH KOREA KOSANDI

unofficially mainly through socialist factions in the government and North Korean residents in Japan, 

often caused frictions with South Korean allies during the Cold War.  

In the 1990s, Japan’s effort to build normal relations with North Korea became even more 

complex. The normalization of relations became next to impossible due to the U.S. and South Korean 

demands that Japan should refrain from infringing North-South Korea diplomacy and U.S. nuclear 

negotiation with the North, while Japan was determined to resolve abduction issue as preconditions of 

normalizing relations with the North. Unofficial diplomacy was maintained, despite continuous threats 

produced by the North Korea, partly because of increasing public concern over the abduction of 

Japanese nationals by North Korean agencies. Thus, the situation constituted a double barrier to North 

Korea. In order to normalize relations with Japan, North Korea had to first resolve the abduction, issue 

and second, halt its nuclear program, which was also under negotiation in other diplomatic arenas with 

other actors in international community. 

Since the year 2001, as the U.S. government changed its policy towards North Korea, Japan’s 

problems in negotiating abductions and reducing the military threats emanating from North Korea also 

shifted. Normalization has now become an incentive to induce North Korea into giving up its weapon 

development programs. Bilateral talks with North Korea would less likely yield any progress; as Japan 

has been strengthening its ties with the U.S, increasing its defense capability since 1998, and imposing 

sanctions since 2002, but most of all because of Japanese politicians’ and the Japanese public’s 

heightened awareness of the North Korean threats. The arena for Japan to negotiate with North Korea 

moved from bilateral forums to the Six Party Talks without significant progress except that of keeping 

North Korea in the talks. 

The latest tension escalation following North Korean missile and nuclear tests in 2006 did not 

increase North Korean bargaining position vis-à-vis major powers and especially the U.S. The tests 

made North Korean military threats even more visible, and instead of benefit, North Korea saw a united 

front sending clear message to the North Korea that the international community preferred 

denuclearization of Korean peninsula. Japan took an important role in supporting the U.S. pushing the 

international community to condemn and impose sanctions against North Korean missile and nuclear 

tests through the U.N. Security Council meeting. In return, Japan got the U.N. resolution would 

demand North Korea to seriously resolve the abduction issue. 

Another dilemma to Japan emerged in 2000s, especially regarding China and South Korean 

policy of engagement to North Korea, and Japan’s insistence to include abduction issue into 

multilateral talks’ agenda.  With China and South Korea kept supporting North Korean economy, 



-   -188

October 2008 

sanctions as a means of diplomacy became less effective. On the other hand, Japan’s insistence on 

resolving abduction issue as precondition of inducements might continue to complicate negotiations 

with North Korea, noting that North Korean leadership has been reluctant to resolve the issue in series 

of bilateral normalization talks with Japan.  

As we have discussed in this thesis, from historical perspective we can see that there is a 

changing diplomatic pattern of Japan – North Korea relations. The Cold War structure put Japan and 

North Korea as opponents to each other; however, Japan’s domestic political structure enabled 

continuous interactions with North Korea through trade and unofficial relations. South Korean 

disapproval of Japan’s “two Koreas policy” had restricted Japan’s diplomacy toward North Korea. This 

period of Japan-North Korea diplomacy was characterized by unofficial relations, two Koreas policy, 

and South Korean disapproval. 

During early years of the Post-Cold War, as South Korean leader supported any country to 

normalize relations with North Korea, Japan sought to normalize relations with North Korea. Formal 

dialogues between the two countries were held through informal arrangements. Issues to be negotiated 

shifted from trade and recognition in the past, into normalization, apology, war reparation, and 

Japanese missing persons issue started to rise. Even though Japan was ready for immediate 

normalization, as the nuclear issue escalated into crisis, and both the U.S. and South Korea were 

unwilling to see Japan normalize relations with North Korea too soon for nuclear and unification 

reasons, Japan slowed down the pace of negotiations. This period was characterized by formal 

normalization efforts which were halt due to US and South Korea’s demand. 

In mid-1990s after the nuclear crisis and then resolved as the U.S. and North Korea signed 

the Agreed Framework, Japan began to feel the need to strengthen alliance with the U.S. and South 

Korea. North Korean military threat became clear and visible after the taepodong missile test-launch in 

1998. In addition to the threat, the abduction issue also got popular attentions following testimonies 

from North Korean defectors to South Korea. This is the point where North Korea problem affected 

military build up on one hand, but on the other hand, Japan was still preoccupied to gain leverage in 

nuclear negotiation with the North by maintaining informal relations.  

In 2000s, following policy change in the U.S., Japanese sanctions proponents gained 

momentum and restricted Japan’s relations with the North. Negotiations over abduction and visitation 

of Japanese wives living in North Korea to some extent were successful, yet, relations deteriorated 

since 2002. The unofficial connections losing influence, and Japan adopt stronger stance towards North 

Korea. Negotiations mostly took place in multilateral forms (through Six Party Talks and the U.N 
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forums), in which normalization became incentive for resolving nuclear and abduction issues. 

Throughout the article, we have seen that Japan’s diplomacy vis-à-vis North Korea has been 

evolving from friendly, unofficial and focusing on trade relations, into pressure, taking form of 

multilateral, and focusing on security, both traditional and non-traditional issue. Japan-North Korea 

diplomacy has been a product of a complex relations of domestic, bilateral, and multilateral factors, 

which include also foreign obstacles that prevent Japan from manifesting its pursued policies, or at 

least reduced the policies effectiveness. It adds up as evident to some degree of Japan’s lack of 

independency in the regional policy making. 

(Meidi Kosandi, )
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independency in the regional policy making. 

(Meidi Kosandi )
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Abstract 

This article discusses the evolving process of Japan’s diplomacy toward North Korea from the Cold 

War era up to North Korea’s agreement to disband its nuclear program in late 2006. It attempts to 

clarify the process of bilateral relations by categorizing them into three distinct periods,, i.e., (1) the 

Cold War, (2) post-Cold War, and (3) the period of the U.S.-led war on terror and weapons of mass 

destruction (WMD), and argues how each period has provided different agendas and pressures, 

contributing to the deepening of Japan’s diplomatic dilemma vis-à-vis North Korea.  

(Meidi Kosandi, Doctoral Student, Graduate School of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University) 
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