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Abstract:
Since the end of World War Il, Japan and Russia Hmen at odds over a territorial contentious, ndigg the
four southernmost islands from the Archipelago hef Kurils, taken by the USSR from Japan. Up to now,
neither country has been able to come up with &faatory solution for these four islands calledr&tu,
Kunashiri, Shikotan and Habomai (the so called tNem Territories” in Japan). Diplomatic relatioaad
economic and trade relations have developed, leutettiitorial row stands as a stumbling block preirgy the
improvement of relations. Since the end of the Koiz administration and its intense but unsuccessful
negotiations over Siberian energy resources antethiéorial problem, momentum seems to be gatlgenimder
the current Prime Minister Taro Aso. Still, despitasitive rhetoric from the Russian side and itasi from
Japan that Russian economic problems and worsatatibns with the West will leave them with the epp
hand and with the leverage to force a solutiontsnfavor, Russia has still not given any substamsign of
willingness to proceed seriously with the solutioh the territorial problem and seems rather bent on
emphasizing the economic side of their bilateritiens leaving aside more thorny issues.
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Resumen:
Desde finales de la 22 Guerra Mundial, Jap6n y &bsin estado en disputa por un contencioso tefatauyo
objeto son las cuatro islas mas meridionales dehipiélago de las Kuriles, pertenecientes a Japastd su
ocupacion por la URSS. Hasta ahora, ninguno dedos paises ha sido capaz de proponer una solucién
satisfactoria para estas cuatro islas llamadas Bfar Kunashiri, Shikotan y Habomai (los llamados
“Territorios del Norte” en Japén). Las relacionesptbmaticas y econdmicas se han estado desarrotland
pero el problema territorial sigue siendo el pripal escollo que impide la mejora de la relaciongssde el
fin del gobierno de Koizumi y sus negociacionesresdbs recursos siberianos y el problema territgria
intensas, si bien infructuosas, parece que las ciegimnes de nuevo se intensifican. Sin embargmesar de
la retérica esperanzadora por parte de Rusia yillasiones de Japdén de que los problemas econémisos y
sus tensas relaciones con el Oeste le otorguenposiion de superioridad y con capacidad de forana
solucién a su favor, Rusia no ha dado todavia sigclaros de tener la intencion de abordar seriaradat
solucion del contencioso territorial y parece masnbinclinada a poner énfasis en el plano economicsus
relaciones bilaterales, dejando de lado materias mgpinosas.

Palabras clave: Rusia, Japon, relaciones bilaterales, problemaiterial, “Territorios del Norte”,
energia.
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1. Introduction

Asia, along with most of the world, was affectedtbg Cold War. Actually, Asia and Europe
were the two main fronts where both superpowerew@ectly or indirectly confronted. But
while in Europe its legacy faded away with the apde of the Soviet Union, in Asia
unsolvable remnants still persist. In this continé&nlegacy is resilient indeed. No one would
fail to identify the division of the Korean Penitsuand the successful survival of the
Kuomintang’s shelter-state in the island of Taiveanthe most striking examples. North
Korea (DPRK) as a quasi failed state represento@agted threat to International Society
and in particular to South Korea (ROK) and Japenséemingly dead-end negotiations over
denuclearization rank among the main challengesddd peace. But actually another less
known spot, on the fringes of Asian geographytiilsstuck in the Cold War and has very few
short-term prospects of solution: four small iskuhatated at the extreme South of the Kurile
chain, ranging from Kamchatka (Russia) to Hokka{dapan), named Etorofu, Kunashiri,
Shikotan and Habomai.

From now on we will refer to the islands using th&apanese names, as they are
usually known in the academic world and in the grd$e reason for this is that while they
officially belong to the Russian Federation (thegrev inherited from the former Soviet
Union), these four islands have been claimed bgdamnce the end of WWII. Actually both
countries have so far failed to sign a peace treafyut an end to the state of war mostly
because of the unbridgeable differences over tmallsterritory. This is an anomalous
situation not only because most countries in Eurapd Asia managed to solve their
territorial problems with the USSR and later witlhusRia, but also because Moscow and
Tokyo have normalized their diplomatic relationscgl 1956 and have developed their trade
and cooperation ever since. It is therefore a sanaontrasting with both the trends in other
countries and with the real status of relationsvbenh Japan and Russia. It represents a
serious stumbling block precluding the deepenintheir relationship. Solving it would usher
both countries into a new and surely more fruigtdge. Much is at stake in it: a closer
relationship with Russia would open up new perspestfor making inroads in its energy
market. Conversely, Russia would gain much froningedapan deepen its cooperation in its
Far East region. Alongside that, Japan could stpgoseen as a neighbor unworthy of any
confidence as an ally of the US and a lurchingahte its Pacific fleet.

The present article will focus on the latest depeients, namely under current
Japanese Prime Minister Taro Aso. After a shortohis review, we will also take into
account developments that occurred during the Knizera and under its immediate
successors, Shinzo Abe and Yasuo Fukuda. Then Wedeal with new developments.
Landmark events that took place in recent montbdhe Medvedev-Aso summit in Sakhalin
island, in February, and the visit of the Russieme minister, Vladimir Putin, from {1
13" May. The context and the contents of their spezaimel declarations are at the center of
this article. We can anticipate that in spite oflligh rhetoric formulae and positive
declarations, a new stage in their bilateral retetiis hardly expected, as both countries still
see each other as marginal actors with limitedevaiuttheir diplomatic agenda.

1.1. Historical Review

The territorial problem stems from the end of teed@d World War. The Yalta Agreement
guaranteed in its secret protocol, article 3, thatKurile Islands would be “handed over” to
the USSR; at that point the US were pressing th8RJ® enter the war against Japan in order
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to relieve them of the huge war effort needed saak the main islands. It was finally agreed
that the USSR would declare war three months &feeGerman capitulation. When on tHz 9
August the USSR proceeded with the attack, the evaathipelago was effectively occupied,
but immediately the question was raised: does thiéaYAgreement equate “handing over” to
“occupying”? After doubts and discussion, the Usafiiy agreed on the occupation of the
Kurile Islands by the USSR

When the time arrived for the signature of a Pehmaty in 1951, the ambiguous
situation of the Kurile Islands was an impedimemt éstablishing relations between Japan
and the USSR; the US put a strategy into practiogec precisely at hampering good
relations between both countfein article 2c it was stated that “Japan renouradesight,
title and claim to the Kurile Island$”but it was left to them to agree on the geogregihi
definition of the Kurile Islands. To add furthernfosion, the USSR was not entitled to the
islands such as articles 23 and 25 specified, gthah rights would be only conferred to
signatory states. The USSR rejected this and detertd supposed rights on the basis of the
ambiguous terms of the Yalta Agreement and refusedsign the treaty. Japan had
nevertheless to abandon the Kurile Isl@naisd the archipelago was left occupied but in a
legal limbo. From this moment the US evolved framited and ambiguous support of the
devolution of Shikotan and Habomai to the Japacksm on the four islands on the basis of
the Shimoda Treaty of 1855, that is, Etorofu, Kum&sShikotan and Habomai.

The next landmark in the USSR-Japan row over stends was the 1956 Mutual
Declaration, which provided for the USSR to handroShikotan and Habomai upon signing
the Peace Treaty (article 9). Japan showed griexdility under Prime Minister Hatoyama,
as opposed to the strictly pro-American stancei®phedecessor, Shigeru Yoshida. But again
political problems and pressure from the US prese@ihe implementation of article 9 and no
solution could be brought to the contentious terial issue. After this historical occasion, in
which at least the restoration of diplomatic relati was achieved, conditions did not provide
for a real solution. Actually, unilateral rejectibg Khrushev of the 1956 Declaration in 1960,
as a response to the signature of a new secuestytby Japan and the US, sent mutual
relations back to the starting point. Even worsralelusions that the Détente would help to
improve relations, the hardening of Soviet diplognat the late 70s and early 80s further
worsened them. The bold visit by Prime Minister KekTanaka in 1973 did not bring any
substantial progress except for an ambiguous irg&fon of the wording of the Joint
Communiqué: “continue negotiations for a peaceyrbg resolvingthe unresolved questions
since World War 11" (emphasis added), that according to some Japaoesees (although
categorically denied by the Soviets), implied trekrmwledgement by Brezhnev of the
territorial problen.

As the Tanaka-Brezhnev summit clearly showed, bathntries were trying to
impress each other and to take advantage of remhagined weaknesses to enforce their
maximalist vision: no return by the Soviet Uniorddhe claim of the four islands by Japan. It

? Hasegawa, Tsuyoshi (200Racing the Enemy, Stalin, Truman and the surrenéidapan”, Cambridge;
London, Harvard University Press, pp. 268-69.

® Clark, Gregory: “Northern Territories dispute liven self-righteous deadlockThe Japan Timed,2 May
2009, at http://search.japantimes.co.jp/cqi-bin38¥512gc.html

* Hasegawa, Tsuyoshi (1998): “The Northern Term®iDispute and Russo-Japanese Relations”, vol. II,
Berkeley, University of California at Berkeley, f25-26.

® |bid., Idem.

® Hasegawa, Tsuyoshi (1998): “The Northern Territeispute and Russo-Japanese Relations”, vol. |,
Berkeley, University of California at Berkeley, 156.
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was a pattern that unfortunately persists nowadBalys.clearest example can be seen in the
complicated negotiations under Gorbachev in a then the Cold War was vanishing under
reform and collapse of the USSR. Japan took a tomg to soften its position, wrongly
believing that its economic clout would force th8&R to make concessions. But the USSR
ended up being engulfed under Gorbachev in a ealitturmoil that prevented any
concessions. Although progress was achieved in stsmmith Gorbachev and later with
Yeltsin in 1991 and 1993 respectively, no finalusimin on the territorial problem was agreed.
In the Joint Communiqué of 1991, the ambiguous wgrdmaking use o#ll positive factors
that have been accumulating through bilateral negmins over the years since 1956
(emphasis added), when Japan and the USSR joiatlladd the end of the war and the
restoration of diplomatic relations”, left both eg&lclaiming that either the 1956 Declaration
had not been accepted (USSR) or that it had bdBnaftcepted (Japah)The Summit with
Yeltsin in 1993, after two cancellations, did noaka any explicit reference to the 1956
Declaration, thus leaving the problem in the saitumsorf.

Relations gathered momentum when a new Japandsee RMinister, Ryutaro
Hashimo (1996-1998), devised a new strategy, thealtidyered Approach”. This strategy
emphasized cooperation separately from politicalies. Solving the territorial problem was
obviously one of the ultimate goals, but it did appear as an ultimatum and a precondition
for economic cooperation. Hashimoto offered suligthexpansion of relations in several
areas, with economic cooperation topping the agandae Summit of Krasnoyarsk, where it
was agreed that by the year 2000 a peace treatidveusigned. As on previous occasions,
economic ties expanded, but at the end no solwamoffered by the Russians.

A new, interesting occasion appeared under theepessor of Junichiro Koizumi, the
ephemeral Yoshiro Mori, when he met with the neesiklent of Russia, Vladimir Putin. The
basis for a breakthrough was established when Meemed to be leaning on a “two-
islands+alpha” solution (two islands retourned aedotiations for the other two) and Putin
declared that the 1956 Declaration was in elf¢oe later explicitly accepted the return of
Shikotan and Habomai if the territorial problem kbie officially closed). But his
government fell before momentum could be sustaikedzumi worked to reverse this course
and went back to the classic conservative posititowever the seemingly pro-US turn of
Putin after the 11-S prompted Koizumi to reverttte Mori positiort’, but it would not last
very long.

2. Abe and Fukuda: Mending Fences

Junichiro Koizumi was an ambitious politician an@nted to create an upturn in Japan’s
diplomacy. One of his ambitions was to court Puwtith an energy diversification strategy
aimed at getting resources in the Russian Far Hast.race raged between the two main
contenders, China and Japan, but unfortunatelyT@ékyo, after falling prey to Moscow’s
intended or unintended equivocations and falseaapens, China seemed to have gained the
upper hand.

" Hasegawa: “The Northern Territories...”, vol. dp. cit.,p. 395.

8 |bid., p. 485.

° Rozman, Gilbert: “A chance for a breakthrough irsBo-Japanese relations: will the logic of greaigyo
relations prevail?"The Pacific Reviewol. 15, no. 3 (2002), p. 338.

91bid., p. 341.

% bid., p. 349.
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Tokyo believed it had a valuable asset in its foiainclout, but any deal struck with
Russia regarding energy could not sideline thentlaif the four islands or “Northern
Territories”. Japanese intransigence in this resjeecto the re-routing of the pipeline, going
to China first. The prospect of getting the islah@sk faded away too. Thus relations with
Russia under Koizumi weakened as had happenecerearider former leaders, leaving the
aftertaste of a lost opportunity (or false deluyiomhe legacy left to their immediate
successors was rather limited,ths end of Koizumi’s tenure was greeted by a Rogslian
for development and repopulation of the Kurile fisls® and a new border incident involving
Japanese fishermen shot by Russia border giiaMts good start for the next Prime Minister
indeed.

2.1. Developments under Shinzo Abe

Shinzo Abe succeeded Koizumi in 2006, being elettetthe post of Prime Minister on the

26" September. His election was praised as the bemjnoi a new era as he was the first
Prime Minister born after WWII. This was a catcloyriula for press headlines, but actually
his government did not produce any substantiallies$o the single year it lasted. With a

rapidly declining support rate and a hawkish foonsNorth Korea and China, Russia could
not rank very high on his agenda. Responding tackiaenges from the reclusive regime of
Pyongyang, trying to mend relations with China e short term and making an effort to
maintain the relationship with the US, made hisnalgea busy one. At the same time internal
politics affected him and shrouded his tenure vatiiruption scandals and suspicions of
incompetence and mismanagentént

2.1.1. First Contacts

In the transition to his government, a very distngsit took place as Shintaro Ito, vice-
foreign minister, visited the Russian Far East. Visé did not represent a new step in their
bilateral relations as it was instead the prodfithe existing cooperation between Russia and
Japan and did not involve any political considerai His visit was meant to put into practice
an existing agreement for dismantling nuclear subraa belonging to the Pacific Fleet,
signed in October 1993 and reconfirmed in Noven2®®5 by Koizumi and Putin. Ito signed
a definitive agreement to proceed with the disneanént of the first of the five scheduled
nuclear submarines, a Viktor-I class submarindéRrimorskii regiolt. Asit wasunder the
framework of an agreement signed under Koizumirduhis tenure, it was still the result of
the intensive diplomacy that had been developindeuthe reformist Prime Minister (a first
visit for this purpose, by Katsutoshi Kaneda, Senice-Minister for Foreign Affairs,
namely to inspect the site for dismantlement, tqéice a month earli®). Later in

12 Blagov, Sergei: “RUSSIA MOVES TO DEVELOP AND REPOPATE THE KURIL ISLANDS”, The
Jameston Foundatiorurasia Daily Monitor vol. 3, Iss. 152 (August 7, 2006), at
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx We&5Btt news%5D=31952

*Blagov, Sergei: “RUSSIAN COAST GUARD SHOOTS JAPANESSHERMAN IN DISPUTED
WATERS”, The Jameston FoundatioBurasia Daily Monitoryol. 3, Iss. 161 (August 18, 2006), at
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx wWe5Btt news%5D=31995

1 For an analysis of his failed government see: Kiog, Jeff: “Meltdown of a neocon: Abe's last hbtra
Japan TimesSeptember 30, 2007, in http://search.japantimgp/cgi-bin/fl20070930x1.html

13 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan (MOFA): “VieMlinister for Foreign Affairs Shintaro Ito to Visit
Russian Far East”, September 8, 2006, at http://wmeofa.go.jp/announce/event/2006/9/0908.htdbkolova,
Alyona: “Russia, Japan sign sub dismantle contragtidivostok Newdss. 535, September 12, 2006, at
http://vn.vladnews.ru/issue535/Environment/Russipad_sign_sub_dismantle_contract

1 MOFA: “Mr. Katsutoshi Kaneda, Senior Vice-Ministiar Foreign Affairs, to Visit Vienna, Moscow,
Stockholm and Vladivostok’August 24, 2006, at http://www.mofa.go.jp/announce/#2606/8/0824.htm!
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September, another important visit was scheduled, tas Dr. Kiyohiko Toyama,
Parliamentary Vice-Minister for Foreign Affairs, sao attend the "4 Baikal Economic
Forum in Irkutsk from the 1®to the 21 of September, focusing on economic cooperation

2.1.2. The Government’s Position

Abe’s tenure did not start with any political iattve regarding the territorial dispute and the
signature of a peace treaty. Besides, his conseevstiance made him an unlikely candidate
for taking bold steps and making significant coscass on this issue. Regarding military
affairs, both the 2006 and the 2007 Annual WhitpdPa deal with Russia in the same
manner: with respect to Russian relations with Agiauntries, the wording and the account
are the same, as no event represented a parttm@lakthrough. At the same time no effort
was made to highlight areas where most achievenaeateecorded. An interesting chapter is
the one dealing with the Russian military preseincthe Northern Territories. Both reports
keep exactly the same drafting, including the havehding referring to the islands: “These
territories are illegally occupied by Russia althpbuhey are an integral part of Japanese
territory”...”"Russian troops continue to be statiomedhe Northern Territories, which are an
integral part of Japanese territory, and it is libfeat the issue will be solved at an early
date™® If any message about a softening of Japan’s ipnsivas to be sent through the
wording of these reports, it is clear that Abe’tention was far from abandoning or relaxing
the tough stance that Japan has traditionally kept.

The Diplomatic Blue Book of 2007 (reviewing the yimus year) gives a very short
account of relations between Japan and Russiaddbeription of the first meeting between
President Putin and the still recently-elected &hiAbe in November 2006 at the APEC
Summit just highlights their shared intention of/el®ping relations “across a broad range of
fields based on the “Russia-Japan Action Plan”@d3®. Both countries were interested in
maintaining this document as a baseline for thelations as it includes political and
economic aspects. As long as no significant devety is made about each of its chapters,
none of them has to face the dilemma of respontdirdevelopments in its counterpart’s area
if it involves yielding in more delicate issuesisthvould be the case if Japan pressed Russia
for a resolution of the territorial problem for ther cooperation (precisely the area Russia
favors most).

No grand bargain was made during Abe’s tenure oasesanalysts had hop@dits
attention was far from focusing on Russia. An exiangp the low level of interest in Japanese
public opinion for relations with this country cae exemplified in the Press Conference of
the Prime Minister after his visit to Germany ftwetG8 Summit in Heiligendamm. Some
guestions were asked regarding Japan’s relatiotis @hina and on the North Korean issue.
The status of Japan-Russia relations was not mmstfib Several signs seemed indeed to
herald a real possibility of rapprochement as datitans by Russian and Japanese politicians

" MOFA: “Dr. Kiyohiko Toyama, Vice-Minister (Parliaemtary) for Foreign Affairs, to Visit New York,
Havana and Irkutsk’September 12, 2006, at http://www.mofa.go.jp/annowvest/2006/9/0912.html

'8 Ministry of Defence of Japan (MOD): “Annual Defen@hite Paper, 2006”, p. 58, at
http://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/pdf/2006/1-»&. ; “Annual Defence White Paper 2007”, p. 73, at
http://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/pdf/2007/14Rahap2_ Sec4.pdf

¥ MOFA: “Diplomatic Blue Book, 2007, Summary”, p. 1&t
http://www.mofa.go.jp/POLICY/other/bluebook/2007&gter2.pdf

0 Harris, Tobias: “Keep an Eye on Russi@bserving Japan (Blogjlune 01 2007, in
http://www.observingjapan.com/2007/06/keep-eye-assia.html.

2L MOFA: “Press Conference by Prime Minister ShinZmeA-ollowing his visit to Germany for the G8 Summit
Meeting in Heiligendamm”, June 8, 2007, at httpafmmofa.go.jp/policy/economy/summit/2007/press.html
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pointed towards more flexible approacHestill, not even spectacular declarations such as
that of Foreign Minister Taro Aso back in Decem@96, who put forward a division of the
islands in haff, could be trusted as real signs of serious pabejsions. In his visit to Japan
where he met the Speaker of the House of Repreés@&staYohei Kono, Russian Prime
Minister Mikhail Fradkov clearly stated that it waso early to discuss the territorial
problent®, although the topic was mentioned alongside effatfind a solutiofr. Taro Aso
warned before his arrival in Russia during his cdi visit in May 2007 about the
inconvenience of “stressing territory, territorgs it would be counterproductive, and called
instead to further develop other fields of coofdergéf. But experience about the endless
negotiations between Japan and Russia should ggaidst hasty expectations. This meeting
was scheduled to prepare a sideline meeting betWkshmir Putin and Shinzo Abe in the
upcoming G8 Summit in Germafly so no determined proposals were put forward.
Declarations from Aso stating "l feel the dynamadsthe Japanese-Russo relationship are
heading in the right direction,” and from Lavrd¥irening that "Russia is prepared to make
efforts to realize fruitful achievements in ourdbdral cooperation in every possible field, in
line with the 2003 Japan-Russia Action PlI&h.tould be seen as a good omen. But
diplomatic overtures can work for status quo whike substantial interest in solving the
problem exists, as long as circumstances do nor f&e current stance.

2.1.3. The G8 Summit of Heiliogendamm and its Aftatihs

Finally, when Abe and Putin met in Heiligendamm @any, in June 2007, the profile of
their meeting was relatively low. The difficult ptidal situation of Abe counseled immediate
gains as to boost his standing at home. Such dmukthieved through popular issues among
the public, as a tough stance towards North Konekediforts to lead the world’s fight against
global warming®. Still, Abe presented an interesting offer, thenitthtive for the
Strengthening Japan-Russia cooperation in the &srr [Bussia and Eastern Sibefiatvhich

is worth mentioning for the fact that any referet@éhe Northern Territories was elicited, in
contrast to the 2003 Japan-Russia Action Plan, eveach reference did exist and actually
ranked first, preceding the chapters of cooperatas it really an effort to separate politics
from economics and put an end to the conservappeoach? It might be so, but only in the
short term. Actually next month in July, the visftSergei Naryshkin, Russian Deputy Prime
Minister to Japan and his talks with Taro Aso réegdhat Japan had not abandoned the old

2 Masangkay, May and Tang, Janice: “Japan lookartgprup effort to resolve isle row with Russidépan
Times,May 10, 2007, at http://search.japantimes.co.jptéinn20070510f1.html

28 ®ecron, Augpeii:“Tapo Aco mpeuiaraet "paseiTh HOPOBHY" CIIOPHBIE OCTPOBA

Kypuibsckoro apxunenara”, Sakhalin.infol4 December 2006, at http://www.sakhalin.info/ne\ig/11.

4 “Russian Premier Says Too Early To Discuss Kutilesiliq, 27 February 2007, at
http://www.hulig.com/12698/russian-premier-says-&aoly-to-discuss-kuriles

% MOFA: “Mr. Mikahil Efimovich Fradkov, Chairman dhe Government of the Russian Federation, Pays
Courtesy Call on Mr. Yohei Kono, Speaker of the blmof Representatives”, February 28, 2007, at
http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/europe/russia/talk0Oal .

% Typrues, Muxaun: “ITpo6nemy Kypin Henb3s pemars 6e3 pasBUTHS COTPYIHAYIECTBA -

Tapo Aco”, Sakhalin.infoMay 5, 2007, at http://www.sakhalin.info/news/43722

2" Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Fedépat(MID): “O poccHiicko-SMOHCKIX MEXMHIOBCKHX
koucypranusax”’, 17 May 2007, at http://www.In.mid.ru/ns-
rasia.nsf/1083b7937ae580ae432569e7004199c¢2/4323@AHB5fc32572de0049030c?OpenDocument
“8«As0, Lavrov agree to boost strategic ties, AbéPsummit in June”Kyoda May 04, 2007, at
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_mOWDQ/is 200ay 7/ai_n27230142/

#“Abe heads to G8 with hopes of raising domestanding”, Japan Times)4 June 2007, at
http://search.japantimes.co.jp/cgi-bin/nn20070604ta3 .

%9 MOFA: “Initiative for the Strengthening Japan-Riassooperation in the Far East Russia and Easibetis’,
June 07, 2007, at http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/@aroussia/initiative0706.html
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philosophy: “as the leaders of Japan and Russiaabgeeked at their bilateral meeting held in
Heiligendam, it would be necessary for both coestto promote negotiations for concluding
a peace treaty, as an important pillar of the Jdpassia Action Plan, to finally solve the
territorial issue.®’. Japan was again resorting to a linkage of regeyiosals for cooperation

to discussions on the peace treaty, but Russiaimechancommitted through the diplomatic
formula: “the two countries should continue diseoiss to reduce the differences in their
positions®2.

If such an initiative could have prompted a positresponse from Russia before a
conservative backlash, Abe could have boasted #igabl success. It would be too
adventurous to assume that Abe either seriouskrtaimed the idea of improving relations
with Russia and integrate her in his project of¢#iof Freedom and Prosperit§;” aimed at
the containment of Chifj or that he was trying to take on the legacy of faither, the
USSR-friendly Foreign Minister back in the eighfieShintaro Abe (who acted after
retirement as a personal envoy). From another siglging the active role taken up by Taro
Aso and his bold declarations, we cannot dismieddhbtor of competition between ambitious
politicians. Aso might have also been looking fergonal political gains in trying to bring
dynamism to Russia-Japan relations. A similar gavas played in the eighties by Prime
Minister Nakasone and his foreign minister, Shimtakbe®™, and between Shigemitsu
Mamoru (Minister of Foreign Fffairs) and Ichiro légama (Prime Minister) in the fifties.
Meanwhile, if we have to interpret Russia’s motifes apparent flexibility, it is worth
thinking that its dependence on China (favoredhasfirst destination of the East Siberian
pipeline in construction, and an essential allydtmbal soft balancing of US preeminence),
would counsel at least keeping alive options ofrowpd relations with Japan, as a means to
lower that dependence. That could explain its bieinain any case, Shinzo Abe had to resign
in September 2007 after political disaster in thevipus elections in July. If any positive
course was meant to open up under his premiersaipias not given the chance.

2.2. Developments under Yasuo Fukuda

Abe’s successor, Yasuo Fukuda, was a moderatecpoiit He represented quite the opposite
of his predecessor, far from revisionist consesvatand keen on maintaining good relations
with China. Still, Fukuda was even weaker than has,domestic political scandals did not
lull. He had to face continuous wrangling with apposition now controlling the upper-
chamber and bent on blockading any proposed l¢igisiathe problems of extending the
Supply Mission in support of the US war effort ifighanistan are a good example.

3L MOFA: “Talks between Mr. Taro Aso, Minister for f&ign Affairs, and Mr. Sergei Naryshkin, DeputyrRei
Minister of the Russian Federation”, July 4, 208(7,
glzttp://www.mofa.qo.ip/announce/announce/2007/7/39’54 830.html

Ibid.
% Russia is conspicuously absent from this projeoiray countries on the fringes of Eurasia shariagdcratic
values. See: Aso, Taro: “Speech by Mr. Taro Asmiser for Foreign Affairs on the Occasion of tlagdn
Institute of International Affairs Seminar “Arc Bfeedom and Prosperity: Japan’s Expanding Diplamati
Horizons”, Japanese Institute of International AfaNovember 30, 2006, at
http://www?2.jiia.or.jp/pdf/kouenkai/061130 aso_spleee.pdf.
%4 «Japan courts India to counter China: Analys®@ie Economic Time&3 August 2007, at
http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/News/Politicibia/Japan_courts_India_to_counter China_Analydis/a
leshow/2305041.cms
% Hasegawa, Tsuyoshi (1998): “The Northern Territeispute and Russo-Japanese Relations”, vol. Il
Berkeley, University of California at Berkeley, 240.
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Developments in Japan-Russia relations did notemepce any substantial
breakthrough in terms of policy revisions or bolbgnsals. Wording regarding Russian
relations with Asian countries and the military bgpnents in the Northern Territories did
not change in the Annual White Paper of 2808ctually the new edition highlighted the
revitalization of the Russian militatyin what appeared to be renewed suspicion towards
Russia. Still, new surprising declarations camenfidaryshkin in his second visit to Japan
where he met with the new Prime Minister (thesdatations even prompted the MOFA to
declare that they were quite unusual for a higtikiranofficial of the Russian governmé®t
His words were that “the Russian side had the tiderof discussing (the territorial problem)
in a constructive way based on mutualism”... “the $us side does not want to avoid
discussions on the territorial problem”, while batides acknowledged the fact that they
should concentrate on work to search for possitdpgsals’.

2.2.1. Fukuda’'s April Visit

Fukuda had an important summit to organize, theS@8mit in Hokkaido, Lake Toya, he
could use as a tribune to reach out to global ksadéhe previous summit, as we saw, was
used by Abe to hand over a program for cooperaifibis one could perfectly be used for the
same purpose. But prior to that, Fukuda had thentidn of paying an unofficial visit to
Vladimir Putin and the future new President Dmitedvedev. Declarations by Naryshkin
seemed to herald very good prospects, though asawebefore, taking such declarations too
seriously could be misleading.

Before his visit, scheduled for April, Fukuda labdit his objectives before a press
meeting: (1) he asserted first that discussionaratsolutions for the territorial problem and
the conclusion of a peace treaty would be importapics. (2) He asserted too that the time
was ripe for efforts towards mutual cooperationtrBesues were therefore highlighted, but a
clear priority for the territorial problem seemshe detected, following the traditional policy.
Another comment by Fukuda, stating that “he intehtt® transmit comprehension of the
Japanese thinking to the Russian sifiét can be supposed he was referring to the oeiait
issue), does not reflect any change of policy.sltinstead a repetition of the Japanese
negotiating style regarding the Northern Territerias described by Hiroshi Kimura:
conveying their convictions in a frank and sinceBy as to convince their counterparts of the
rightfulness of their clairfr-

But when the meeting did take place, it appednatl dooperation was to occupy a far
more important part, as could have been expected Fukuda’s stated goals. Agreements in
the field of energy proved mutually beneficial, @pgndently of the lack of progress in
political matters: adding to the existing agreemmeon the delivery of 8 million tons of
liquefied natural gas from the Sakhalin-2 projéca deal for joint development of the oil

% Ministry of Defence of Japan (MOD): “Annual Defenhite Paper, 2008”, at
http://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/pdf/2008/12Rafhapter2 Sec4.pdf
3« IfRE, HEERAHCERH O Y7 BEMUCL SR, Asahi ShinburQ5 September 2008, at
http://www.asahi.com/special/071029/TKY20080905Qh#h| .
B SEHATRE EEMACKES fEHEHECO Y7 BB, Asahi Shinbun)5 November 2007, at
L‘lgttp:llwww.asahi.com/speciaI/O70912/TKY20071105OBOﬁI .

Ibid.
0«08 1 RIRE - FASHMERE. AEICEM =07 S TEBEHE’, Reuters25 April 2008, at
http://jp.reuters.com/article/topNews/idJPJAPAN-32520080425
4! Kimura, Hiroshi (2000): “Japanese-Russian Relationder Gorbachev and Yeltsin”, New York; London, M
E. Sharpe, p. 227.
2 bid.
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field of Severo-Mogdinsky, the biggest result of timeetind®, was signed. The deal
somehow opened up East Siberia to Japan afterdfeatdin its pipeline scramble against
China. Therefore, bringing a solution to the cotiters issue and “adopting a "stronger"
manner in negotiating the matter with Moscow thast@apanese administrations”, as he said
probably as to boost his standing at hdieid not weigh very large. Putin managed to
“escape” its compromise regarding the solutionhef territorial problem just stating that he
would keep dialogue on the isles intact: “I undamsit that there are pending issues between
us and | hope to continue the dialogue between Gié/e.are continuing a dialogue on the
peace treaty and creating the necessary atmosgher@rogress in that directiofr:
Meanwhile, Fukuda’s strategy focused on buildingeesonal relationship with hith(Putin

did everything possible to create a welcoming amteato establish personal ties and a
sufficient level of trust, including changing thenue to his personal presidential residence on
the outskirts of Moscoff).

2.2.2. The G8 Summit of Lake Tova and its Afternsath

When Fukuda and Medvedeyv finally met at the G8 Siinmm_ake Toya, the stance of the
new Russian President seemed to favor the poditine played to Japanese ears so far.
Medvedev’'s statement: "If the territorial row isetved, bilateral relations will be pulled up
to the highest level,"... "It could drastically changurrent relationd® kept to the line of
understanding the Japanese plight and was far fregating the existence of the territorial
issue. Actually it even seemed that there was ladisposition to solve the problem by taking
the final step towards solving the contentiousessu

Still, before Fukuda decided to leave the politis&lge, resigning from his post one
year after nomination as his predecessor did, ngttangible resulted. Trying to establish a
personal relation with Putin, Fukuda might haverbéalowing the steps of a previous
“honeymoon”, as developed between Hashimoto andsivieback in the 90s, when real
breakthroughs were expected. If Fukuda could haveeyed the impression that a similar
pattern was developing between him and Putin, hé&dcurely have scored certain gains as to
boost his prestige. Unfortunately, given the priecar political situation and his low support
rates, there could not have been real possibilites properly thought out long-term plan.
The positive words by Putin and his welcoming gesticould have played on the eagerness
of the Japanese side to show “tangible” resultsicBiral political weakness and the cunning
Russian dangling of hypothetically improved relatocould have combined in a game of
deceit where Russia seemed to remain on the wirgiitgg

“3Ito, Hiroshi: “Fukuda Putin shake hands on joiindeal”, Asahi Shinbun28 April 2008, at
http://www.asahi.com/english/Herald-asahi/TKY20088d066.html

4 «Japanese PMs visit improves ties with Russiople’s Daily27 April 2008, at
http://english.people.com.cn/90001/90777/90853/832%tml.

“5“Fukuda, Putin keep dialogue on disputed islgaditt, The Japan Time&7 April 2008, at
http://search.japantimes.co.jp/cqi-bin/nn200804 27tad .

“8 Fukumoto, Tatsuya: “Fukuda focuses on building tigth Putin”,Yomiuri Shinbun28 April 2008, at
http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/world/20080428TDY0230#m .

4Te23—7 $ELLN BADER BO BiNESK, Tokyo Shinbu7 April 2008, at http://www.tokyo-
np.co.jp/article/politics/scope/CK2008042702006 994! .

8 Takahara, Kanako: “Fukuda, Medvedev favor isle solution”, The Japan Timesuly 9, 2008, at
http://search.japantimes.co.jp/print/nn20080709%ndl.h
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3. Russia-Japan Relations under Taro Aso

At the time this article is being written, Taro Assho succeeded Yasuo Fukuda as Prime
Minister, remains in his post. But if Abe and Fulisl premierships resulted in resounding
failures, Aso seems to be on the same path. Sditamcoherent way of governing and his
gaffe-prone ministers (including himself), have iheembining with the global crisis and the
hostility of the opposition. The new government heen facing these troubles from the
outset and they have driven Aso’s support rateaalli-seen lows. What was said earlier
about consequences for foreign policy-making setmit here too. This would herald a
marginal role for Russia, as whatever position Russuld occupy in the minds of Japanese
politicians, it could hardly displace other couasrias the US or China.

But the fact is that Aso inherited from his predesoe the promise from Medvedev of
high-ranking visits, among which was scheduled sit \ay the new Prime Minister, former
president Vladimir Putifi. This, along with the unexpected summit of Medwedso that
was to take place in Sakhalin, February 2009, sddmshow that relations were effectively
gathering momentum.

3.1. First High-Rankina Visits and Meetinas

(1) In November, the Russian Minister of Foreigtiaiks, Sergei Lavrov, paid, as promised, a
visit to Japan. It was a highly symbolic occasias, it marked the 150th anniversary of
diplomatic relations. In his bilateral meeting wtits counterpart Hirofumi Nakasone, it was
possible to have a first glance at the officialipos Japan was to maintain under the new
Japanese Prime Minister. Russia and Japan have figiimg for decades over priorities
regarding bilateral relations and the Japanesemete for solving the territorial issue as a
precondition for extended cooperation, resurfaggadnein Nakasone’s words: “Regarding the
issue of signing the Peace Treaty, the territgmiablem, which remains as the main unsolved
problem in our relationship, | plainly exposed @asition and remarked that is essential for
us to achieve such progress in these negotiatim@s $0 match the progress achieved in the
fields of commercial and economic cooperation atiofields®. In his interview with the
Russian daily “Kommersant”, Nakasone bluntly expeglthat a resolution of the sovereignty
of the four islands was a necessary duty for upggactlations to a qualitatively new levél

(2) After this meeting, Medvedev and Aso had thpasjunity to meet on the sidelines of the
APEC Summit in Lima. In an interview to the samdyjdKommersant”, Taro Aso, prior to
his trip to Lima, considered the territorial praflen similar terms as his minister of foreign
affairs had earlier: “In order to raise our relasao a higher level, according to its potential,
it is necessary to sign a peace treaty with thé gio@esolving the issue of sovereignty of the
four islands®. He had the intention of asking his counterpaeatly about his plans to solve
the territorial problem and to develop Russia’stiehs with Japan accordingly; But apart
from funny details such as the present to Medvesdeon (a human-sized replica of the
cartoon cat Doraemon), results were equally scakctually not much transpired. In his

“9bid.
%0 “B Tokno rnaBy poccuniickoro MU/la Berperiu tpebosanuem otaats Kypunsr”, Sakhalin.info05 November
2008, at www.sakhalin.info/news/52511
1Mo MHUpHOMY JoroBopy Het casuros”, Kommersant)5 November 2008, at
http://www.kommersant.ru/doc.aspx?DocsID=1052013&fksID=436
*2 Golovin, Vasili: ‘TIpembep SImoxnn: 0TCYTCTBIE MUPHOTO ToroBopa Heectecteerno”, 21 November 2008, at
?3ttp://www.kommersant.ru/doc.aspx?DocsID=1O75737&mhsID=436

Ibid.
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following visit to Japan, Naryshkin referred to theeeting as one where “key topics on
economic, political and humanitarian cooperatiomeadealt with®, with no further details.
Among declarations reported by the press, Medvesimilar to when he met Fukuda, uttered
very welcoming intentions, such as “the problem s solved through good-will and
political will. I am ready to solve the problem”dsurprised everyone with his intention of
raising awareness among Russians of the problehedfurile Island®.

(3) Naryshkin’s visit in December was the third bigeeting since the outset of Aso’s
government. It is useful to recall some of Naryshki declarations as a sign of the
permanence of Russia’s official policy. He repeaeche of the dogma already uttered in
previous meetings, namely that “the solution fog fhroblem of the peace treaty between
Russia and Japan can be found through an approaie¢pondsn a balanced mannas the
interests of both countriggmphasis mine)” anda’e did not put aside the probldi@mphasis
mine) that remains a very sensitive topic for Japamely the problem of the peace tre3ty”
The fact as we mentioned before, is that a disposib discuss a topic, or even less, the
repeated utterance of a disposition to enter iegotiations around that topic, does not show
more than a will to please a counterpart. lronycahying to find a compromise that fits both
countries” interests is impossible before sericopgsals have been realized and a true will to
yield has manifested. In that sense, the greatdstnisigence can surely be found on the
Japanese side, while the Russian side had preyibesih ambiguous over the possibility of
handing over two islands (Shikotan and the Habomsigrovided for in the Joint Declaration
of 1956).

3.2. February Summit in Sakhalin an its Aftermaths

The present year, 2009, has started with both aosisi and not so auspicious signs for
Japan-Russia relations:

(1) In January, the Japanese government was nelyasurprised by sudden restrictions by
the Russian government on non-visa access to thénédn Territories by Japanese citizens
(mainly former residents and staff for cooperatmograms had made full use of a system
that had been established in 1991 and had beeningosince then). The new restrictions
manifested themselves when a team of Japanesendtigerving within a program for
humanitarian assistance was asked for an entrydapdrture card in order to be granted
access to the disputed territory. Accepting ing@gle such a procedure would have amounted
for the Japanese government to a de facto recogrofi Russian sovereignty, thus prompting
an immediate rejectiGh The team could not therefore enter the territdihe inconsistency
was that while this was happening, the Russian asdo®r in Japan downplayed the
significance of this new and arbitrary meastire

> “T11aBa aJAMUHHCTpauuy npesuaenta PO obcynmi B SInoHny nepcrniekTUBBI MUPHOTO JI0roBopa”,
Sakhalin.info, 10 December 2008, at www.sakhalin.info/news/53159

%% Mutsu, Aoki: ‘07415880 k579%”, Tokyo Shinburl7 December 2008, at http://www.tokyo-
np.co.jp/article/column/ronsetu/CK2008121702000hfiHl .

0« aga aJIMUHHCTpanuu....", 0p. Cit.,

2 0=7 B (I A Y7 B, Tokyo ShinburB1 January 2009, at http://www.tokyo-
np.co.jp/article/politics/scope/CK2009013102000h# .

B JmmEt: HAEN — K0 3SHSHE Y30 3SR, Mainichi Shinbunp7 February 2009, at
http://mainichi.jp/photo/archive/news/2009/02/07020208k0000m010085000c¢.html
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(2) But more surprising was the decision by Pretidiéedvedev to invite Prime Minister Aso
to attend the inauguration of the export terminfilliquefied gas of Sakhalin®2 Some
analysts rushed to predict that this representeshlachange in the Russian attitude (actually
the value of such a gesture indeed gives grouriztlieve that something important beyond
cheap-talk was in the making); through this inwitaf many started to interpret increasingly
positive promises by Russian officials as sometlnmgye than just tokens of diplomatic
politenes®’. We can understand that with the final confirmatid Putin’s visit for May 2009,
the Japanese side identified important occasiorth@npresent year so as to bring about a
breakthrough in the pending issues which had baammg bilateral relations. The problem
Is that Japanese high officials immediately resbttea state of mind that had been common
on previous occasions. The comments by Takeo Kawaeneral Secretary of the Cabinet,
are a good example: “Russians have a complicatatioreship with Europe regarding energy
supplies. Therefore, Russia apparently wants torone their relations with Japan in this
field. We shall discuss the Northern Territories with theaking advantage of this
possibility”®* (emphasis mine). Negotiations with the USSR u@euei Tanak¥ and with
Russia under Junichiro Koizumi had the same pitfalieving they were in a position of
superiority, the Japanese pressed for the immedisution of the territorial problem. If
Russia either did not share that appreciation paldaxaggerated an existing vulnerability,
the result could end up being a stand-off whereomxessions were made.

In this context, when on thd"February the rally for the “Northern Territoriesy
was convened, Aso exposed a strategy that plaeetethtorial problem at the centre: the
condition to improve bilateral relations was thduson of the territorial problem. The
positive side was that an improvement in relationgh Russia was desired and maybe
expected. The negative side was that what had beernng relations for so many decades
was kept as the chief condition for improvementt Btevious declarations, such as the
“Policy Speech by Minister for Foreign Affairs Hftomi Nakasone to the 171st Session of
the Diet”, already focused on this problem befoentioning the chapter of cooperafid(at
the same time Nakasone expressed dissatisfactemtloe entry card issue that finally led to
the cancelation of the annual good-will missiomefdical and humanitarian &fyt

On the same day of the summit meeting, th® E8bruary, the press reported a
clarification from Sergey Lavrov, on the interptéeta of declarations by Naryshkin regarding
the solution to the territorial problem: Naryshidaclared that Russia would seek solutions
through a new approach and througbn-standard decisiongemphasis mine). When in
January the President of the Federation’s Couseilgey Mironov, paid a visit to Japan he is
reported to have repeated the same formula setrere®>. Whether it was truly a Japanese
misunderstanding or a sudden hardening from thesiRusside for negotiating reasons,

¥ “poccns u Snonus uayT Ha oxmkenne”, Kommersant27 January 2009, at
Qottp://www.kommersant.ru/doc.aspx?DocsID=1108679&mhsID=436

Ibid.
®L |bid.
%2 Japan believed it had the economic key for the RI8Sdevelop economically (Hasegawa, Tsuyoshi (1:998
The Northern Territories Dispute and Russo-Japari&sations\Vol. |, Berkeley, University of California at
Berkeley, pp. 154-55.) the problem, as would un&din with Koizumi, is that the USSR also belieitsd
energy resources placed her in a position whereshid exert the upper hand, precisely in a moméran oil
prices started to jump in the 70s and made Japaenable (bid., p. 155).
%3 MOFA: “Policy Speech by Minister for Foreign AffaiHirofumi Nakasone to the 171st Session of the"Di
January 28, 2009, at http://www.mofa.go.jp/annolfnt@akasone/speech0901.html
64 “Aso vows to resolve isle disputeThe Japan Time€8 February 2009, at
http://search.japantimes.co.jp/print/nn20090208ad.h
85 “Poccnst u SImonmst uayr...”, Op. Cit.
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Lavrov now stated that such a promise could nesaeeltome from the President and pointed
to the fact that such misunderstandings were comonathe Japanese sfdeHe repeated the
dogma of seeking a satisfactory solution for badles, supported by their respective citizens,
and criticized the linkage of the solution for ttegritorial problem to the development of
relations between both neighbors, which he dublembanterproductivé.

The summit finally took place, as scheduled, oa 18" February, in the city of
Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk. It was not just the occasion dosecond trip by a Japanese Prime
Minister to Russia (after the landmark trip by Tieen&akuei back in the 70s), but it was also
the occasion for a very symbolic first trip to arfeerly Japanese territory, as was the Southern
part of the island of Sakhalin. The summit broughtte positive material results as the
facility to liquefy gas was inaugurated. Thus, first shipments to Japan, and a major
contribution to its diversification strategy, woute possible: the deal secured the start of the
operative status of the Sakhalin-2 delivery termifeasouring Japan over South Korea and
the US, as of the gas deliveries that are to hgpski to these three countries, the lion’s share
is to go to Japan, with 65 % of the total produttover the next decade, around 6.2 million
tons annually or 8 % of the annual gas consumptfatapaf’.

But obviously, Aso had very clear political objget for the visit. The discussion on
the Northern Territories was unavoidable. Did Jagain anything from its inflexible stance?
As it could have been expected, no breakthrough agseved, but a new formula was
devised by Russia so as to guide future effortss Tdtrmula consisted of four points: (1)
Firstly, the issue should be resolved in their geten; (2) Secondly, work should be
performed based on the agreements and the documikiats both parties have achieved; (3)
Thirdly, work should be performed under a "newgomral and nonstandard approach,” as
instructed by President Medvedev; (4) Fourthly, igoldal instructions should be given in
order to accelerate the work to reach the finalitsemh of the issue of the attribution of the
four islands, or the demarcation of national bastfeRegarding its wording, it seems proper
to consider that this new formula amounts to aagitic “gift” for Taro Aso to bring back to
Tokyo. Optimistically, it could be even seen as fin& step to a solution. But the formula
suffers because of its lack of concrete proposadssame contradictory points.

Regarding this first point (the second requiresemplanation), we can analyse the
commitment of the pledgerésolving in their generation”lt is positive for two reasons: first
it sets a deadline (though imaginary) and thus dsuike a real commitment. Second, the
temporal frame in “their generation”, endows Mede@who proposed the formula) and Aso
with the ability to bring a solution (as it is thgeneration which is meant); thus both leaders
can have the feeling they belong to the generatieant to bring a solution. But it is positive
only in the rhetorical and psychological level. lexk of definition is negative in very
practical matters because the time span is ndiréatermined. The chief formulation of the
summit contained in the third poiffinew, original and nonstandard approaglpleases the
Japanese as they were enthusiastic about the amatest approach” philosophy, but is a

% |t is true that in previous years, the Japaneatyats, politicians and diplomats had tended ttodisn their
favor Russian declarations or supposed declarations

67 “C.JIaBpoB: Poccus He npezsiarana SIMoHUM yperyanpoBaTh TEPPUTOPHAIBbHYIO IPoOJieMy "HecTaHAAPTHBIM
cnocobom”, Sakhalin,info 18 February 2009, at www.sakhalin.info/news/54353

% Ferguson, Joseph: “Territorial Dispute Takes Sdd@ace to Russian-Japanese Economic Cooperalibg”,
Jamestown FoundatioBurasia Daily Monitor Volumevol. 6, no. 36 (February 24, 2009), at
http://www.jamestown.org/single/?no_cache=1&tx Weg5Btt news%5D=34545

%9 MOFA: “Japan-Russia Summit Meeting (in Sakhal@yérview)”, February 18, 2009, at
http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/europe/russia/summi@tml.
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hollow motto. In the first Yeltsin-Hashimoto sumpilhe motto*no neck-ties” was equally
devoid of any real meaning, but at least Prime 8eri Hashimoto brought a new and more
flexible approach under the “Multi-Layered” formul@his time no such elaborated policy
existed. And finally, the phrase: “additional insttions should be given in orddo
accelerate the work to reach the final soluti@mphasis mine) of the issue of the attribution
of the four islandspr the demarcation of national bordéréemphasis mine), conveys the
wrong idea. If technical work is to be performedratation to the demarcation process, it
should be clear that such a step can only happee andecision has been taken. The
impression of dynamic decision-making it conveysighly deceitful.

Other achievements apart from the chapter on enargly the apparent progress
regarding the territorial problem were: the defont of Japan-Russia relations as strategic,
where complementary energy interests and seveagttets of economic cooperation carry an
important weight; the decision to send a Far Eassidn of the Japan Association for Trade
with Russia & NIS in June to explore concrete mtgea meeting of the subcommittee for
regional exchanges at vice-minister level withire tframework of the Japan-Russia
Intergovernmental Committee on Trade and Econonfiai® scheduled for the autumn;
participation of Japanese companies in the corngiruof the bridge to “Russky Ostrov”,
where the venue for the APEC Summit of 2012 wiketglace; discussions on possible
cooperation in the production and supply of natges in the Russian Far East and Eastern
Siberia and ecological cooperation. On the polittialogue, three important meetings were
arranged: (1) A sideline meeting between Aso andiwddev in April during the G-20
Summit, (2) a second similar meeting during the &8nmit in Italy in July and more
importantly, (3) a visit by prime-minister Vladimftutin in May from the 1.to the 18. we
should not forget the other big issue that had exbuelations in the preceding month: the
restrictions on non-visa trips to the Northern Terres by Japanese individuals.
Unfortunately, this problem was not solved, thobglth leaders agreed on the importance of
such a framework and agreed to instruct all corezkofficials to work for a solutidfi

Prime Minister Aso was right in downplaying the ionfance of the territorial
problem, saying he wished to express his poini@fnthat no concern should be raised about
the return of the four islands (that was surelyirat'), as no real progress was to be
expected. After the summit his position was expressed iftilowing way: "There will be
no progress as long as they offer two islands whigewant all four.The only way (to settle
the dispute) is through a political decisigemphasis mine)", which most interpret as a
willingness to reach a compromise away from thelitienal positiori® (it should not be
forgotten that Aso in the past put forward the quai5 islands formula). It could also be seen
as a reassertion of the necessity of sticking t 4kislands formula (being the political
decision the Russian acceptance of such a staaltepugh the first interpretation sounds
more plausible. In any case, it is not difficultagree with critical voices claiming that Aso’s

% bid.

T AEEbesk: IEDRE [ 4 Bl JEDL T BBYEEEAS R, Mainichi Shinbun18 February 2009, at
http://mainichi.jp/select/world/news/20090218dde@03019000c.html

"2 The Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs’s (MID) claration on the aftermaths of the Summit, warribgut
extreme positions and recommending possible waysdiaition, stopped short of defining any concfetenula
(“AbFE LR - B, EkERBIEE Y - - - FBAE4A”, Mainichi Shinbun22 February 2009, at
http://mainichi.jp/select/world/news/20090223k00@AH035000c.html

S “EDITORIAL: Japan-Russia summitAsahi,20 February 2009, at http://www.asahi.com/englisétt-
asahi/TKY200902200061.htmi* BEEEfESE: AR DRE. FREEHEFFEASK’, Mainichi Shinbun18
Feburary 2009, at http://mainichi.jp/seibu/seikewts/20090218ddg001010002000c.html
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comments were inappropriate Many feared that Russia would misinterpret thetifoen
proposal of As® of more than one year ago as an acceptance ofaRsissore favoured
stance of 2 islands (Declaration of 19%6)

Whatever the real gains of the summit were, sigaift in the field of energy
cooperation, and at the best, elusive regardingvitsted territorial problem (framed as it was
in an innovative rhetorical formula and based andtplomatically non-committing motto of
“seeking a solution acceptable for both countries’,confirmed by the MID right after the
summif’), the fact is that the atmosphere was one of negamomentum. The Japanese
government had now three big meetings ahead whéi@ped that much would be clarified
about the territorial problem. It should not begtten that the visa-free entry program for
Japanese was not resolved in the summit eitheéhasanade two potential big issues pending
for the next meetings, which were, as we menticeaatler: (1) a sideline summit in the G20
summit in London, scheduled for th& fo the 39 of April; (2) a visit by Russian Prime
Minister Vladimir Putin from the 1to 13" May and (3) another sideline meeting in the G8
summit in Italy, scheduled for thd'8o the 18 of July.

Ahead of that first meeting, in March, Taro Asccldeed he would ask President
Medvedev to make a proposal for the solution oftémgtorial problem. Medvedev answered
he would consider ¥, but the real and definitive response regardirig ttew challenge
seemed to come on the very day of the meetingrather unexpected way: for scheduling
reasons, the meeting had to be cancé&lléthat shows that the Russian president eluded the
responsibility of pushing forward the issue of fimal attribution of the islands. But Aso did
not relent in his determination and declared heldvtike to discuss the problem with Prime
Minister Putin too, upon his visit to Japan thedwaing month. Medvedev responded that
though Putin’s plans were for discussing econossiads, he would also accept discussion on
other matter¥.

3.3. The Yachi “Incident”

Meanwhile, in April a real debate ensued in the imedter explosive declarations by former
Vice Foreign Minister Shotaro Yachi: in an intemwiavith the daily newspaper “Mainichi
Shinbun”, he went as far as to unearth the famooggsal of Taro Aso of equal partition of
the territories, which would yield 3.5 islands tapdn (Habomai, Shikotan, Kunashiri and
around 25 % of Etorofu, the largest island). Rigftér that, the same newspaper demanded
explanations from the government and asked foreargbosition on the issue. The daily’s
editor obviously linked such bold declarations wiphevious ambiguities by the Prime
Minister, such as the enigmatic complaint aboutrtbeessity of making a political decision
as negotiations were dead-locked (seemingly comiplgiabout Russia accepting the return

" “EDITORIAL: Japan-Russia summit...8p. cit.

> See: :Tapo Aco npemaraer...”, Op Cit.

"« BN #EFH SELRRACBIEN5ES ", Tokyo Shinbur20 February 2009, at http://www.tokyo-
np.co.jp/article/column/editorial/CK20090220020080%m| .

ST BcTpeue B KOxkno-Caxanuncke MeznBenieB M Aco "BbIpa3uiii HAMEPEHNE NCKATh B3aUMOIIPHEMIIEMOE
petenune” TeppuropuanbHoit npobdnemsr — MUJ1”, Sakhalin.info25 February 2009, at
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of only two islands while Japan called for the retaf all four island$}. Bearing in mind this
was the very proposal of Aso, back in December 2006n he was Minister of Foreign
Affairs, did it signal a real change of policy? yAdoubts were immediately dispelled by The
Secretary of the Cabinet, Takeo Kawamura, whora#d these were personal opinions of
Shotaro, not representing the entire governmertistf view?”. The Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Hirofumi Nakasone followed suit reaffirngnthe official position and dismissing
Shotaro’s declaratioffs The next obvious step was for the source of @y wcandal that
was stirring Japanese diplomatic circles to expldirat his intentions had been
misunderstoot (similar to the excuse Aso used when he put falvihe same propo$a).
This time too, instead of defending this (in falois own) proposal, Aso turned it down
maintaining again that the official policy remaintg return of the four islantfs(He could
have pushed Yachi to defend the 3.5 formula juses$o public opinion and the existing room
for manoeuvre).

In Russia, whether any temptation existed or ngaming more flexible formulae,
nobody seemed to encourage Yachi's departure fhamofficial dogma: in a meeting in
Sapporo between Japanese and Russian representatiodved in negotiations about the
territorial dispute, the representative of Sakhslgovernment, Sergey Ponomariov, was very
graphic in his analogy to oppose any partition urtde 3.5 formula: “National territory is
like a body, how can we think about halving f?"Following the analysis by “Mainichi
Shinbum”, reporting that within the Russian goveemmall this was seen as a signal of
departure from the policy of returning the fourarslls, these declarations would rather
strengthen the Russian resolve of sticking to wisland solution that Putin’s presidential
adminiségr)ation had previously endor&&dAnyway, no official response came from the
Kremlin™.

3.4. Vladimir Putin’s Visit in May

Given such a background, as seen in previous pagsbing seemed to herald any
groundbreaking progress in the forthcoming visitPoime Minister Putin. Still, good news
came at the beginning of May, as one of the sturgbblocks in bilateral relations was
removed. After consultations on the™3pril, a settlement on non-visa trips by Japanese
citizens was finally agreed in favor of the Japangige: a visa would remain unnecessary as

Slupsiy T 3. 5 B IBE EEDEEFE BFE 21V, Mainichi Shinbun18 April 2009, at
glzttp://mainichi.ip/select/opinion/editoriaI/news[EQD418kOOOOm070147000c.html
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was agreed in the 1991 Summit. Instead the onlyitiaddl requirement would involve
handing over a list of all travellers on every siied trip°.

Regarding Putin’s visit, most of his agenda waspssed to be devoted to matters
concerning cooperation. In his position as Primaier he was not supposed to deal with
issues of foreign policy. Still, Putin is suspectegull most of the strings in Russian policy,
and in any case, in his position as premier heaisffom being fully subordinated to his
president. It was therefore expected that the isgudd be broached during his meeting with
Aso’™; discussing the stumbling block of the territorjmoblem would be unavoidable,
particularly after the cancellation of the Aso-Medev meeting during the April G20
Summit. But the Japanese did not intend to pushigbge too hard as they shared the
understanding that such an issue was a duty ofPtesident (on the Russian side the
constitutional limitations of Putin’s political powere repeated). They would only reiterate
Medvedev’s words in an attempt to get more claifim on the true meaning of th&m

As the meeting approached, Putin, far from stayiidty away from the territorial
problem, started commenting on it. In an intervi@wSunday 10, in the eve of his departure,
he clarified his position: his comments indeed feeiced the suspicion that he would not
dwell on the issue and that he was rather, as héreed himself, interested in discussing
trade issues. Following previous warnings fromRussian government, he said he would not
step beyond the established framewdrRhis was already in itself a policy statement. He
further avoided commenting on the 3.5 solutionjngladvantage of the scandal created by
Yachi’s declarations to say that Japan had nofoyetulated its final positiof, and affirmed
that developing relations in several directions wasessary to prepare the conditions for a
solutior?®. This last affirmation demonstrates the classissRu position of cooperation and
trade first, territorial problems later. His wargidapan that seeking confrontation would not
help was far from acknowledging any blame on thesian sid&. Putin did not seem fully
neutral as his comments were echoing traditiongkved reasoning.

In his interview, Putin highlighted the issue héended to push forward in his trip to
Japan: a nuclear deal that had been dragging oegnotiations since April 2007. The deal
would provide more exports of nuclear fuel from Blasand technology transfers from Japan
to build reactors. Fear of leakage of such techmeto to the Russian defence sector
compounded Japanese apprehensions and resultes sfowving down of negotiations. Putin
wished such a deal could now be finali€e®eepening of trade and cooperation in this field
is far from being a minutia for Japan, as accordm@utin himself, Russia exports 15% of
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nuclear fuel to Japan, while contracts under disionscould drive that figure up to 258!t

Is indeed a promising sector. Along with the prasipe nuclear agreement, Putin came with
a long list of regional economic projects whereafsse companies could be involedhe
nuclear deal was finally signed along other ecomateal$”.

Regarding the territorial problem, once in JapatinPattended the opening of the
“Conference of Regional Governors (Japan-Russiad) @éd not fail to mention that any
solution to the Northern Territories problem shomdude a comprehensive strengthening of
relations involving economic cooperatidf When he met Aso, several topics arose around
the current state of international relations; tlegtNern Territories problem was among them.
Did Putin surprise his hosts with any groundbreghproposal? As expected he did not: Putin
simply said that while bearing in mind the terrigbrproblem, he had the intention of
developing Russo-Japanese relations in every pessdy. His expressed conviction was that
however difficult a problem might be, a solutionwi@ be possible among friertdé Further
statements, though not unveiling a concrete solugither, lay the ground for the summit
expected this summer between Aso and Medvedevraretl with the possibility of dividing
the islands, he answeredll"options(emphasis mine) will be discussed when Prime Nknis
Aso and President Medvedev meet in July”. His stpfpo the necessity of resolution and his
disagreement with those who oppose in Ru%simeem to be a good basis for the next
meeting in July. Speculations identify among “agtions” the following: either a 2 (returned)
+ 2 (joint development) solution, a three islanmisa three and a half islands solutifisA
meeting between Putin and former Prime Minister hfims Mori, supporting the Irkutsk
statement in which support for the 1956 Declarati@s endorséd®, might mean a Russian
disposition to keep to the minimalist position efurning only Shikotan and Habomai. Would
Japan accept it if the fate of the other two waslesk and no door open to further
negotiations? It remains to be seen how Japarredlt to positive declarations and whether
the Japanese government can change its positibrtvatG8 Summit coming up.

4. Conclusions

Progress under Taro Aso and his predecessors Has Iseen disappointing. Two conditions
must exist in order to expect a breakthrough, aath Ishould be built on the basis of
flexibility: 1) a groundbreaking proposal by Premitl Medvedev in July during the G8
Summit; 2) a policy change in Japan. If the twoditons could appear simultaneously, we
might face a real possibility for an acceptableigoh.
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But any policy change by Aso’s government is urlikes the row over Yachi’s
declarations and Aso’s support of the traditior@lqy showed. Aso faces a difficult political
situation at home and, as many Prime Ministers reefim, if he tries to make significant
policy changes, he is far from having sufficientyeo to do so.

With regard to the possibility of Medvedev’s paogtiforward a flexible solution that
might bring positions closer and force a softenafglapanese policy, | think it is quite
unlikely he goes beyond the abstraction of histp@srhetoric. Two interpretations differ in
assessing the apparent Russian will to improve taktionship with Japan:

1) Some draw the conclusion that as the globalisctsrdens, slackening Russian oil
production calls for more investments from abro@testern investors have pulled out in
recent months while Russia is left with a soarioiggiign debt and relations with the West are
rather grim, as the second gas crisis between k&i@nd Russia showed. To make up for this
situation, other countries should chip in, andaltth China seems to be the likely candidate
to fill the void'®®, some prefer to see Japan instead of China aseftesolution for Russian
troubles with the West (dwindling reserves in Wast®ussia raise the profile of East
Siberian resources, where huge investment will dedad”). An editorial from the “Asahi
Shinbun” perfected the reasoning: with bad relaionth the West and a renewed fear in
Russia of Chinese re-emergence, logic would catddo be the ideal partri&

2) Still another interpretation would see Russss ligom a position of absolute weakness than
from one of relative strength. “Kommersant” repdrthat Gazprom speeded up its export
strategy for liquefied gas so as to exert pressurd=urope. Declarations by its president,
Alexander Miller, threatening to look for alternagimarkets were a reaction to the “Brussels
Agreement” on energy between Europe and Ukf8in®ut before that, the sudden and
unexpected invitation to Taro Aso might have folemithe same logic as the second Russo-
Ukrainian gas crisis ensued and left the EU coestitireatened.

It would be risky for the Japanese side to belitnag they can rely on a new set of
relations with Russia given the new circumstantesking the China threat to explain why
Russia would turn to Japan is questionable; if Russught a candidate to substitute Western
investments and make up for reduced exports, Ghmad still remain the most likely one.
Giving visibility to its relationship with Japan wlol serve as a way to manifest the “new”
Russian strategy and as a warning to its Westeighbeurs, as the current improvement
compares favorably to so far strained relationst iBghould not be ruled out either that
Russia might be “using Japan” to obtain more psdiibom China. Developing cooperation
talks with Japan might be just a trick to get betegms for cooperation with China in the
development of the Far E&t It will be difficult for Japan to displace Chinand it is
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g%20Eastward,%200pens%20a%20Gas%20Plant%20to%22A0%AfAsian&st=cse
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therefore unlikely that Russia feels such neea aseld to Japan on the issue of the territorial
problem. Both countries believing they hold the emppand will surely lead to classic
misunderstandings and bring no solution to the lprab

The Japanese should be very careful about deluthegiselves that economic
leverage will be the key, but as an editorial i Yomiuri Shinbun(representative of
conservative public opinion), reflectéd it appears that this classic way of thinking is
gathering momentum. If economic problems and wadeelations with Europe and the US
are pointed out, it should not be forgotten thagadawill also suffer from this crisis, thus
reducing its economic margin of manoeuvre alongwhag. A China that will still register
significant growth in a context of a global dowmtuwill be far from retreating from the
international political and financial world, thustrleaving its Russian semi-ally “alone”. But
Japan should also bear in mind that resorting tdudés interpreted in Moscow as
blackmailing will help the Kremlin, as happenedtle past, to lump Japan together with a
hostile West, and if there is a relatively insigraht member in this broader concept, with
whom concessions will yield less than with Europd ¢he US, that is Japan. In Japan there
should also be the awareness that as soon asrbeapaa improves with the US and Europe,
there will be a tendency to forget about Japanitndecurrent demands over the Northern
Territories.

coordination with China on regional developmeR&ople’s DailyMay 21 2009, at
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