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Asia | Japan and ASEAN
Japan is a cuddlier friend to South-
East Asia than America or China

Relations between Japan and ASEAN are entering a new era

ILLUSTRATION: HANNA BARCZYK

Dec 14th 2023 | BANGKOK, JAKARTA, MANILA, SINGAPORE AND TOKYO <. Share

ASIAN GEOPOLITICS is often described in terms of two giants: America, the
incumbent superpower, and China, a rising one, standing astride the region
and competing to pull smaller countries to their sides, including the ten members
of ASEAN, the Association of South-East Asian Nations. But this misses a lot. It
elides smaller countries’ agency and oversimplifies what is rarely a Manichaean
divide. It also ignores the pivotal role of another rich power with strong ties: Japan.

Japan'’s vision for a peaceful and healthier world

Health is fundamentally a global issue. Recent outbreaks
of Ebola virus disease and Middle East respiratory
syndrome have reminded us that global health issues
require collective action. The world must unite and
countries must establish resilient and sustainable health
systems, ensuring that each individual is secure and
receives the highest attainable standard of health. japan
has been a longstanding advocate of human security”
and has taken concrete action on the ground in support
of this principle. Human security protects the vital core
of all human lives in a way that enhances freedom,
fulfilment, and capabilities and underlies Japan's policy
of Proactive Contribution to Peace. Japan regards heaith
as an indispensable element of human security.

In September, 2015, the United Nations General
Assembly adopted the 2030 agenda for sustainable
development, which includes universal health coverage
(UHQ), to which Japan attached great importance
during the negotiation process.’ Achieving UHC requires
comprehensive changes to systems, human resources,
and public awareness. To catalyse such changes, leaders
must commit to leave no one behind in the drive
for the best attainable health gains. The Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) have created an opportunity
to connect sectors and empower individuals, families, and
communities. It is crucial that we agree on a monitoring
and evaluation framework so that the impact of UHC
against investment is measurable and thus attainable.

Japan will host the first G7 Summit after the adoption
of the SDGs in May, 2016. Alongside the G7 Health
Minister’s Meeting, and the Tokyo Intemational
Conference on African Development, Japan will create
an opportunity for countries and partners to discuss
concrete steps towards achieving new goals, while
sharing Japan's relevant experiences, so that we can
move forward together with this new agenda

Japan's global health priorities are to construct a global
health that health crises
and to build resilient and sustainable health systems. To
realise these goals, Japan has endorsed two new global
health strategies: the Basic Design for Peace and Health*
and the Basic Guidelines for Strengthening Measures on
Emerging Infectious Diseases.* | would like to underline
the importance of these priorities and foster succinct and

First, in preparation for the G7 Summit, we will
discuss how to address the challenges of public health
emergencies. The existing global health architecture
must be restructured to ensure prompt and effective
responses to public heafth emergencies. Public and
private partners, government, and civil society—at
global, regional, country, and community levels—should
reach agreement on their respective roles in advance
of emergencies. Japan expects WHO to have the lead
role in prompt detection and containment, especially
in the early stages of a public health emergency, while
acknowledging WHO's need for further reform and
capacity strengthening. Japan is ready to support this
reform process, including the launch of the Contingency
Fund for Emergencies* Japan also fully supports the
efforts of the World Bank's Pandemic Emergency Facility,
and calls for coordination between WHO and the World
Bank
and complementary roles so that they increase efficiency
and effectiveness in crises responses.

Second, we will discuss strategies to build resilient,
sustainable national health systems. In the past
70 years, Japan's life expectancy increased by more than
30 years and, since the early 1980s, health outcomes
have consistently been top ranked.’ These achievements
are the result of the establishment of universal health
insurance in 1961, favourable proximal determinants
of health, such as healthy diet and access to dlean water,
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Keizo Takemi: a catalytic charisma

Keizo Takemi is unique, even if he says so himself. A Senior
Fellow at the Japan Center for International Exchange
(JCIE), a former Member of the House of Councillors of
Japan's National Diet—where he also served as Senior
Vice Minister of Health, Labour, and Welfare—and, to cap it
all, he has even had a stint as a TV anchorman on CNN Day
Watch in Japan. But for all that, the first thing he wanted to
talk about when he made his way, severely jet-lagged, into
The Lancet office was rugby.

Sturdily built, Takemi wastes no time in letting it be
known that he “was a really good rugby player, and grew
up with the rugby game”. He smiles broadly as he recounts
his exploits as a scrum half at high school in Tokyo (where
he was born in 1951), and then later as a flanker at Keio
University, all told with a breeziness and charm that
immediately puts everyone at ease. Even after the long
flight from Japan, Takemi still oozes the charisma that

his two terms (12 years) after his election in 1995, Takemi
held a number of legislative posts, including State Secretary
for Foreign Affairs and, later, Senior Vice Minister of Health,
Labour, and Welfare in the Shinzo Abe Cabinet. His foreign
policy expertise made Takemi a natural when it came to
foreign affairs, and one of his major achievements in office
was the complete overhaul of Japan’s once fragmented
system of allocating overseas development aid. A keen
intellect, patience, and persistence enabled Takemi to
draw previously disparate aid bodies together under the
umbrella of a revitalised Japan International Cooperation
Agency, and ensure that aid policy was not only coherent
and consistent, but took Amartya Sen’s concept of human
security as a core principle.

Takemi's political power was based largely on votes from
health professionals—a legacy of his father’s leadership.
This inevitably led to Takemi also taking a close interest
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Yasuhisa Shiozaki: Japan’s progressive Minister of Health

Next week, Japan will host the G7 Ise-Shima Summit, a salient
moment in the life of Japan’s Minister for Health, Labour and
Welfare, Yasuhisa Shiozaki. He is clear about the priorities
for the way the G7 can shape the future landscape of global
health. “Throughout our G7 presidency, we intend to promote
health security for all towards the achievement of the SDGs",

vision to reduce and improve i

After the 2011 Fukushima disaster, he set up the Fukushima
Nuclear Accident Independent Investigation Commission
under the Diet—the first independent commission created in
the history of Japan’s constitutional government—and was
one of the main law-makers of the Act for Establishment of
the Nuclear lati thority, enacted in 2012,

Shiozaki says. “We would like to ensure better p d

for future public health emergencies drawing the lessons
from Ebola. We will take up three key issues: strengthening
the global health architecture to respond to public health
emergencies; promoting universal health coverage (UHC)
with better and ion; and theni

For the past decade, Shiozaki has held cabinet positions in

government, notably as State Minister for Foreign Affairs,

and as Chief Cabinet Secretary, before becoming Minister for
Health, Labour and Welfare in September, 2014. With Japan’s
ek fischs ot

the global response to antimicrobial resistance.”

Shiozaki is proud of Japan'’s landmark achievement of UHC
in 1961, when he was a young boy. He recalls how in his
childhood “when my father was head of the Regional Taxation
Bureau in Hiroshima, | was very struck by the Hiroshima Peace
Memorial Museum, having heard many stories about air
raids and evacuations during World War 2”. A bright student,
Shiozaki visited the USA when a teenager as part of a high

and the rapid advancement
of medical technology, the country’s health system needs to
adapt to complex challenges. Shiozaki has established a Health
Care 2035 Advisory Panel to develop a long-term strategy for
health-care policies for the next two decades. “Japan’s health-
care system should be designed to maximise value attainable
through current resources, and value-based improvements in
quality and efficiency should be implemented to drive better
care at lower costs”, he says. Personal responsibility on lifestyle
choices should, he believes, be balanced with recognition of

See Edit

Forthe G7 lse-Shima Summit
seehttp:jwww japan gop/g7/

school exchange | was impressed when the
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