
The Influence of Domestic Society, Policy and Politics on International 
Climate Policy in Japan: The Development of a Country’s Positioning in 

Climate Negotiations under the UNFCCC 

Hanna Wang-Helmreich* 
Research Group Energy, Transport and Climate Policy 

Wuppertal Institute for Climate, Environment and Energy, Wuppertal, Germany 
Email: hanna.wang-helmreich@wupperinst.org 

 

Abstract 
In how far does domestic society, policies and politics influence international climate policy 
positions? Against the backdrop of the 21st United Nations Climate Change Conference in 
Paris in 2015, the present paper explores this question by examining the evolution of Japan’s 
positioning in international climate policy and how it has been influenced by developments on 
the national level. 
After developing a suitable theoretical framework, this paper illustrates Japan’s contribution 
to global climate change, its mitigation commitments and its political system. Following, it 
sheds light on the question regarding the role of domestic society, politics and policy for 
Japan’s positioning in international climate negotiations. To this end, the present paper 
examines the ties between historical and current domestic climate policy and politics in Japan, 
on the one hand, and the development of the country’s positioning in international climate 
negotiations, on the other hand.  
The present paper’s analysis demonstrates that domestic society, policy and politics have been 
key inputs for the development of Japan’s positioning in international climate negotiations 
over and over again (outputs). Frequently, these inputs have been conflicting and resulted in 
heated debates and struggles before a position in international climate negotiations could be 
reached. 
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1. Introduction 
Positions in international climate policy do not originate in a vacuum but result from a 
number of factors on international as well as national level. This has been demonstrated, once 
more, in international climate negotiations at the 21st United Nations Climate Change 
Conference in Paris at the end of 2015 where countries came together to negotiate a new 
international climate deal, the Paris Agreement. 
In the last couple of years, Japan has downgraded its greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
mitigation target and blocked progress regarding a number of issues in international climate 
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negotiations. Which part did domestic society, politics and policy play in determining Japan’s 
positioning in international climate policy? This question is of utmost importance for 
understanding Parties’ positions as well as the corresponding outcome of the latest 
Conference of the Parties (COP 21). 
To approach this question, the theoretical framing of this paper is depicted in chapter 2. The 
paper then sets the scene by illustrating Japan’s contribution to global climate change and 
provides insights into Japanese mitigation commitments (chapter 3.1). Furthermore, Japan’s 
political system is depicted (chapter 3.2.) to provide background information required for this 
paper’s key analysis in chapter 4. In this chapter, the present paper sheds light on the question 
of the relationship between international climate policy positions, and domestic society, 
politics and policy. To this end, this paper examines the ties between historical and current 
domestic climate policy and politics in Japan, on the one hand, and its positioning in 
international climate negotiations, on the other hand.1 With this procedure, it is able to draw 
conclusions regarding the dependence of international climate policy positions on domestic 
society, politics and policy in Japan. 

2. Theoretical Framing 
There are various models which can be employed to explain the outcome of policymaking, for 
example the rational actor model, the bureaucratic politics model or the organizational 
process model (Allison, 1969). Many of these models can be transferred to the development 
of positions in international climate policy. For the purpose of this paper, David Easton’s 
systemic input-output model will be employed, which was designed to describe the policy 
process as a result of inputs into the political system in the form of demands and support 
directed at the political system. While support provides energy to sustain the system, demands 
put stress on it and drive it. Final results of the policy process are outputs such as political 
decisions and actions. These outputs, again, lead to feedback into the inputs and influence 
demands and support. If deemed appropriate, it can lead to a change or modification of the 
system. The entire policy process in embedded in the environment, see Figure 1 (Easton, 
1965). 
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Figure 1: Input Output Model of the Policy Process (Easton, 1965) 

 
While the model itself does not explain processes within the political system, it is able to 
capture different settings and points of analysis as well as all kinds of decisions or policies, 
ranging from incremental to radical ones. The feedback-loop provides some space for the 
analysis of dynamic processes. However, the exploration of sequences of the model may be a 
suitable approach for a more thorough analysis of dynamic processes with this model. 
Additional aspects such as a more detailed perspective on potential inputs can be added to the 
model easily. 
Following Barkdull and Harris, environmental foreign policy research can be categorized by 
three levels of analysis: 

• the international system, 
• domestic society (politics and culture) and 
• the state (government and the people working therein) (Barkdull & Harris, 2002). 

All three levels of analysis can be traced in international climate policy: Thus, in international 
climate negotiations, government officials (representing the state) gather at yearly 
Conferences of the Parties (COPs) held in the framework of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (international system) to set mutual goals. 
However, each official comes from a different (group within a) country with own particular 
interests and ideas about the topic which he or she is to represent (domestic society). 
Therefore, international climate policy results from an international as well as a domestic 
political context. 
For the purpose of this paper, these three levels of analysis are added to both support and 
demands as inputs into the political system in Easton’s input-output model. In its analysis, this 
paper looks at sequences of this extended input-output model to examine the ties between 
domestic society, politics and policy, on the one hand, and Japan’s positioning in international 
climate policy, on the other hand. For this purpose, demands and support from domestic 
society and the state are considered to be inputs into the political system which lead to 
decisions and actions regarding the development of positions in international climate 
negotiations (outputs). These, again, feed back into the policy process. Though the analysis of 
the international system is not at the centre of this paper’s analysis, demands and support 
from this sphere will be considered to a certain extent, too, where appropriate. For the purpose 
of this paper’s analysis, support is considered to act in favour of a more ambitious position in 
international climate negotiations while demands put stress on additional efforts. 
In this paper’s key analysis in chapter 4, reference is made to the theoretical framework 
introduced in this chapter at the end of every section to better facilitate tracing the inputs 
provided by domestic society and the state for Japan’s positioning in international climate 
negotiations (outputs). 

3 Climate Change and Politics in Japan 
3.1 Japan’s Contribution to Climate Change and Its 
Mitigation Commitments 
In 2011, per capita emissions in Japan amounted to 10.48 t CO2e (Ancygier et al., 2015). 
Japan has 127.1 million inhabitants (2014) (The World Bank, 2016b) and a very high gross 
domestic product (GDP) per capita of about US$ 26,200 (2014; (The World Bank, 2016a)). 
Japan’s capacity to tackle complex problems such as climate change is high. 



Japan’s latest mitigation commitment is included in its intended nationally determined 
contribution (INDC) which it submitted on 17 July 2015. In its INDC, Japan sets itself the 
target to reduce its emissions of net greenhouse gases (GHGs) by 26% below 2013 levels by 
2030 (25% below 2005 levels, 18% below 1990 levels). This means that in 2030, emissions 
will amount to approximately 1.042 billion tCO2e (Government of Japan, 2015b). Japan 
proposes land use, land use change and forestry (LULUCF) accounting credits as well as 
using the Japanese Crediting Mechanism (JCM). Their inclusion reduces Japan’s emissions 
reduction target to 1-20% below 2030 (7-11% below 1990) levels of GHGs from fossil fuel 
and industry (Climate Action Tracker, 2015). 
Japan’s current pledge for 2020 is a reduction of industrial GHG emissions of 3.8% below 
2005 levels, equivalent to 5.2% above 1990 levels. For the new agreement, Japan offered to 
reduce emissions by 26% below 2013 levels by 2030, which is equivalent to 25% below 2005 
levels and to 18% below 1990 levels (Government of Japan, 2015a). Excluding LULUCF, 
which Japan intends to take into account, yields a target of 23% below 2013 levels (15% 
below 1990) (CAT, 2015). 
Japan’s government had originally set a much more ambitious target for 2020, a reduction of 
25% below 1990 levels. However, after the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) regained power 
in 2012, increasing growth of Japan’s economy, which underwent a long slump since the 
1990s, has officially been the top priority of the government. The government justified its 
downgrading of the 2020 target with the impacts of the Fukushima nuclear accident, which 
put the future role of nuclear power into question. However, even a total replacement of the 
nuclear power projected for 2020 by coal would only cut Japan’s Copenhagen pledge in half. 
If replaced by oil, gas or renewables, the impact of the nuclear shutdown on the downgrading 
of Japan’s emission reduction target would be much lower (38% with oil, 23% with gas, 0% 
with renewables) (Jefferey et al., 2013). 

3.2 Political System 
According to the Japanese Constitution of 1947, Japan is a constitutional monarchy with a 
parliamentary government. The Emperor of Japan only exercises a ceremonial role and 
symbolically represents Japan’s head of state. He appoints the Prime Minister as directed by 
the National Diet, the Japanese Parliament. The Prime Minister is head of government and 
head of cabinet, Japan’s executive branch, which consists of the Ministers of State appointed 
by the Prime Minister. The Prime Minister is required to command the parliamentary majority 
(CIA (Central Intelligence Agency), 2014; Climate Policy Watcher, n.d.; Government of 
Japan, 2013a). 
Japan has a bicameral parliament with the National Diet consisting of the House of 
Representatives (lower house) and the House of Councillors (upper house). While members 
of the House of Representatives are elected by popular vote for a term of office limited to four 
years, the term of office in the House of Councillors lasts for six years. The National Diet is 
the only power in Japan that is responsible for passing laws. Most of the times, draft bills 
originate in government agencies and are presented to the Diet by the Cabinet. Both houses of 
the Diet have to approve a bill in order for it to become law (CIA (Central Intelligence 
Agency), 2014; Government of Japan, 2013a; Townshend et al., 2013). 
The political landscape in Japan is dominated by the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), which 
has been in power almost continuously since 1955. Since 1996, the LDP’s reign has only been 
interrupted once by three years under the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ). After Prime 
Minister Junichirō Koizumi’s (LDP) third and last term in office ended in 2006, governments 
kept on changing on a yearly basis until 2012: Three Prime Ministers from the LDP (Shinzō 
Abe, Yasuo Fukuda and Tarō Asō) were followed by three Prime Ministers from the DPJ 
(Yukio Hatoyama, Naoto Kan and Yoshihiko Noda) until current and former Prime Minister 



Shinzō Abe regained power in 2012. The high frequency of changes in the government is 
quite common in Japan. The changes in government have a particularly strong impact on 
politics and policies when they lead to another political party in power (see 2.4). 
Regarding politics, climate policy in Japan is to a great extent determined, on the one hand, 
by the relationship between the ministries most involved in climate policy (see Table 1) and, 
on the other hand, by the balance of power in the political landscape. Though there have been 
six different Prime Ministers in Japan since 2007, the ministries’ positions regarding climate 
change have not changed significantly in the last couple of years. Their relationship to one 
another and the policy-making process on climate change have, however, been altered 
repeatedly with substantial consequences for the ministries’ relative strength and the 
importance given to climate change action in the government (Government of Japan, 2013a; 
Kachi, Tänzler, & Sterk, 2014; Rudolph & Park, 2010)(Government of Japan, 2013a; Kachi et 
al., 2014; Rudolph & Park, 2010). 
 
Table 1:  The Most Important Bodies regarding Climate Policy in Japan 
 Responsibilities Positions 
Ministry of the Environment 
(MoE) 

Climate policy Strong ties to academia and 
NGOs  

Ministry of Economy, Trade 
and Industry (METI) 

Energy policy  Strong ties to industry and the 
Japan Business Federation 
Keidanren; emphasis on 
environmental and economic 
compatibility of measures 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MoFA) 

Determination of Japan’s 
position in international 
climate negotiations 

Coordination and 
consolidation of the 
ministries’ positions 

Global Warming 
Headquarters 

Evaluation of the policies and 
measures relevant for climate 
change 

  

 

4 Ties Between Domestic and International 
Climate Policy and Politics 
Phase 1: Kick-off in Kyoto: First Mitigation Commitments 
Japan is among the countries in the world which have only negligible mineral resources (CIA 
(Central Intelligence Agency), 2014). This fact has had severe impacts on Japan’s politics and 
history since the start of industrialisation. Today, Japan covers about 84% of its primary 
energy needs with imports (World Nuclear Association, 2014) and depended on imported 
fossil fuels for 88% of its electricity in 2013, due to the temporary shutdown of all nuclear 
plants after the Fukushima accident (World Nuclear News, 2014). To reduce dependencies 
and achieve a higher level of self-reliance, storage of imported energy resources and the 
reduction of energy use are pivotal. The same accounts for the diversification of exporting 
countries and fuels. 

Early	  Energy	  Policies	  	  



Japan introduced its first law on energy efficiency as early as 1979 (Law Concerning the 
Rational Use of Energy) after oil supply suffered insecurity due to the two oil crises. Still 
today, this law represents the pillar of Japanese energy conservation policy. It was last revised 
in 2008 to be enforced wholly by 2010. Also, Japan started focusing on nuclear energy after 
the first oil crisis in 1973. Close relationships between the industry, politicians and 
bureaucrats – particularly at the Japanese Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI2) 
– have paved the way for the nuclear power sector’s growth over the years and preserved its 
importance. The sector’s growth in turn has led to path dependencies which make a switch to 
other energy sources significantly more difficult (Nachmany et al., 2014; Townshend et al., 
2013; Willacy, 2011). Japan started acting on climate change relatively early. The Action 
Program to Arrest Global Warming dates from 1990. 

Adoption	  of	  the	  Kyoto	  Protocol	  
Japan is irrevocably connected to the Kyoto Protocol, which was adopted in its capital in 1997 
and in which it committed to emission reductions of 6% compared to 1990 levels for the first 
commitment period (2008-2012), despite strong opposition from the USA and Japanese 
industry groups. There was a widespread sentiment in the country that the 6% target was too 
ambitious because Japan had already reached high energy efficiency. Japan nevertheless 
ratified the Protocol five years later. 

Application of the extended input-output model: 
At the start of the first sequence of the extended input-output model used for this 
paper’s analysis in combination with Barkdull and Harris’ different levels of analysis, 
first inputs into Japan’s international climate positions resulted in the form of support 
by domestic society and the state, on the one hand, and in the form of demands by 
domestic society, on the other hand. To reduce its dependency on importing mineral 
resources for is energy needs, Japan, inter alia, strongly fostered energy efficiency and 
nuclear energy (support, domestic society and state). This set Japan’s economy on a 
path of low emissions intensity. Japan not only introduced law on energy efficiency 
but also on action on climate change (support, state). Despite opposition by Japanese 
industry groups (demands, domestic society), these inputs influenced Japan’s decision 
to adopt an emission reduction target under the Kyoto Protocol, the output of the 
present paper’s first sequence of the input-output model. 

Phase 2: Emission Reduction And Financial Pledges in 
Copenhagen 
National	  Actions	  Relating	  to	  the	  Kyoto	  Protocol	  
After the Kyoto Protocol had been adopted in 1997, Japan established a legal framework for 
climate change policy by introducing the Guidelines for Measures to Prevent Global Warming 
as well as the Law Concerning the Promotion of the Measures to Cope with Global Warming 
(Act on Promotion of Global Warming Countermeasures, amended in 2002). Japan ratified 
the Kyoto Protocol in 2002 and quickly became active regarding its implementation, 
especially with measures regarding energy efficiency and industrial innovation, in order to 
reach its Kyoto target of emission reductions of 6% compared to 1990 levels between 2008 
and 2012. When the Kyoto Protocol became effective in 2005, Japan adopted the Kyoto 
Protocol Target Achievement Plan that defined quantitative sectoral targets as well as the 
policies and measures that were to make Japan reach its Kyoto target. The plan underwent a 
complete revision in 2008. The same year, Prime Minister Yasuo Fukuda (LDP) declared that 
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Japan would reduce its emissions by 60 to 80% of 2008 emissions by 2050. This target was 
complemented by the mid-term goal of an emissions reduction of 15% from 2005 levels by 
2020 by his successor Tarō Asō (LDP), which translates into 8% compared to 1990. Refusing 
to introduce measures that would be painful for parts of the economy, to reach this emission 
reduction target, the LDP aimed to rely to a great extent on international offsetting, industrial 
standards as well as on other win-win-measures. Win-win-measures are beneficial for both 
the environment and industry, such as measures on energy efficiency. Battles behind the 
scenes concerning less lenient measures between 2002 and 2009, such as those on the 
introduction of a carbon tax in 2004 and 2005 and of daylight savings in 2005, were won by 
METI and rejected. In 2007, Japan’s total emissions still exceeded its Kyoto target by 15% 
with emissions at 9% above 1990 levels (Climate Policy Watcher, n.d.; Government of Japan, 
2013a; Kachi et al., 2014; Tiberghien, 2010; Townshend et al., 2013). 

Re-‐Surge	  of	  Environmental	  Policy	  
In September 2009, the DPJ replaced the LDP – who had been in government since 1994 and 
led the government since 1996 – after having won a landslide victory in the general elections. 
Under the LDP, environmental policy had to a large extent been determined by close 
relationships between politicians, bureaucracy and the industry. The national discourse 
regarding climate change had usually focused on the high costs of climate action rather than 
its benefits and high costs or taxes were hard to communicate to the public. The DPJ started 
leading Japan into a different direction. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) had built up 
relationships with individual politicians and bureaucrats – especially at the Ministry of 
Environment (MOE) – and contributed to the DPJ’s stance significantly. When the DPJ came 
into power, despite strong opposition from the industry, bureaucrats and a number of think 
tanks, it embraced ambitious emission reduction targets. However, the DPJ’s plans were not 
generally green. Thus, in its election campaign, it promised to scrap road tolls on 
expressways. In 2010, heated debates regarding this promise arose within the DPJ between 
opponents and advocates of this promise’s implementation. Arguments centred on the 
necessity to keep campaign promises versus the high costs of this measure rather than on 
environmental issues. In the end, most tolls were kept to reduce the fiscal pressure Japan was 
facing (Tiberghien, 2010; Wakefield, 2010). 

Pledges	  in	  Copenhagen	  
Further emission reductions were declared in 2009 combined with financial contributions for 
fast-start finance for developing countries’ climate action. While Japan was of the opinion 
that the commitment by developed countries to jointly mobilise USD 100 billion of climate 
finance by 2020 was too high, before COP 15 in Copenhagen it announced to contribute USD 
9 billion of fast-start finance by 2012. Finance transfer from the public and the private sectors 
are included in this pledge. With this announcement, Japan hoped to incentivise increased 
commitments by other countries. At the COP session, Japan’s financial pledge was raised by 
newly elected Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama (DPJ) to USD 15 billion by 2012. 
Furthermore, with the aim of playing a leading role in international climate policy, Japan 
pledged an economy-wide emission reduction target of 25% from 1990 levels by 2020. The 
emissions reduction pledge was declared under the condition that “a fair and effective 
international framework in which all major economies participate” (The Government of 
Japan, 2009) was established in which those economies set ambitious targets themselves 
(Aburaki, 2010; Government of Japan, 2013a; Herold, Cames, & Cook, 2010; Sterk et al., 
2010; Tiberghien, 2010). 
Japan is part of a loose coalition of developed countries outside the EU. During the 
negotiations of the Kyoto Protocol, this coalition – which until then had been called 
JUSCANZ (Japan, USA, Canada, Australia, New Zealand) – morphed into the Umbrella 
Group. In line with the Umbrella Group’s position, a multilateral agreement that is applicable 



to all major emitters – particularly to China and India – was Japan’s main goal in international 
climate negotiations. In general, the Umbrella Group put great emphasis on its demand that 
developing countries which have achieved a certain level of development should be treated 
equally to developed countries and take on emission reduction commitments themselves. The 
group argues that the economic developments inside these countries during the last 1-2 
decades have made the UNFCCC’s division into Annex I and non-Annex I Parties obsolete. 
The sensitive issue of differentiation between developing countries and developed countries 
has always been of great importance to Japan. At COP 14 in Poznan in 2008, for example, 
Japan suggested, on the one hand, to broaden the scope of developed countries and, on the 
other hand, to differentiate and graduate developing countries. Also, for the 2015 agreement 
in Paris, Japan has stressed its preference for equal obligations concerning the MRVability of 
countries’ commitments as well as the need of fair and transparent MRV for Parties’ 
contributions (Herold, Cames, Siemons, Emele, & Cook, 2013; Santarius et al., 2009; Sterk, 
Arens, Eichhorst, Mersmann, & Wang-Helmreich, 2011). 

Application of the extended input-output model: 
Conflicting inputs both from (different parts of) the state and domestic society 
influenced the policy process in the second sequence of the extended input-output 
model and contributed to outputs regarding Japan’s positioning in international 
climate policy. While the state, on the one hand, established a legal framework for 
climate change policy and introduced policies, measures and plans to achieve the 
Kyoto target (support, state), METI focused on the economic compatibility of 
measures and industry’s interests and prevented less lenient measures (demands, state 
and domestic society). Even though opposition from the industry, bureaucrats within 
and outside the government, and a number of think tanks prevailed in parts of the 
policy process (demands, state and domestic society), the new government, supported 
by NGOs, embraced ambitious emission reduction targets (support, state and domestic 
society). On the international level, these inputs contributed to relatively strong 
emission reduction and financial pledges in Copenhagen (output). 

Phase 3: Downgrading Emission Reduction Targets 
Translating	  the	  Copenhagen	  Pledge	  Into	  National	  Climate	  Action	  
The Copenhagen Pledge’s envisaged emission reductions were to a great extent to be 
achieved with nuclear power, which had been a priority of Japan’s energy strategy since the 
first oil crisis in 1973 (see above). Correspondingly, Japan’s Strategic Energy Plan of 2010 
included the construction of nine new or additional nuclear plants by 2020 and more than 14 
by 2030. The extension of nuclear power was to support the Strategic Energy Plan’s goal to 
increase zero-emission power from 34% in 2010 to about 70% in 2030. Further targets 
centred on, inter alia, Japan’s energy self-sufficiency ratio in energy supply and self-
developed fossil fuel supply as well as on energy efficiency (Climate Policy Watcher, n.d.; 
Kachi et al., 2014; Ministry of Economy Trade and Industry (METI), 2010; World Nuclear 
Association, 2014). 
In 2010, an attempt was made to make Japan’s Copenhagen Pledge legally binding. A new 
bill of the Act on Promotion of Global Warming Countermeasures was discussed in the 
National Diet, which not only included Japan’s conditional Copenhagen Pledge but also 
extended it by adding an emissions reduction target of 80% below 1990 levels by 2050. 
Furthermore, it envisaged a national cap-and-trade scheme, a green tax scheme as well as a 
full-fledged feed-in tariff for renewables. These were to supply 10% of Japan’s primary 
energy by 2020. On top of that, the bill required other legislation to be compatible with short- 
and long-term climate goals. There was, however, substantial opposition from several 



business groups, bureaucrats and a number of think tanks to this bill as they were concerned 
about the effects it could have on the economy. The bill was passed by the Cabinet and then 
by the House of Representatives in March and May 2010, respectively, but the House of 
Councillors stalled it, inter alia, because DPJ rule lacked a stable leadership. Prime Minister 
Hatoyama (DPJ) resigned in June and was succeeded by Naoto Kan. At the House of 
Councillors election in July, the DPJ lost its majority. The bill was amended and approved by 
the Cabinet again in autumn. The House of Councillors, however, still rejected the bill and it 
was abandoned after the House of Representatives was dissolved in November 2012 (Kachi et 
al., 2014; Kuramochi, 2014; Nachmany et al., 2014; Townshend et al., 2013). 

Great	  East	  Japan	  Earthquake	  
In March 2011, the Great East Japan Earthquake hit, followed by the devastating accident at 
the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station. Subsequently, all nuclear power plants in 
Japan were shut down gradually until the last one (Tomari 3) went offline for maintenance in 
May 2012. In July 2012, however, the first two nuclear power plants (Ohi Unit 3 and Ohi Unit 
4) were restarted. At the end of fiscal year 2012, 50 nuclear power stations were nominally in 
operation with a total generation capacity of 46,148 MW. However, in practice only Ohi 
Units 3 and 4 generated electricity. Thus, in 2012, 15,939 GWh was generated with nuclear 
power plants, opposed to 288,230 GWh in 2010, the year before the nuclear accident at 
Fukushima (2011: 101,761 GWh) (Federation of Electric Power Companies of Japan (FEPC), 
2014; Japan Nuclear Energy Safety Organization, 2014). In 2015, nuclear power accounted 
for 0.52% of Japan’s total electricity production with a total of 4,346 GWh (International 
Atomic Energy Agency, 2016). 
In the aftermath of the nuclear accident public as well as political support for nuclear power 
declined substantially. Heated debates centred around nuclear safety and Japan’s dependency 
on nuclear power. The government entrusted the newly created Energy and Environment 
Council with the task to completely revise Japan’s national energy and climate strategy. In 
October 2011, a White Paper from the Japanese government suggested that Japan would 
reduce its dependency on nuclear energy as much as possible in the medium to long term. 
This decision was reaffirmed and detailed in the Energy and Environment Council’s 
Innovative Strategy for Energy and the Environment in September 2012. The Innovative 
Strategy envisaged a nuclear phase-out by the end of the 2030s combined with the targets to 
reduce power demand by 20% compared to the 2010 Basic Energy Plan and to reach a share 
of 30% of power from renewable energy and 15% combined heat and power (CHP). 
Furthermore, it included a GHG mitigation target of 5 to 9% in 2020 and of about 20% in 
2030 compared to 1990. The Innovative Strategy, however, never became legally binding and 
was later overturned by the LDP after it had regained power in 2012 (Government of Japan: 
The Energy and Environment Council, 2012; Kuramochi, 2013, 2014; Townshend et al., 
2013; World Nuclear Association, 2014). 
To enable Japan to meet its mitigation commitments, several measures were introduced in 
areas which had previously not been the focus of Japan’s mitigation strategy, e.g. commercial 
and residential buildings and renewable energy. Looking for greater supply of energy from 
renewable energy sources, Japan’s National Diet approved the introduction of a full-fledged 
feed-in tariff for renewable energy to start in July 2012 (Act on Purchase of Renewable 
Energy Sourced Electricity by Electric Utilities) after a deal was made by unpopular Prime 
Minister Naoto Kan to resign after several pieces of legislation – inter alia, the feed-in-tariff – 
had been passed by the parliament. Furthermore, in 2012, the Cabinet included an emission 
reduction target of 80% by 2050 in Japan’s Fourth Basic Environment Plan, developed the 
Global Warming Action Plan for the coming years and introduced the Global Warming Tax 
as increase of the existing fossil fuel tax (Government of Japan, 2013a; Harlan, 2013; Herold 
et al., 2013; Kuramochi, 2014; Townshend et al., 2013). 



Shift	  to	  Financial	  and	  Economic	  Recovery	  
After the LDP regained power in the general elections of December 2012, its new 
administration quickly made plans to abandon the Innovative Strategy. The new and former 
Prime Minister Shinzō Abe (2006-2007, 2012-2014, 2014- ) has made the revitalization of 
Japan’s economy after the financial and economic crises his top priority and ordered a review 
of Japan’s emission reduction target in his first month in office. 

Restart	  of	  nuclear	  power?	  
A new Strategic Energy Plan was formulated and approved by the Cabinet in April 2014. It 
overturns the decision to phase out nuclear power and refers to nuclear, coal and hydro power 
as “baseload sources”. While it states that “Japan will minimize its dependency on nuclear 
power” (Ministry of Economy Trade and Industry (METI), 2014), it does not provide 
numbers on the composition of Japan’s future energy mix and related emission projections yet 
(Ministry of Economy Trade and Industry (METI), 2014). Concerns about energy security, 
additional fuel costs and additional emissions are among the reasons for the nuclear restart. 
The Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry’s (METI) 2014 Annual Report on Energy 
paints a picture of the nuclear shutdown’s consequences regarding these topics: While in the 
last full fiscal year before the nuclear disaster at Fukushima, in 2010, Japan depended on 
imported fossil fuels for 62% of its electricity, this figure rose to 92% in 2012 when nearly all 
nuclear power plants were shut down and was still at 88% in fiscal year 2013. In fiscal 2012, 
Japan only met 6% of its energy demand self-sufficiently (mainly with hydropower and other 
renewable sources). Nuclear energy is considered to be a “quasi-domestic energy source” 
(Japan Atomic Industrial Forum (JAIF), 2014) due to the stock available nationally. This 
figure had fallen after the nuclear shutdown from nearly 20% in 2010, when Japan still met 
15% of its energy demand with nuclear energy. Correspondingly, Japan paid additional fuel 
costs of about 35 billion USD in 2013. Between fiscal 2010 and fiscal 2013, energy costs for 
domestic users have risen by 19% and those for industrial users by 28%, even though total 
electricity consumption fell by 8% between 2010 and 2012 due to energy conservation 
measures. While in fiscal 2010, electricity generation was responsible for 377 Mt CO2, 483 
Mt CO2 resulted from electricity generation in 2012 (Japan Atomic Industrial Forum (JAIF), 
2014; Ministry of Economy Trade and Industry (METI), 2014; World Nuclear News, 2014). 
According to the government’s draft plan for electricity generation in 2030 of June 2015, 
nuclear power is expected to provide 20-22%, renewables 22-24%, LNG 27% and coal 26% 
of electric energy in 2030. The same year, CO2 emissions are to be 21.9% lower than in 2013 
(Japan, Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, 2015). Furthermore, in March 2016, in its 
draft climate action plan, Japan committed to cut GHG emissions by 80% by mid-century. 
However, it did not specify the base year (Reklev, 2016). 
Public support for nuclear power, however, has declined substantially since Fukushima. In a 
poll in the year 2014, two out of three Japanese opposed a nuclear restart (Climate Policy 
Watcher, 2014; Yoshida, 2014). Nevertheless, parties and candidates opposing nuclear power 
have not been able to capitalize on this situation at the polls, inter alia, at elections in the 
Lower House in 2012, the Upper House in 2013 and gubernatorial elections in Tokyo in 2014. 
Since July 2013, Abe’s LDP holds the majority in both chambers of the National Diet. This 
leaves Prime Minister Shinzō Abe’s Cabinet confident to continue with his plans to restart 
Japan’s nuclear power plants. 

Shifting	  from	  Domestic	  Emission	  Reductions	  to	  Offsetting	  and	  Climate	  Finance	  for	  
Developing	  Countries	  
Even though the DPJ, in government since 2009, had much stronger ties to environmental 
NGOs than the LDP, Japan delivered a body blow to the proceedings of COP 16 in Cancún 
(2010) on the very first day when it announced that it would not inscribe its emissions targets 
for the time after 2012 into the Kyoto Protocol under any circumstances. This was followed 



suit by a similar announcement from Russia later in the conference. They were not prepared 
to go any further without the USA and the rapidly industrialising countries, especially China. 
Also, as noted above, Japan holds the opinion that its emission reduction target under the first 
commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol was unduly strict as it had already achieved high 
energy efficiency standards and marginal abatement costs for further emission reductions are 
relatively high. While these positions were not new, having them stated in such a forceful way 
created significant tensions in the negotiations as the continuation of the Kyoto Protocol had 
been a red line for developing countries (MOFA, 2010; Sterk et al., 2010). 
After refusing to participate in the Kyoto Protocol’s second commitment period, Japan 
downgraded its previously announced emission reduction targets for 2020 substantially. At 
COP 19 in Warsaw in November 2013, Japan declared a tentative revised emission reduction 
target for the year 2020 of 3.8% from 2005 levels “for the time being” (Government of Japan, 
2013a). This new target does not account for emission reductions from the use of nuclear 
power but includes forest sequestration as well as offsetting. It is significantly less ambitious 
than Japan’s Copenhagen Pledge. Thus, Japan’s revised emission reduction target translates 
into an increase of emissions of 3.1% instead of emission reductions of 25% (Copenhagen 
Pledge) in 2020 compared to 1990 levels. According to the Climate Action Tracker, this 
changed level of ambition can only be partially justified with the shutdown of nuclear plants 
in Japan after Fukushima but can also be traced back to a lack of political will. Even a total 
replacement of the nuclear power projected for 2020 by coal would only cut Japan’s 
Copenhagen pledge in half. If replaced by oil, gas or renewables, the share of the nuclear 
shutdown in the downgrading of Japan’s emission reduction target would be much lower 
(38% with oil, 23% with gas, 0% with renewables). To reach the Warsaw Target, Japan 
would barely have to introduce additional measures (Government of Japan, 2013a; Jefferey et 
al., 2013). 
The revised target’s focus has shifted from domestic emissions reductions – inter alia via the 
increased use of nuclear power – to supporting emission reductions in other countries. One 
means to achieve such emission reductions is Japan’s Joint Crediting Mechanism (JCM). This 
mechanism accounts for Japan’s critique regarding the CDM and has streamlined provisions. 
Furthermore, nuclear power and CCS are eligible under the JCM (Government of Japan, 
2013a; Herold et al., 2010, 2013; Jefferey et al., 2013; Kuramochi, 2014; Ministry of the 
Environment, 2013a). The announcement of Japan’s Warsaw target was accompanied by a 
pledge of support of USD 16 billion from 2013 to 2015 for adaptation and mitigation 
measures in developing countries. Thus, Japan has pledged the lion’s share of both fast-start 
finance from 2010 to 2012 and additional climate finance until 2015. However, in contrast to 
other countries, loans and private flows are included in this figure. It remains to be seen how 
much of this money is actually additional (Jefferey et al., 2013; Ministry of the Environment, 
2013b). 
Regarding the work of the Ad Hoc Working Group on the Durban Platform for Enhanced 
Action (ADP), Japan reiterated its view that that 2015 agreement “should be durable by 
appropriately reflecting current and future evolutions of the international community” 
(Government of Japan, 2014b). To this end, Japan stresses that the UNFCCC’s principle of 
common but differentiated responsibility and respective capabilities “has to be interpreted in a 
dynamic context” (Government of Japan, 2014b). For Japan, this means that each party 
should submit emissions reduction contributions to the agreement which can be compared, 
evaluated and reviewed. Contributions should be determined nationally. Furthermore, Japan 
emphasises the importance of international cooperation regarding the sharing of information 
and knowledge on adaptation projects, programs and policies as well as regarding low-carbon 
development strategies. These should be established in all countries. Last but not least, Japan 
suggests that countries should not be legally bound to provide finance, technology 
development and transfer as well as capacity-building (Government of Japan, 2013b, 2013c, 



2014a, 2014b; UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change), 
2012). 
Japan’s latest mitigation commitment is included in its intended nationally determined 
contribution (INDC) which it submitted on 17 July 2015. In its INDC, Japan sets itself the 
target to reduce its emissions of GHGs by 26% below 2013 levels by 2030 (25% below 2005 
levels, 18% below 1990 levels). This means that in 2030, emissions will amount to 
approximately 1.042 billion tCO2e (Government of Japan, 2015b). Japan proposes land use, 
land use change and forestry (LULUCF) accounting credits as well as using the Japanese 
Crediting Mechanism (JCM). Their inclusion reduces Japan’s emissions reduction target to 1-
20% below 2030 (7-11% below 1990) levels of GHGs from fossil fuel and industry (Climate 
Action Tracker, 2015). 
The Paris Agreement, which was adopted at COP 21 in December 2015, is at the upper end of 
what seemed politically possible and exceeded the expectation of many observers. The 
momentum that enabled the adoption of the Paris Agreement was to a large extent created by 
the High Ambition Coalition of small island states, least developed countries and the EU. 
Despite its previous status as a traditional blocker, Japan ultimately joined this coalition 
allowing for an ambitious outcome at international climate negotiations in Paris (Obergassel 
et al., 2016). 

Application of the extended input-output model: 
Conflicting inputs prevailed in the next sequence analysed with the extended input-
output model. Thus, support as well as demands from the state as well as domestic 
society described above continued influencing Japan’s positioning in international 
climate negotiations. Furthermore, while the government made plans and set targets to 
reduce emissions (support, state), the House of Councillors prevented Japan’s 
Copenhagen Pledge from becoming legally binding (demands, state). After the 
gradual shutdown of all nuclear power plants in the wake of the nuclear accident at 
Fukushima, public and political support for nuclear power declined. With the loss of 
this zero-emissions energy source, new mitigation measures were introduced to enable 
Japan to meet its mitigation commitments (support, state). After a change of 
government, however, the use of nuclear power is getting support again without the 
new government aiming for higher emissions mitigation (demands, state). In total, 
demands came out on top at various points of time leading to Japan dropping out of 
the Kyoto Protocol’s second commitment period and downgraded its emission 
reduction target. Plans to use offsetting and climate finance for developing countries, 
in contrast, have been augmented. Moreover, Japan ultimately joined the High 
Ambition Coalition and allowed for an ambitious outcome at COP 21 in Paris 
(output). 

5. Conclusions 
The present paper’s analysis has revealed the strong ties between domestic society, policy and 
politics in Japan, on the one hand, and its international climate policy positions, on the other 
hand. It has demonstrated that domestic society, policy and politics have been key inputs for 
the development of Japan’s positioning in international climate negotiations over and over 
again (outputs). Frequently, however, these inputs have been conflicting and resulted in 
heated debates and struggles to find middle ground to be able to include (parts of) both 
support for and demands against increased ambition regarding the fight against global climate 
change. In recent years, Japan’s position in international climate change negotiations has 
shifted and it has downgraded its former emission reductions target substantially. As a large 
share of Japan’s mitigation potentials from energy efficiency is already fairly exhausted, 



future emissions in the energy sector depend heavily on the energy resources to be used. A 
large shares of renewables and/or nuclear will lead to significantly less emissions than betting 
on energy from fossil fuels. Only part of the downgrading of its emission reduction target can 
be attributed to the energy sector and the nuclear shutdown after the nuclear accident at 
Fukushima: The difference in emissions between the Copenhagen Pledge and Japan’s 
Warsaw Target is much higher than the increase in emissions by a full replacement of nuclear 
power by coal by 2020 would account for. With very high domestic mitigation costs and a 
continuingly weak economy, short- and medium-term economic interests and the lack of 
political will inside the government contribute significantly to Japan’s lack of ambition 
regarding climate action. Under Japan’s current political landscape, it is unlikely that Japan 
will increase its emission reduction target in the near future. The revitalization of Japan’s 
economy has become the top priority of the government. Japan is, however, likely to continue 
its strategy to support emission reductions in developing countries with its offsetting 
mechanisms as well as with climate finance. 
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