
By PETER DRYSDALE

O
N SUNDAY, Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe
had a sweeping victory
in Japan’s House of
Councillors election,

delivering a majority in both hous-
es of the Japanese Diet that will al-
low him to press ahead with his
popular new economic strategies
that have already given a substan-
tial boost to confidence domesti-
cally and a welcome lift in percep-
tions of Japan’s growth prospects
internationally.

While there is anxiety in the
neighbourhood, and even among
Japan’s closest allies, about how
Mr Abe might be encouraged by
his new mandate to let his recidi-
vist nationalist inclinations run
wild and move quickly to revise Ja-
pan’s pacifist Constitution, his
electoral victory gives him no
such mandate. The Abe adminis-
tration’s standing in the polls is
rather a consequence of the high
expectations among Japanese that
Mr Abe’s programmes offer a real
chance for revival of the economy,
stagnant as it has been under two
decades of ineffective revolv-
ing-door leadership.

The sense of resurgence in Ja-
pan is palpable. The international
economic policy community, from
Beijing to Brussels, has also re-
sponded positively if cautiously to
the re-direction of Japan’s eco-
nomic policy strategy.

Yet there are also deep worries
among analysts about whether the
full policy strategy will be deliv-
ered. The three arrows of “Abe-
nomics” involve pressuring the
Bank of Japan into launching un-
precedented aggressive monetary
easing and setting a target of 2 per
cent inflation by 2015 to support a

target of 2 per cent real GDP
growth (4 per cent nominal
growth), a blowout of the fiscal
deficit, and a programme of re-
forms to achieve growth through
stimulating private investment.

With the election out of the
way, Mr Abe can now go ahead
with the legislated consumption
tax hike that at least addresses the
longer-term fiscal problem.

But the “third arrow” of revital-
isation is absolutely critical for
the success of all these measures.
If there is no deep, effective re-
form programme for promoting
private sector investment-led
growth, the chances of a bond
market collapse and a fiscal mess
will increase dramatically. So far,
there have been few details on re-
form commitment.

At the core of the Japan prob-
lem is the need to lift potential, ef-
ficiency and productivity in an
economy that has a shrinking pop-
ulation and workforce. Much of
the reform agenda that would de-
liver higher economic potential in
Japan has to do with fixing the fis-
cal and service sectors that relate
to managing an ageing society: so-
cial benefits, the health sector,
the pension system, the tax sys-
tem and migration policy. As Ms
Alexandra Harney pointed out in

Foreign Affairs earlier this month,
the election passed with barely a
mention of any of these issues.
That is no wonder. The percent-
age of Japanese voters over 60
years old is 44 per cent, having
doubled over the past three dec-
ades.

A recent essay by Mr Iwao Na-
katani on the East Asia Forum
website argues that anything
short of a major reversal in Ja-
pan’s population growth will see
Japan’s population decline dramat-
ically over the coming decades
and that “desperate reform” of Ja-
pan’s immigration policy is neces-
sary to deal with the adverse im-
pact of demographics on the Japa-
nese economy and society. Ja-
pan’s population of 127 million is
projected to fall to 84 million in
50 years. The working-age popula-
tion (15-64) is projected to fall by
nearly half from 80 million today
to 42 million.

The number of people aged 65
and over will account for 40 per
cent of the population, putting
substantial strain on Japan’s work-
ers to sustain the non-working
population.

Why is migration policy so cen-
tral to overall reform? It is certain-
ly not because it will quickly
change Japan’s principal demo-

graphic features. Migration is
seen as central to overall reform
and lifting Japanese economic po-
tential because it offers a way to-
wards economic and social rejuve-
nation, effective participation in
the global economy, and openness
to foreign investment and technol-
ogies.

Japan does have a
“points-based” skilled and profes-
sional migration programme (actu-
ally based on the Australian sys-
tem) but it has dismally failed to
attract migrants in significant
numbers. Changing policy at the
border on migration, of course, is
not the only or the main element
in developing a successful migra-
tion programme. That requires
deep institutional reform that
would put migrants on exactly the
same legal and institutional foot-
ing as Japanese-born, Japa-
nese-ethnic residents. To be credi-
ble, that would have to be inclu-
sive of the significant Japa-
nese-born Korean population re-
siding in Japan.

That is the nub of the issue.
Can Japan do it? Even liberal, re-
form-minded Japanese despair of
their country’s ability to embrace
such change. A group of Japan’s fu-
ture business leaders was in Aus-
tralia last week on a mission to
study how Australia had trans-
formed its White Australia policy,
with an eye to immigration policy
change in Japan, wondering about
the national will. It won’t be easy
but if there is growing understand-
ing that success requires deep do-
mestic legal, institutional and eco-
nomic reform then, yes, Japan can
do it.
This article is from the East Asia Forum
(eastasiaforum.org) based in the
Crawford School of Public Policy at the
Australian National University.
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C
HINA’S strategy to di-
versify supply routes
for its rapidly rising
energy imports took a
major step forward

last week.
Natural gas started to flow

along a recently completed pipe-
line that stretches for 1,100 km
from Myanmar’s coast, through
jungle and mountains, to Kun-
ming in south-west China.

There it will feed into other
gas lines supplying homes, indus-
tries and power plants generat-
ing electricity in the world’s big-
gest energy user.

The gas from Myanmar,
pumped from an offshore field
in the Bay of Bengal, is not ex-
pected to reach China via the
new pipeline until next month or
September.

But at full capacity, it will de-
liver 12 billion cubic metres
(bcm) each year. This is nearly
30 per cent of current annual im-
ports and one-twelfth of the
country’s 2012 gas consump-
tion.

A parallel oil pipeline, due to
open by the end of the year, will
be able to carry 22 million
tonnes of crude oil from Africa
and the Middle East. This
amounts to about one-twelfth
of China’s oil use last year.

The official Xinhua news
agency has described the pipe-
lines as “China’s new strategic
energy channels”. This is be-
cause they offer an alternative
supply route for vital oil and gas
imports in case the congested
and relatively narrow Malacca
and Singapore straits are
blocked by piracy, terrorism, a
shipping accident or conflict.

Since 2010, over 80 per cent
of China’s growing crude oil im-
ports have come in tankers
through these straits. This is the
shortest sea route between the
Middle East/Africa and China’s
east coast ports.

China’s ruling Communist
Party, as well as its armed forc-
es, fear that this energy artery,
which includes increasing quanti-
ties of gas from the Persian Gulf,
could be cut in a confrontation
between the United States and
China over Taiwan. It could also
be interrupted in a clash with US
mutual defence treaty ally Japan
over the disputed Senkaku is-
lands in the East China Sea. An
altercation with the Philippines,
another US ally, over conflicting
territorial claims in the South
China Sea could also produce a
similar outcome.

Chinese leaders call this vul-
nerability their “Malacca Dilem-
ma”. In recent years, Beijing has
negotiated a series of alternative
energy supply sources and
routes. First, it built an oil pipe-
line from Kazakhstan in Central
Asia, which has the world’s 12th
largest oil reserves. The line to
China opened in 2006 and its ca-
pacity is being doubled. In 2011,
Russia started exporting oil to
China by pipeline.

Last month, Russia, one of
the world’s biggest energy pro-
ducers, announced that it would
double its annual supply of pipe-
line oil to China to 30 million
tonnes a year by 2018 and to just
over 46 million tonnes later.

Russian officials said the deal
was worth US$270 billion

(S$342 billion), and would run
for at least 25 years.

China has yet to clinch a ma-
jor pipeline gas supply deal with
Russia. Despite years of negotia-
tions, the two sides have not
agreed on the price.

But talks are continuing with
Moscow for two pipelines that
could provide China with nearly
70 bcm of gas a year.

Meanwhile, another pipeline
designed to deliver up to 40 bcm
of gas annually from Turkmeni-
stan to China started operation
in 2009. The Central Asian state
has the world’s fourth biggest
gas reserves, after Russia, Iran
and Saudi Arabia.

As a result of these agreed or
completed projects, China can
count on getting 35 per cent of
its current gas needs, and 25 per
cent of its oil, by overland pipe-
lines. This means it will be less
reliant on shipments through
South-east Asia’s straits.

That is, of course, provided
there are no shortfalls in con-
tracted pipeline supplies. These
could arise from production
problems, contract disputes or
serious damage to pipelines
from accidents, attacks or natu-
ral disasters.

China needs fuels derived
from oil to run its modern land,
air and water transport system.
It needs gas to replace polluting
coal.

Indeed, China’s demand for
oil and gas has been growing so
fast in recent years that these
new pipelines will not be enough
to ease its dependence on mari-
time supply, particularly
through the Malacca and Singa-
pore straits, for long.

That may be why China is in-
terested in what could be the
riskiest overland energy supply
route of all.

This route would run from
China’s restive western territory
of Xinjiang, across some of the
world’s highest and most land-
slide-prone mountains. It would
also traverse rebellious areas of
Pakistan to reach Gwadar, a
deep-water port overlooking the
Indian Ocean and Arabian Gulf.

China and Pakistan agreed
earlier this month to develop a
long-term plan for an “econom-
ic corridor” connecting Kashgar,
in Xingiang, and Gwadar, more
than 2,000km away.

At present, there is only a ten-
uous road connection. However,
hopes for upgraded and expand-
ed road links, as well as a rail-
way and pipelines, from Kashgar
to the currently little-used port
at Gwadar received a major
boost in February.

Control of Gwadar was trans-
ferred from Singapore’s PSA In-
ternational to China’s state-
owned port holding company.

Gwadar is not far from the en-
trance to the energy-rich Per-
sian Gulf. If oil from there and
Africa could be offloaded at the
port and transferred cost-effec-
tively to China, it would further
diversify Beijing’s supply op-
tions.

However, it is uncertain whe-
ther the benefits to China would
outweigh the costs and risks in-
volved in building – and secur-
ing – such a long corridor over
such forbidding terrain.

stopinion@sph.com.sg
The writer is a visiting senior research
fellow at the Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies.
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A
N OBITUARY can
change the course of
history. This was cer-
tainly true in the case
of Alfred Nobel, the in-

ventor of the dynamite. When his
brother, Ludvig, died in 1888, a
French newspaper mistakenly ran
his obituary instead of Ludvig’s.

Alfred was shocked to find him-
self described as the “merchant of
death” for his invention. His own
vision was that dynamite would
help bring about the end of war.
“When two armies of equal
strength can annihilate each other
in an instant,” he once wrote,
“then all civilised nations will re-
treat and disband their troops.”

This unflattering public per-
spective is widely believed to be
the motivation behind Alfred’s
philanthropy in establishing the
Nobel Prizes. How well he suc-
ceeded can be judged from his cur-

rent fame as an idealist rewarding
those who confer the “greatest
benefit on mankind”.

Extraordinary obituary

IF THE Nobel Prize today is the ac-
colade of accolades, an obituary in
the right places is also the ulti-
mate compliment. To be featured
on the last page of The Economist
or The New York Times (NYT) is
so coveted that friends and family
of the notable dead positively lob-
by for it. The NYT’s obituary
team is headed by a Pulitzer Prize
winner and has some of the best
writers. The team is dedicated to
churning out mini lessons in histo-
ry, humanity or morality that
make some of the best-read and
discussed pages of the newspaper.

Newpspapers here carry obitu-
aries as paid advertisements. It is
also customary for the media to
devote coverage to the life and
achievements of a prominent per-
son who died recently.

Occasionally, some newspa-
pers, notably the Chinese lan-
guage papers in Singapore, also
delve into the lives of ordinary
folks who died, and write stories
about them. I believe there is
scope for the media here to devote
more space to reporting on the
worthy achievements of ordinary
people in our community who
have an extraordinary tale to tell.

Some newspapers elsewhere
have an obituary as a weekly fix-
ture. Readers look forward to this
as a form of enlightenment, not
only about an individual but also
of his times and history.

An interest in stories about the
dead is not due to a morbid fasci-
nation with death. Rather, it
stems from an innate desire to
find meaning in life. The ideals
that inspired others to do great
things in the ordinary, everyday
context we know, affirm our own
values and make our lives feel
worthwhile. Meanwhile, the reali-
ty of missed chances and mistak-

en assumptions are material for re-
flection of our own lives.

But paper is costly and newspa-
per space especially so. Even if
every publicaton in Singapore
were to take up this idea, very few
of us would merit such a
send-off.

Here is where opportunity ex-
ists to rethink the traditional paid
obituary. We can do more in these
columns than to issue a death no-
tice with date of death and names
of the loved ones left behind.

Instead, families and friends
can turn an obituary into an an-
nouncement that includes some bi-
ographical details of the person,
or even celebration of his life.

I am not proposing that people
aggrandise themselves or their
loved ones on their demise. Rath-
er, I am suggesting that the obitu-
ary can be a channel for the griev-
ing family and friends to pay trib-
ute to someone whom they care
about. As the final word of a life
lived and gone, it is a chance to

evoke the essence of the loved one
and bring him or her “back to
life”. For the living, it is a natural
outlet for affection, gratitude and
respect. It gives meaning to the
loss while remaining as a tangible
memento of a cherished legacy.

This is why the Lien Founda-
tion started the “Obitcheery” initi-
ative in The Straits Times and Li-
anhe Zaobao, linking the common
man’s memorial to uncommon
and treasured tales of their lives.
It sought to change the way peo-
ple view obituaries. Fifty families
came forward to participate in the
effort. Of these, 18 were selected.
These families embraced the way
the in-memorials celebrated the
lives of their loved ones.

Be nice to death

SCIENTIFIC studies suggest that
thinking of death can help re-pri-
oritise goals and values. That be-
ing the case, writing one’s own
obituary could turn out to be high-

ly positive. American humorist
Art Buchwald, recorded his video
obituary, saying: “Hi, I’m Art
Buchwald, and I just died”.

Reflecting on death sharpens
the mind. Like Alfred Nobel, think-
ing about how we wish to be re-
membered can be a game changer.
Unlike him, we may not be able to
splurge to salvage our reputation.

But we can act on the truism
that no matter how little – or
much – we may have accom-
plished, how we treat others has a
great impact on how we will be re-
membered. We can immediately
take steps to start behaving better
in small ways every day so as to
be more favourably regarded.

At the end of the day, we may
all end up as food for insects or fu-
el for global warming. But nobody
wants to be forgotten. What foot-
prints and memories will you
leave behind?

stopinion@sph.com.sg
The writer is chief executive officer of
Lien Foundation.

Abenomics and the need
for immigration reform

China’s risky gambit
to diversify
energy supply options

Migration is seen as central to overall reform
and lifting Japanese economic potential
because it offers a way towards economic
and social rejuvenation, effective
participation in the global economy, and
openness to foreign investment and
technologies.

An obituary can give meaning, direction to the living
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