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Abstract 

The term ‘climate leadership’ became popular in the 1990s, in relation to international 

negotiations aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions and other environmental 

mitigations. Since that time, international attention – borne out by scientific study and a 

rapidly changing planetary climate - has shifted from global warming, the ozone layer and 

greenhouse gas emissions, to energy production, scientific innovation, and, by the 2020s, a 

strong focus on decarbonisation and securing net zero carbon output by the middle of the 

century. One important strand of negotiation has been the annual Conferences of the Parties 

(COP) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which 

has witnessed different states playing lead roles at different times. By interrogating the main 

academic debates about climate leadership, this article examines Japan’s participation in the 

COP process along a structural-normative axis. In so doing, it charts the path from Japan’s 

apparent success at Kyoto in 1997 and its growing green reputation, to its subsequent ‘fall 

from green’ in later years and in the wake of COP26 in 2021. 
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From Kyoto to Glasgow: 

Is Japan a Climate Leader? 

How many, many things 

They call to mind 

These cherry-blossoms! 

Basho 

Introduction 

The 1992 Rio, or ‘Earth’ Summit, inaugurated the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC), a treaty designed to combat ‘dangerous human interference with 

the climate system.’ Since 1995, annual Conferences of the Parties (COP) to the UNFCCC 

have been held in different states to support and advance the treaty. These COP meetings 

have exemplified different approaches to the global management of climate change, and have 

acted as a barometer, both for how seriously climate governance is taken by states, and also 

for understanding some of the domestic challenges participating states face. As a result, some 

COP meetings have been deemed more significant than others. For example, COP13 in Bali 

in 2007 initiated a new round of negotiations to agree a post-2012 framework, and also set a 

roadmap for the implementation of the Kyoto Protocol; COP15 in Copenhagen in 2009 

included a long-term goal of limiting the global maximum average temperature to no more 

than 2˚C; COP17 in Durban in 2011 committed all countries, including developing states 

(like Brazil, China and India) to reducing their emissions; and the important COP21 in Paris 

in 2015, saw participating states agree to keep global warming below 2˚C above pre-

industrial levels and to continue to work to try and limit it to 1.5˚C. 

Throughout all the COP meetings, various commitments and leadership styles have issued 

from different states and there is no definitive approach to ‘climate leadership’ in evidence. 

Indeed, at different times states (notably the US) have withdrawn from the process and the 

treaty; used the UNFCCC framework to raise collective concerns about the reality of climate 

degradation (such as the Alliance of Small Island States); or used the UNFCCC to present 

international credentials (such as China in 2020). The nature of the COP itself has also 

changed, and therefore different leadership styles benefit at different times. 

A key reference point for all these meetings has been COP3, held in Kyoto in 1997. This 

meeting resulted in the adoption of the Kyoto Protocol, agreeing targets for the reduction of 



greenhouse gas emissions. There followed the difficult process of implementation, which 

illustrated many of the challenges inherent in international climate agreements. Kyoto 1997 

also apparently showcased Japan’s growing ‘green’ reputation. First, it was seen to give 

Japan new leadership credentials in its foreign policy. Japan’s relationship with the United 

States, through the Mutual Security Treaty, and its relatively limited room for manoeuvre in 

international affairs, as well as the legacy of Japan’s war in the Pacific, had precluded Japan 

to a large extent from taking a leadership role in or beyond the region. In the 1990s, climate 

leadership appeared to offer one means for Japan to display a stronger international profile. 

Second, the Protocol was seen to be grounded in a particular relationship with nature, which 

resonated with Japan’s own historical narrative of in-betweenness, in which Japanese people 

regard themselves as both superior to, and intrinsically connected with, their natural 

environment (Moon 1997). Third, enshrined in the principles of Kyoto were the foundations 

for instrumentalising aid for environment policy, which enabled Japan to highlight a mainstay 

of its foreign policy approach. Finally, this ‘green’ approach aligned Japan to the growing 

narrative of ecological modernisation (EM), which Japan began to embrace. These factors 

remain important for understanding the Japanese government’s approach to climate action 

today. 

The aim of this article is to examine the ways in which the Japanese government presented its 

international climate credentials in the run-up to 1997, and to analyse how structural and 

normative challenges on the one hand, and directional and instrumental factors, on the other, 

have shaped the space for Japan to portray itself as a climate leader since that time. In so 

doing, it questions the bases on which claims to leadership were made by Japan during the 

1990s, and suggests instead that the Japanese state has been consistently reluctant to become 

a climate leader. Notwithstanding this assertion, it is also important to understand a number 

of changes to Japan’s position throughout the past two decades. The first section of the article 

examines the academic literature defining and narrating the terms of climate leadership. 

Section two outlines the history of the COP process from 1995 to 2015 and outlines Japan’s 

role in key meetings. Sections three and four analyse the complex interplay of structural and 

normative factors in relation to Japan’s leadership in the context of COP. Finally, the 

conclusion outlines the prospects and opportunities for Japan beyond Glasgow 2021 to play a 

meaningful role in climate negotiations. 

 



Climate Leadership 

How do we identify a ‘good’ climate leader? What are suitable measurements for analysing 

leadership qualities in this field? From the 1990s, a body of scholarship began to grow around 

the concept of climate leadership, and issued primarily from the work of neoliberal 

institutionalists and regime theorists, to examine how formalised collective action responses 

to climate issues were being framed and implemented. Early work on climate leadership drew 

heavily on Young’s definition of (diplomatic) leadership as the ‘actions of individuals who 

endeavor to solve or circumvent the collective action problems that plague efforts of parties 

seeking to reap joint gains’ (1991: 285). Young’s institutionalist approach identified the three 

categories of structural, entrepreneurial and intellectual leadership. Structural leadership 

hinges on material resources being brought to bear as a form of bargaining leverage; 

entrepreneurial leadership uses negotiation skills to influence how issues are presented; and 

intellectual leadership takes an ideational route to influence, by shaping ‘the way in which 

participants in institutional bargaining understand the issues at stake’ and examining how 

they ‘orient their thinking about options available to come to terms with these issues’ (1991: 

288). These elements address the behavioural approaches of specific actors, and much of the 

literature on climate leadership is indebted to this work.  

Notably, in 2001 Gupta and Ringius identify structural, directional and instrumental 

leadership within a global climate context. Structural leadership is identical to Young’s 

categorisation, whilst directional leadership refers to the setting of examples by the leader, 

through the domestic implementation of mitigations and changes. The European Union (EU) 

is frequently cited as an example of this directional approach, particularly in its setting of 

environmental standards, and this form of leadership can also enhance the ‘symbolic power 

and legitimacy’ of a particular leader. In contrast, instrumental leadership forges practical 

steps towards finding collective action solutions through mutual benefit, issue-linkage and 

coalition-building (Gupta and Ringius 2001: 282). Subsequent work offers a combination of 

these approaches, and includes analyses of domestic implementation and input. Helpful here 

is the four-pronged approach by Parker et al. (structural, idea-based, directional, and 

instrumental), which reinstates the normative, ideational element of influence (2015). As 

Parker et al. subsequently elucidate, this element involves ‘problem naming and framing’ 

(2017: 242). Similarly, Wurzel et al. include in their four ideal-typical forms of leadership the 

element of cognitive leadership, which brings forth ideas and knowledge (2016). More 

recently, Eckersley’s 2020 work distinguishes between ‘front-runnership versus substantive 



leadership.’ Whilst frontrunners are defined as – either cooperative or competitive – 

initiators, substantive leadership ‘entails asymmetric roles between leaders and followers in 

the collective pursuit of collective goals’ (2020: 1180-1). Similarly, Liefferink and Wurzel 

distinguish between leadership and pioneership, and note that these approaches do not 

assume that others will automatically follow such leadership (2018: 135); whilst, in a similar 

vein, Hurri notes: ‘there is a difference between self-declared leadership and leadership 

recognized by potential followers’ (2020: 2). Other authors focus on the substantive 

contributions to leadership in climate action, including growing attention to scientific and 

technical developments (see Crowley and Nakamura 2018: 390). Most notably, this trend 

maps onto the growing dominance of an EM approach, which appeared in the 1980s, and 

which will be explored below (see Mol and Spaargaren 2000).  

Many of the works on climate leadership focus on specific case studies, notably the EU, 

which obviously involves the dimension of intra-state bargaining and ‘multi-level 

reinforcement’ (Jänicke 2017: 122), but also includes insight into the impact on negotiations 

of the regulatory framework (Skjærseth 2017). In addition, an important strand running 

through this literature is the normative dimension of climate action within the EU, as it is 

seen to have become ‘part of its self-image and international identity’ (Vogler 2009: 469). On 

the one hand, this element can be seen both as a form of ‘normative entrapment,’ tying in a 

commitment fostered by EU institutions in the face of different domestic interests and 

ambitions. On the other, a number of authors focus on the ways in which a normative 

commitment to addressing climate action aligns with an underlying concept of the EU as a 

‘normative power,’ and a ‘belief in multilateralism, sustainable development and the 

precautionary principle’ (van Schaik and Schunz 2012: 169). Works on specific EU states 

also offer insight into domestic drivers (see, for example, Bocquillon and Evrard 2016; 

Vogler 2020). 

In addition, studies on the US have followed Washington’s in/out participation in climate 

governance structures. Before the Trump era, there was a focus on the ‘green deal’ state of 

the US (see Bang and Schreurs 2010). More recently, a number of authors have focused on 

the polycentric nature of US climate decision-making (see, for example, Bang and Schreurs 

2016). Alongside these states, works on China’s environmental credentials are also growing 

in number, as Beijing makes a more technical and proactive contribution to climate 

leadership. The Chinese leadership took advantage of the absence of US climate leadership in 

recent years in order to articulate its own vision, and is now an important player within 



climate governance (Rudd 2020). Nevertheless, exclusion from a number of climate 

platforms has made it difficult for China to gain traction as a climate leader (see Hurri 2020).  

Since the 2000s, there has also been a greater focus on non-state actors in climate action 

(Betsill and Corell 2001). The impact of large-scale demonstrations can add an impetus for a 

climate leader to find a tangible outcome (Rietig 2016), although in reality even years of 

involvement by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in international climate negotiations 

have yielded very little in terms of outcomes (Pandey 2015). O’Neill contends, nevertheless, 

that a frustration with official channels frequently leads to finding ways of bypassing them 

(2017: 6). Moreover, as Allan and Hadden contend, the ability by NGOs to frame issues 

(such as ‘climate justice’) can offer an important contribution to influencing climate 

negotiations (2017: 616). 

Drawing on this eclectic literature, the present article examines Japan’s climate behaviour 

within COP along the intersection of a structural-normative axis and a directional-

instrumental one. In so doing, it is indebted to the work of Parker et al. who reinsert the need 

to understand the normative context of climate decision-making. Normatively, this article 

focuses on the ways in which both the ‘problem’ and Japan as climate actor are framed, in 

particular against the background of a projection of ‘soft power.’ At the same time, it gives 

equal weight to the prevailing structural conditions, which incorporate ‘the capacity to take 

actions or deploy power-resources that create incentives, costs and benefits that may sway 

other actors to change their behaviour’ (Parker et al. 2015: 242). This element enables us to 

examine the dynamics of international climate regimes, Japan’s geopolitical position, and its 

material resources (including energy vulnerabilities). 

This structural-normative line pinpoints both the opportunities and constraints within which 

Japan exercises its climate role. However, in combining elements of the extant literature, this 

work represents the structural-normative axis as cutting across a directional-instrumental 

axis, rather than as different factors on the same continuum. Parker et al.’s directional 

leadership highlights a state’s ability to instigate and initiate policy change, and as applied 

here, includes Young’s entrepreneurial negotiation skills; whilst Gupta and Ringuis’ 

instrumental implementation of strategies, notably at home, chart the follow-through of 

collective decision-making. See figure 1 

Drawing on inductive process-tracing mechanisms to situate Japan’s behaviour along the 

intersection of a structural–normative axis and a directional-instrumental axis, this article 



seeks to create an event-history map, by examining Japan’s participation at COP meetings 

from 1995 to the run-up to COP26 in 2021 (Waldner 2015: 132). The aim of such an 

approach is to set out a minimally sufficient explanation as to why Japan’s environmental 

commitment appeared to dwindle and to offer up ‘snapshots at a series of specific moments’ 

(Beach and Pedersen 2013). In order to achieve this outcome, I examine secondary literature 

and contemporary UN reports to define clearly the intervention (climate change action) being 

evaluated; analyse Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA) documents to identify the 

outcomes considered by stakeholders; and assess what was done to achieve the selected 

outcomes. Essentially, this results in a narrative analytical report to document these findings 

(Anguko 2019). This approach reveals how subtle transformations in Japan’s position have 

been arrived at and enables us to question whether Japan was in fact a climate leader when it 

hosted COP3 in 1997.  

  

From Kyoto to Paris 

In 1995, the inaugural annual COP took place in Berlin, in order to put in place the 

mechanisms needed to achieve the goals of the UNFCCC. Progress started only slowly, 

illustrating to the Japanese government ahead of COP3 how hard it would be to get consensus 

on the more intractable issues. COP3 took place from 1-11 December 1997 with over ten 

thousand participants from governments, NGOs, other non-state agencies and the press. The 

final agreement, the Kyoto Protocol, saw a commitment by developed states to reduce their 

overall emissions of six different greenhouse gases by a minimum of five per cent below 

1990 levels between 2008 and 2012. Other important initiatives included in the Protocol were 

emissions trading and a clean development mechanism to encourage cooperation among 

developing and developed states in the reduction of emissions.  

The level of commitment required by Japanese negotiators to formulate and gain agreement 

for the Protocol should not be underestimated, and it took two weeks of ‘marathon’ 

negotiations to get to the finish line, demonstrating directional leadership by Tokyo (Johnston 

2017). A number of trade-offs were negotiated throughout the process. Notably, Prime 

Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto shifted his position from a zero reduction in emissions prior to 

the meeting, to agree with the US proposal of six per cent for Japan, eight per cent for the EU 

and seven per cent for the US, with no commitments from developing countries (Kolmas 

2017: 469). This achievement was secured through complex internal discussions among key 



ministries, notably the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI), MoFA and the 

Environment Agency, with the mediation of the Cabinet Secretariat (Kawashima 2001: 175; 

see also Watanabe 2012). The Japanese government played an important role in mediating 

between various positions, but it could not have achieved success without the high-level 

participation of US Vice President Al Gore, or without the constant corridor to-ings and fro-

ings among US, Japan and EU representatives. Adding to comments by the UN Executive 

Secretary of the Climate Change Secretariat, the IISD reflected on the ‘hammer,’ the 

‘hotline,’ and the ‘hype’ of COP3 (IISD 1997). 

The following three COP meetings attempted primarily to carve the difficult path to the 

implementation of the Kyoto Protocol, but COP6 even had to be suspended due to the lack of 

agreement. The eventual Bonn Agreement, reached at COP6bis in 2001, saw Japan adopt a 

‘critical role in forging consensus,’ given the pressures to get other states to ratify Kyoto 

despite the US position (Asselt et al. 2009: 320). The COP7 meeting, in 2001 in Marrakesh, 

did manage to secure a package deal after lengthy closed-door negotiations. However, it was 

also clear that the US would not be able to ratify the Protocol, and the ‘usual division 

between developed and developing country positions’ continued. Moreover, at both 

COP6 and COP7 Japan had failed to promise the implementation of Kyoto and in fact 

sought to reduce penalties for non-compliance, thereby illustrating its absence of 

instrumental leadership, and winning the Japanese government the ironic Fossil of the 

Day Award by the Climate Action Network, given to the states seen to be ‘doing the 

most to achieve the least’ (Kagawa-Fox 2012: 72). Japan would go on to win it again 

(along with many other states), including in 2010 at COP16 for ‘trying to kill the 

Kyoto Protocol’ (Climate Action Network International 2021a, 2021b; IISD 2002, 

2004). In 2004, COP10 in Buenos Aires celebrated Russia’s ratification of Kyoto 

(thanks in large measure to EU support for Russian membership of the World Trade 

Organisation), and looked back on a decade of COP meetings, highlighting successes in 

securing the Kyoto Protocol. However, discussions emphasised the need for greater 

engagement with developing states, the pressing need to bind states (notably the US) to 

2020 targets for reducing emissions, and for a focus on issues related to poverty 

alleviation. Japan’s role in facilitating the Kyoto Protocol was recalled in a number of 

statements, but there was no clear line from Tokyo as to how to progress to a post-

Kyoto context. During this period, the Japanese government showed itself to be 



increasingly limited by its domestic and external structural context, and signs of both 

directional and instrumental leadership were lacking. 

A step forward for international agreement was taken at Montreal at COP11 in 2005, 

which took place during the year of the entry into force of the Kyoto Protocol and 

following a July G8 Summit focused on climate change, and which sought to articulate 

a set of future mechanisms beyond Kyoto. It also inaugurated the Meeting of the 

Parties to the Kyoto Protocol (MOP1) and adopted a five-year work programme on 

adaptation to climate change. Interestingly, it was during the early 2000s that Japan 

participated actively in the Asia Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate 

(APP), adopting a region-wide initiative to develop voluntary and technological mitigations 

to climate change, and to show ‘political leadership in Asia’ (Asselt et al. 2009: 320).  

There followed meetings focused on how to manage the post-Kyoto context, and 

although the 2007 Bali Roadmap went some way to delineating a post-2012 regime, on 

the whole these meetings were noted as having no significant outcomes. At 

Copenhagen in 2009 more than 40000 people from NGOs, faith-based and 

intergovernmental organisations applied for conference accreditation alongside the 

over one hundred leaders in attendance, and there was unprecedented public and media 

attention. Negotiations took place at multiple formal and informal levels, many of the 

latter facilitated by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon through the night. In the 

event, the resulting Copenhagen Accord could only be noted, and attached as an 

unofficial document. For many commentators, this was a far from an effective outcome 

and representatives of civil society berated the lack of transparency in the negotiations 

and argued that a number of countries remained disenfranchised (McGregor 2011). 

Indeed, for Sterk et al. it was no more than a cop-out (2010), demonstrated how 

fragmented the leadership of climate governance had become (Parker et al. 2012), and 

called into question the very legitimacy of the UNFCCC process itself (Stavins and 

Stowe 2010). Whilst Japan’s structural and normative leadership credentials were also 

lacking throughout this period, at Copenhagen the Japanese government did 

demonstrate some directional leadership. Following criticism from international NGOs 

in Bali for Japan’s rejection of a ‘strong quantified emission reduction commitment’ 

(Asselt et al. 2009: 322), and in the wake of 2008 Prime Minister Yasuo Fukuda’s pledge to 

take action, the Japanese government committed to cut emissions by 2020 to 25 per cent 



below 1990 levels, ahead of EU pledges, and to implement some of the fast-start 

financing to support developing countries with adaptation and mitigation (Light 2010). 

Some confidence in the overall process was restored at COP16 in Cancún in 2010 with 

the signature of tangible agreements, although ‘most participants acknowledged that it 

was a relatively small step in combating climate change’ (Green Climate Fund 2018; 

IISD 2010; MoFA 2021). And COP17 in Durban confirmed the Green Climate Fund 

(GCF) proposed at COP16, designed to provide developing countries with the finances 

necessary to mitigate against, and adapt to, climate change. Japanese government 

documents illustrate how the GCF supports its soft power objectives by strengthening 

ties with the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), which in 2017 would be 

accredited to the GCF; and by complementing Japan’s development assistance and 

showcasing Japanese expertise in areas such as disaster management. The Durban 

Platform represented a pledge by 195 countries to negotiate a new international climate 

treaty by 2015 and to enact a second commitment period for the Kyoto Protocol. 

Despite these promising signs, however, criticisms continued to be levelled against the 

UNFCCC for its lack of urgency and for its limited content (Death 2012), and the 

lacklustre contribution of the Japanese government was increasingly explained by post-

Fukushima dilemmas at home (see below).  

It was at Paris in 2015 that over 36000 participants came together to agree and adopt a 

legally binding set of decisions designed to fulfil the remit of Durban. The Paris 

Agreement includes the aspiration to maintain an average global temperature increase 

to significantly less than 2°C (Morgan 2016), but for some observers this pledge 

offered little more than a ‘promissory note’ (Christoff 2016). Subsequently, the hard-hitting 

2018 Special Report on 1.5°C of Global Warming by the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change was merely acknowledged at COP23. In 2019, the Japanese Cabinet 

published its strategy under the Paris Agreement, in which it sets out a future vision based on 

renewable energy; reduced dependency on nuclear; continued efforts to reduce CO2 

emissions; the pursuit of hydrogen usage; and the promotion of energy efficiency. This 

growing emphasis on technological solutions represents the heart of Japan’s official attempts 

to define a new form of ‘energy diplomacy,’ and can be regarded as an attempt to take 

forward its directional leadership, as examined below (IISD 2019; MoFA 2018). 



Charting the changing narrative of the meetings, in response to UN reports of the 

1990s, the early COP meetings focused on the need to garner an awareness of climate 

issues and to hone in on the need for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. 

Indeed, this element was the mainstay of Kyoto in 1997 and its resultant Protocol. By 

the 2010s, attention had shifted to the need for decarbonisation. Whilst calls for 

urgency and for states to take a longer term view have become ever louder, the 

challenge to overcome disparities between developed and developing countries 

continues to drive a wedge among participants, whilst different vested interests among 

the ‘advanced’ economies continue to get in the way of the process. Most interestingly, 

the overall approach of the COP process has moved from a top-down to a bottom up 

framework, signalled by change at Paris. Along with a greater recognition of the 

importance of developing states and the inclusion of NGO participants, this change 

towards a more graduated and discrete policy approach has given greater leeway to the 

individual needs and preferences of participating states. (Kuyper et al. 2017; and Toft 

2020). Against this background of fluctuating commitment, intensifying scientific 

evidence, shifting priorities and competing claims, Japan’s own experience of and 

responses to the COP process have waxed and waned as they resonate with changing 

structural and normative exigencies, as analysed in the following sections.  

 

Structural challenges in Japan’s climate leadership 

This section highlights some of the principal international and domestic structures that have 

impacted on the development of Japan’s participation in climate negotiations, by examining 

whether and, if so, there is leeway for directional and instrumental leadership in the 

international regime for addressing climate change; domestic changes in policy and non-state 

behaviour vis-à-vis environmentalism; the ‘energy problem’ in Japan; the role of NGOs; and 

the ways in which aid policy has been used to shape and influence environmental responses. 

 

A changing climate regime 

The first major international conference on the environment was the Stockholm United 

Nations Conference on the Human Environment in 1972, and resulted in the creation of the 

UN Environment Programme (O’Neill 2017). However, despite the fact that Japan’s own 



environmental consciousness had been awakened prior to that (see below), it was in the 

1980s that the Japanese government became actively conscious of climate concerns. During 

this period, the experience of acid rain and other environmental problems emanating from its 

own region, particularly China, was increasingly discussed among scientific and political 

groups, and as Wilkening notes, Japan’s Environment Agency also drew on the ‘culture of 

forests’ in Japan, linking Japanese people culturally to this key element of their nature (2004). 

A growing public awareness of environmental damage arose, and was highlighted in opinion 

polls (Mitsuda 1997: 125). In addition, international criticism of Japan’s environmental foot-

dragging pushed Japan in 1987, despite its reluctance to participate in negotiations to regulate 

CFC-113 (fearing that any curbing of this cleaning solvent would impact upon Japan’s semi-

conductor market), to sign the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer 

(Schreurs 2010: 145). And it was in the wake of this agreement that the Japanese government 

would focus more substantive efforts on global warming. In 1989, the Japanese government 

agreed to the EC-US proposal to phase out ozone-depleting substances, to accept goals as 

part of the Action Program to Arrest Global Warming in 1990, and to set up initiatives like 

the 1992 Environment Agency’s East Asian Acid Deposition Monitoring Network (Kim 

2007: 450; Miyaoka 1999). Japan also became the second largest donor to the Multilateral 

Fund for the Implementation of the Protocol in 1990, which was designed to support 

developing countries to meet their commitments to this agreement (MoFA no date; Swanson 

and Mason 2003). Interestingly, commentary around this agreement not only drew out the 

need to address the human security threats from man-made climate-impacting behaviours, 

and the need to consider the concepts of environmental and ecological security, but also 

reinforced the human agency seen to lie behind both the degradation and potential repair 

(Brauch 2008; Oquist 2008). In addition, having joined the inaugural G7 (group of seven 

industrialised states) meeting in 1975, it was at the G7 summit in Toronto in 1988 that 

Japanese leaders discussed the issue of growing environmental degradation, including climate 

change. For Kawashima: ‘It was then that Japanese policymakers clearly recognized that 

climate change was not merely a scientific debate but was already on the political agenda’ 

(2001: 168). Arguably, it was the Rio Summit of 1992 that provided ‘single largest impetus 

for this shift’ in Japan’s environmental thinking (Kameyama 2002: 68). Standing alongside 

its European partners, the Japanese government declared its commitment to establishing 

targets, and began to link its environmental strategy with its development aid (Gardner 1992: 

9). In addition, Mikami et al. illustrate how domestic mass media covered the meeting and 

highlighted those environmental issues directly and immediately impacting on Japanese 



citizens (notably the ozone layer and waste disposal), thus ensuring that the meeting obtained 

a high level of attention at civic as well as political levels (1995: 225). 

Participation in these negotiations aligned with a growing Japanese preference for 

multilateral forums, particularly from the 1990s, when it was also seeking a permanent seat 

on the UN Security Council and attempting to cast itself as a ‘soft power’ (see below; and 

Kameyama 2021: 67). In so doing, the Japanese government has shaped in particular a 

preference for regional multilateralism, seen for example, in the formation of the ASEAN 

Regional Forum, the Chiang Mai Initiative, and the APP (Yuzawa 2017: 460). This embrace 

of multilateral dialogue also formed the backbone of Japanese approaches to Kyoto 1997. 

Almost as soon as the signatures were dry on the Kyoto Protocol, however, it became clear 

that ratification would be challenged by a determined rejection of multilateralism by the US, 

thus imperilling Japan’s approach to international cooperation. In fact, even before the US 

withdrew from the Protocol in 2001, Japan found itself between Washington and Brussels in 

the implementation of the agreement. With the US out of the picture, it was the EU in 

‘constant opposition to the cautious US climate policy’ which helped to push through the 

Protocol (Hovi et al. 2003: 2). In addition to the EU’s determination to see through the 

implementation, moreover, given the symbolic importance of the Protocol for Japan, 

embodied as it was in a narrative of nature and situated in the ancient capital of Japan, the 

failure of Kyoto ‘would have been considered a huge diplomatic setback’ (Pajon 2010: 45). 

In the event, signs of Japanese climate leadership quickly began to diminish once the 

Protocol came into force in 2005, and as multilateral engagement waned further, especially in 

the face of growing bilateral free trade agreements. Attempts to re-establish multilateral 

channels, not least to ensure the inclusion of the US in Asian regional groupings in the late 

2000s and to allay Japanese ‘fear of being abandoned within its own region by the US,’ had 

little success (Yuzawa 2017: 475), and according to Kameyama, multilateral environmental 

channels ‘became dysfunctional’ as the later failure at Copenhagen illustrated (2021: 80)  

By the 2010s, Japan’s domestic problems also ensured that Japan was not in a position to 

pursue a leadership role in negotiations. Moreover, having presided over an era which 

delineated a clear distinction between developing and developed states, the change driven 

through at Paris in 2015, and ongoing concerns about the exclusion of most of the world in 

climate talks, ensured that responsibility shifted to all states. The net effect of this change was 

to engender diverse ‘blocking strategies’ and to highlight resistance to collective target-

setting (Dagnet et al. 2019). As a result of these changes, Japan no longer had to contend 



simply with US-EU divergences, but also with the introduction into negotiations of 

significant new players, and notably China. Thus, when the US withdrew from the Paris 

Agreement in November 2020, and the EU was consumed with intra-regional concerns (see 

Gilson 2019), it was China which sought to articulate its own vision and to become an 

important player within climate governance with its 2060 carbon-neutral pledges (Rudd 

2020). President Biden did reinsert the US into the Paris Climate Agreement at the start of his 

tenure (February 2021), leading with a ‘whole team’ approach to climate action and 

underlining the need for technical innovation, along the lines of Tokyo’s approach (South et 

al. 2021). But the seeming clarity of the early days of climate regime building had been 

replaced by polycentric engagement. In these ways, Japan’s early directional leadership 

potential was not matched by instrumental leadership to implement change and bring 

coalitions together. 

 

Domestic transformations 

Japanese policy makers and citizens were also affected by domestic environmental changes 

from as early as the 1950s. In 1962 in the US, Rachel Carson published her ground-breaking 

book, Silent Spring, to expose the damaging impact of the indiscriminate use of pesticides. 

But in Japan by this date, there was already a groundswell of concern at the high costs of 

pollution on human health from Japan’s rapid industrialisation. In 1961, Toyama Prefecture 

undertook tests to determine that Mitsui Mining and Smelting was responsible for cadmium 

pollution; and, most infamously, from 1956, Minamata Disease was shown to be caused by 

the Chisso Corporation’s discharge of the highly toxic mercury compound, methylmercury, 

into Minamata Bay. The ‘ten years of silence’ from 1959 to 1969 reflected the challenges in 

seeking redress and compensation for this systematic poisoning of the natural resources of the 

area (Avenell 2012). As a result of these increasingly visible negative consequences of 

industrial development, the Japanese Diet (parliament) session of 1970 came to be known as 

the ‘Pollution Diet,’ as it passed fourteen anti-pollution laws, and new initiatives were set in 

motion to improve air quality and monitor pollution levels in Japan (Matanle 2020). Many of 

these campaigns emerged from the ground, with the effect that non-governmental ‘networks 

of power and protest’ built on the legacies of anti-pollution campaigns of the 1950s and 

1960s, to create debates around the environmental costs of economic development 

(Broadbent 1999). 



In 1971, the Environment Agency was established to oversee changes domestically, and 

would be transformed into the Ministry for the Environment (MoE) in 2001. In 1993, Japan 

passed the Basic Environment Law founded on the three principles of: intergenerational 

concern; minimising environmentally damaging human activities; and contributing to global 

conservation through international cooperation’ (MoE 1993). Importantly, the law noted that 

there needs to be environmental consideration in all areas of policy formulation, and that 

development projects require environmental impact assessments. The Basic Environment 

Plan was created in December 1994, to elaborate the directions of long-term environmental 

policy; and to promote the improvement of social environmental infrastructure (like sewerage 

systems), corporate and social responsibilities and education, science and technology, and 

international cooperation for global conservation. 

In addition to incremental policy changes, notable individuals also played an important role 

in highlighting environmental policy. Most importantly in the period prior to the Kyoto 

Protocol, the late 1980s and early 1990s saw Prime Minister Noboru Takeshita play a 

significant role in inserting environmental issues into the (dominant) Liberal Democratic 

Party’s (LDP’s) agenda, with the explicit aim of ‘enhancing Japan’s international role in a 

post-cold war world’ (Schreurs 1997: 152). His leadership also led to the creation of the 

powerful Kankyo Zoku, the environment wing of the LDP (Pajon 2010: 23). Although this 

influenced the overall direction of policy, inter-ministerial differences of approach to 

environmental matters were also important. Thus, for example, whilst MoFA sought to 

enhance Japan’s external profile, MITI (which became the Ministry of Economy, Trade and 

Industry in 2001) embraced techno-industrial approaches to climate action from early on, and 

carried the flag for EM, arguing that ‘technological innovation is the solution to the problems 

of pollution and depletion of resources’ (Pajon 2010: 29). By the mid-2000s, serious attempts 

were made to balance inter-bureaucratic interests with regard to climate change and a Mid-

Term Target Committee was set up to this end in October 2008, under the supervision of the 

Cabinet. These initiatives further advanced Japan’s capacity for coherent directional 

leadership. 

 

Energy problems 

Since its rapid industrialisation from the 1950s to 1970s, Japan has been dependent on 

imported energy resources. The period from the 1970s emphasised energy efficiency, which 



also formed the basis for the narrative of the Kyoto Protocol (Kawashima 2001: 174). In 

reality, however, following the collapse of oil prices in 1985 and a clamour for luxury 

items and consumerism, such concerns abated and a general consensus emerged about the 

need to continue to rely on coal in particular to fill any shortfalls (Fukui 2002: 5). If Japan’s 

climate credentials had been waning after 2005, the nuclear disaster at Fukushima in 2011 

shook the nation to its core. Immediately, Prime Minister Yukio Hatoyama postponed his 

planned carbon tax to fund mitigation initiatives, and initiated a focus on energy needs and 

the ailing economy. At COP17 in 2011 the Japanese government walked away from the 

chance to lead the next stage of Kyoto, and instead drew on US and Chinese unwillingness to 

set meaningful targets as the basis for its own prevarication. In addition, during the tenure of 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe from 2012, the promotion of aid took a backseat to the 

primary goal of reviving the economy through a package of ‘Abenomics,’ which ‘made 

virtually no mention of environmental issues’ (Heng 2014: 186). There was no hesitation on 

the part of the government to increase the import of fossil fuels once again, and even after the 

Paris COP21, Japan accepted a continued reliance on coal alongside nuclear energy. Indeed, 

‘Abenergynomics’ prioritised fossil fuels and technical solutions, and in many ways divorced 

energy from the matter of climate sustainability, and thus Japan ‘did not make a meaningful 

effort to reverse the tide’ of a ‘deteriorating’ climate profile (Incerti and Lipscy 2018: 610, 

632). Even when the government later acknowledged the need to reduce fossil fuels, it failed, 

according to Bakshi, to embrace the economic opportunities presented by green technologies 

(2021: 238). As the Japanese government continued to espouse the need for energy efficiency 

and clean technology, and to promote energy conservation in the region, it was increasingly 

with the aim of marketising green technology and influencing the international energy 

market, in a way that was delinked from environmental sustainability (Pajon 2010: 62).  

Most notably, in order to reduce its energy vulnerability, the Japanese state has focused on 

the creation of an indigenous nuclear power supply (Ohta 2021). By 1990, nuclear power 

provided 9.4% of Japan’s energy supply, compared to 0.6% in 1973 (World Nuclear News 

2021). However, even prior to the Great Tōhoku Earthquake and Fukushima disaster of 2011, 

accidents at nuclear power plants, most notably at Monju in 1995, had started to worry the 

public about the safety of this form of energy. In the wake of Fukushima, by 2019, nuclear 

energy supplied only 7.5% of Japan’s electricity (Green 2016), and by 2021 only ten of 

Japan’s 33 commercial reactors were back in operation (Tsukimori 2021). Notwithstanding 

these setbacks, throughout the 2010s the Japanese followed the aims of the 2014 Strategic 



Energy Plan, which emphasised the importance of nuclear power, and of aligning energy 

security with greater economic efficiency and harmony with the environment (Bakshi 2021). 

In 2018, Japan’s Basic Energy Plan stated that by 2030 it aimed to get 20-22 per cent of its 

electricity from nuclear power, 22-24 per cent from renewables, and 56 per cent from fossil 

fuels (EU-Japan Centre for Industrial Cooperation 2018). The 2021 version of this Plan saw a 

radical overhaul of those targets, in view of Japan’s dramatic pledge to cut its GHG emissions 

by 46 per cent (from 2013 levels) by 2030. Its new target sees a 60 per cent non-fossil fuel 

energy supply by 2030, with nuclear kept as before, but renewables up to a target of 36-38 

per cent of total power. The reality of the current situation, however, makes those targets 

aspirational: in 2019, renewables accounted for 18 per cent and nuclear for six per cent of 

power supply. And despite the fact that solar power has become the cheapest source of 

domestic power, Japan’s total installed solar power is already the third highest in the world, 

and its capacity for further increase is minimal. Meanwhile, ocean conditions off Japan 

require the construction of expensive floating wind turbines and make wind power here less 

economically viable than in Europe where fixed-bottom turbines are generally used 

(Tsukimori 2021). 

To be presented at COP26, this pledge is almost impossible to realise. Estimates suggest that 

Japan would need to be operating about 27 of its reactors by 2030, and critics also draw 

attention to the now high costs of safety measures and disaster prevention (Mainichi Editorial 

2021). These examples illustrate an important distinction within Japan’s environmental 

policies between energy efficiency and energy supply. In its techno-industrial approach to 

climate action, and its aid-oriented support for developing states, the Japanese government 

has focused on efficiency gains and target setting. In terms of energy sources, however, the 

story does not support these ambitions. Thus, for example, as Bakshi illustrates, plans to 

deactivate one hundred domestic coal-fired power plants by 2030 are matched by a pledge to 

construct 22 new coal-fired plants by 2025 in Japan, as well as to support Japanese firms 

building plants overseas (2021: 238). 

 

NGOs  

Non-state actors have come to play an increasingly vocal role in environment and energy 

policy-making in Japan. From the 1970s, Japanese business was quick to see ways to 

marketise the green economy; polluters were heavily penalised; and environmental 



initiatives came to be associated with economic growth (Fukui 2002: 3). As a result, by 

the early 2000s, for example, Japanese car makers led the development of hybrid and fuel-

cell [powered by hydrogen] vehicles (Dunn 2002: 37). In terms of regulation, local 

government also has significant autonomy and resource when it comes to 

environmental laws, as it is able to initiate and monitor, and to set standards, and there 

are many voluntary agreements between local government and business (Fukui 2002).  

In 1993, in recognition of the growing role of NGOs, but notably as a means of finding 

‘internationally acceptable ways of contributing to international society,’ MoFA established 

the Japan Fund for Global Environment, to reflect the norms of Rio and to provide financial 

assistance to NGO programmes aimed at conservation in Japan and in developing states 

(Reimann 2001: 311). In 1996 the Kiko (climate) Forum was established to raise awareness 

about climate change and to act as a channel for ensuring that the interests of NGOs were 

conveyed to the government (Pajon 2010: 39). Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, Japanese 

NGOs sought to become engaged in energy policy (Kameyama 2017: 82), and they came to 

be included in the apparatus of state environmental decision-making (Schreurs 1997: 154). 

Nevertheless, despite these notable campaigns and policy changes, it was clear by the 1990s 

that there was in fact a dearth of significant civil society platforms with regard to 

environmental matters (Fisher 2002: 200). Kawashima points to the ‘limited influence’ of 

NGOs (2000: 55); whilst Schreurs notes that the small size of the Japanese NGO community 

ensured that economic concerns remained paramount (1997: 156).  

More vocal expressions of citizen concern were voiced in the aftermath of the Fukushima 

disaster in 2011, which was seen by Cassegård as both revitalising and creating tensions 

within the environmental movement (2014: 245). Saito illustrates the importance of the 

pro-civil society Democratic Party of Japan, in power between 2009 and 2012, which 

fostered government interaction with NGOs under Prime Minister Hatoyama. However, 

once the LDP returned to power under Prime Minister Abe, he notes, not only were 

public views discounted, but so was the very participation of civil society actors (2020: 

156). It was clear that the power of pro-nuclear industry and labour unions dominated 

discussion around the creation of the Basic Plan. As a result, opportunities for 

instrumental and directional leadership were prevented by a lack of national coherence. 

  

Instrumentalising aid 



It was through its official development assistance (ODA) programmes that Japan sought to 

instrumentalise its actions and to ‘spread its own model of climate change prevention’ (Pajon 

2010: 57). Indeed, from 1992 the Japanese government began to link its environmental 

strategy with its development aid, introducing its ODA Charter, which sought to redress 

criticisms of Japan’s and set out for the first time a new approach to aid (Gardner 1992: 9). 

This included a focus on democratisation and human rights, and combined MITI’s focus on 

economic development with MoFA’s emphasis on reform and socio-political concerns (see 

Hook and Zhang 1998: 1052). Exemplifying MITI’s 1992 Green Aid Plan, Pajon shows how 

this programme was aimed at initiatives in developing states to encourage the use of energy-

saving technologies and cleaner coal usage (2010). 

From the start of its preparations for Kyoto, the Japanese government sought to highlight its 

own energy efficiency credentials and to take the stance that the best way to serve the 

international effort was to support energy efficiency and CO2 emissions reduction in those 

developing states not yet up to that bar. Such a policy orientation could be instrumentalised 

through Japan’s pre-existing aid programmes. This focus on the responsibility of developed 

states vis-à-vis developing states was written into the Protocol, which was only intended to 

focus on the actions of the former. By Paris COP 2015, however, this approach had been 

replaced with an all-encompassing focus for all states to do their part.  

The Kyoto Protocol initiated a number of channels for funding and disbursing aid, based on 

distinctions between the responsibilities of the Annex I (developed) and non-Annex I 

(developing) state parties. ODA, often in the form of loans or grants, is used to alleviate 

poverty in developing states and is not formally associated with climate targets. At Kyoto, 

however, Article 12 of the Protocol ensured the alignment of ODA with environmental 

targets, when it established the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM). The CDM is a 

market-based scheme to mitigate the costs of reducing GHG emissions in developed 

countries by allowing them to fund clean development projects in developing (Non-Annex I) 

countries and to count such actions as GHG reductions. Despite concerns that the CDM was 

focused on too few countries and that its contribution to sustainable development is in 

question, it created a new form of environmental support for capacity building which strongly 

involves the private sector, and in this way demonstrated an element of instrumental 

leadership on the part of the Japanese government (Mele et al. 2021). Nevertheless, there has 

been some debate as to whether allocating funds specifically to climate alleviation detracts 

from the need to focus aid on poverty alleviation, particularly as climate-directed aid funds 



act as a means for developed states to achieve their own targets, as ‘mitigation activities in 

developing countries provide politicians in industrialized countries with a welcome strategy 

to divert the attention of their constituencies from the lack of success in reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions domestically’ (Michaelowa and Michaelowa 2007: 6). 

The main aim of the Japanese government’s environmental application of ODA in the follow-

up to Kyoto was to promote EM through techno-industrial, market-led approaches to 

environmental solutions and mitigation, and to promote increased energy efficiency in 

developing states, in particular through infrastructure programmes using Japanese technology 

and knowledge (Pajon 2010). Japan also used the East Asia Summit meeting in 2007 to 

pledge US$2 billion in aid to address regional energy poverty, and used its self-proclaimed 

energy leadership through its ODA ‘to influence the international market and other countries‘ 

energy policies in order to improve global energy efficiency by 30% by 2020’ (Pajon 2010: 

62). 

One key example of Japan’s model for using aid to pursue climate mitigation, and a flagship 

for its climate leadership, has been its ‘Cool Earth’ programmes. Prime Minister Abe’s 2007 

Cool Earth 50, aiming to halve global greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, was followed in 

2008 by the ‘Cool Earth Partnership,’ which, with a budget of US$10 billion, had as its aim 

to support developing states to reduce their emissions and improve their energy efficiency 

(Heng 2014: 176-7). Climate Change ODA loans, also known as ‘Earth loans,’ were 

introduced to disburse these funds, and were used, for example, to prevent deforestation and 

improve water management systems.  

One important vehicle for dispensing aid has been through the Asian Development Bank 

(ADB), in which Japan is a lead shareholder. Between 2011 and 2018, Japan helped to raise 

around US$30 billion for financing ‘innovative technologies and projects supporting green 

growth,’ and, aligned with the ADB’s Strategy 2030, supported the Bank’s additional 

commitment of US$80 billion over twelve years for disaster prevention and climate 

mitigation (Silverberg and Smith 2019). Alongside the ADB, the government-affiliated Japan 

Bank of International Cooperation (JBIC) and JICA have also been important distributors of 

Japanese aid and produced reports to feed into international negotiations (Silverberg and 

Smith 2019). These agencies also work with the UN Development Programme on specific 

projects, and, for example, at the Paris COP meeting in 2015, Japan pledged US$13 billion to 

the developing world and announced the development of a national Energy and Environment 



Innovation Strategy (Heng 2014: 176-7). Through it instrumental leadership in linking aid to 

climate alleviation, the Japanese government has used as an additional tool for marketising 

further Japan’s green credentials. 

 

Japan in the 2020s 

Following the arrival of Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga in 2020, there was a move 

away from instrumental leadership in climate mitigation, and an intensifying focus on 

those opportunities to be found at home around ‘green growth’ and techno-industrial 

initiatives linked to climate change. This trend is illustrated in Suga’s goal for Japan of 

achieving carbon neutrality by 2050 through a Green Growth Strategy dispensed via a 

Green Innovation Fund of (US$19 billion), designed to fund research and development 

in the private sector. He told the Diet that: ‘We will lead the green industry globally and 

realise a virtuous cycle of the economy and the environment’ (Japanese Cabinet 2020).  

Continuing the theme of industry-led solutions, his government nevertheless engaged 

in higher profile pledges of environmental leadership in the run-up to COP26 in 2021. 

Environment Minister Shinjiro Koizumi, the young and popular son of former Prime 

Minister Junichiro Koizumi, and contender for future prime minister himself, 

emphasised the importance of the 2018 Climate Change Adaptation Act, to establish 

national and local plans for addressing climate change. He also welcomed the Asia-Pacific 

Climate Change Adaptation Information Platform, which aims to support the Asia Pacific 

region in science-based adaptation actions. In the Japan Pavilion set up at COP25, Japan used 

its ‘ACTION. ACTION. ACTION’ pledge to showcase its strengths, inter alia, in hydrogen 

technologies, space and ocean observation, measures against fluorocarbons, and wind power 

generation technologies, which cover aspects of mitigation as well as adaptation. At the G7 

meeting in 2021, Koizumi underlined Japan’s planned transition to a ‘decarbonised society,’ 

a ‘circular economy’ and a ‘decentralised society,’ and re-emphasised the government’s 

national and local government approach to achieving net-zero outcomes. Koizumi may have 

undermined his authority with one or two unfortunate gaffes – notably, that climate 

mitigation should be ‘fun’ and ‘sexy’ and with so-far empty pledges to get rid of the 

unpopular nuclear reactors - but he has built on Japan’s EM strategy to set out plans for Japan 

to become a technology-led green trouble-shooter (MoE 2021a; Lies 2019). 

 



Normative challenges in Japan’s climate leadership 

Against this structural background, the normative dimension of Japan’s climate leadership is 

critical, as it has proven to be an important strand of Japan’s attempt to show its ‘soft power,’ 

and, more recently, to enhance its EM credentials.  

 

Soft power 

In light of the post-1945 constraints Japan has had limited room for manoeuvre as an 

international power and has repeatedly sought ways in which to project its own image 

as an international player. Academics have explained Japan’s response to this position 

in terms of ‘soft power’ (see for example, Akaha 2005). As a policy approach, from the 

1980s Japan sought to convey its soft power credentials, notably through efforts to define a 

‘comprehensive security’ approach (Sudo 2001), and by the 1990s, the prevailing ‘soft’ 

discourse had turned to the concept of ‘human security’ (Gilson and Purvis 2003). In 

particular, when Sadako Ogata, former chair of the Commission on Human Security, became 

the president of JICA, there was the unsurprising follow-through of the concept (Shinoda 

2009).  

COP3 represented an expression of Japan’s soft power in a number of ways. First, it 

demonstrated how Japan was contributing to ‘international society’ by engaging in 

negotiations designed to corral the developed world into taking greater collective 

responsibility (Kawashima 2001: 171). Indeed, Kolmas goes as far as to suggest that ‘the 

fact that Kyoto Protocol was accepted under Japan’s leadership allowed the government to 

present itself as a leader in the issue area and thus reconstructed Japan’s international image 

as a diplomatically “proactive” country’ (2017). By creating this new ‘diplomatic niche’ 

(Pajon 2010) the Japanese government carved out an opportunity to play a proactive front-

runner role (Heng 2014: 171). 

Second, the demonstration of ‘green’ credentials sits neatly within the narrative context 

of an historical relationship of Japanese people to the nature they inhabit. Beyond the scope 

of this article, it is nevertheless important to note that nature plays an important part in 

Japanese culture and can be traced back in modern times to the Japan-centred Nihonjinron 

literature, which identified unique or exceptional cultural characteristics of contemporary 

Japanese society and people, and which contains within it the concept of harmony with nature 



(Moon 1997: 228). This version of harmony is often contrasted with a view of human 

domination of nature in Western anthropocentric accounts, which prioritise dominion over 

nature for the sake of the human species; and with Indian concepts of subjugation to nature, 

embodying a Buddhist philosophy of oneness. Thus, Japan can be situated as a ‘middle’ state 

vis-à-vis nature. Kolmas observes how Greenery Day, Mountain Day and Marine Day are all 

part of Japanese celebrations of existing within nature (2016: 462-3), and demonstrate a 

philosophy combining both utilitarian and conservationist approaches linked to a 

strong aesthetic (Pajon 2010: 17). Terms like shizen no onkei mean ‘by the grace of 

nature,’ and nature is often seen as a source and locus of rehabilitation, whilst the Confucian 

term ten means that humans should not oppose nature. Indeed, Japan’s most famous poet, 

Basho, who writes of the integral relationship of humans with the rest of nature, epitomises 

human existence in his expression of cherry blossom (1985). And the idea of furusato 

(crudely, ‘hometown’) similarly encapsulates the concept of place ‘uncontaminated by 

Western, industrial, capitalistic influences’ (Moon 1997: 229). In a similar vein, Tokyo 2020 

(held in 2021) was heralded as the ‘green Olympics’ (see Silverberg and Smith 2019), 

despite that fact that most of the sustainability gains were made as a result of the absence of 

crowds (Reuters 2021; see also Brasor 2021). 

Third, building on Japan’s use of aid to inform its soft power credentials and to be seen 

to play an international role, ODA represented the vehicle for many of Japan’s 

initiatives at Kyoto. Heng observes the use of aid as a vehicle for Japan’s soft power as 

an attempt to ‘position itself as a leader in the world’s urgent quest to live greener’ and to 

lead by example. More fundamentally, aid is also used as a means for projecting Japanese 

values, particularly in the face of competing value systems proposed in particular by China 

(Heng 2010: 289-90). Japan’s attempts to portray itself as a ‘green’ state in the 1990s can be 

seen in this light (see Yeng 2014). If the discourse and practice of overseas aid embodied 

Japan’s expression of soft power, it also neatly fits the narrative of EM, which has become 

dominant in climate negotiations. 

 

Ecological Modernisation (EM) 

One interesting normative shift in the run-up to Kyoto was the change of mindset in 

Japan (as elsewhere) to what would become the dominant paradigm of climate 

negotiations; namely, ecological modernisation (see Revell 2003 for a comprehensive 



account of this term). As a policy approach, as noted above, EM proposes that pro-

environmental initiatives can have economic gains, placing the emphasis on techno-

industrial solutions (Christoff 1996; Revell 2003: 24). Whilst it offers a solution-based 

set of initiatives emanating from scientific and business innovation, it also reifies the 

anthropocentric basis of neoliberal discourse and thus fails to problematise those very 

neoliberal causes of climate change. Critics of EM also note that as a movement it ‘offers 

storylines in which economic and environmental goals are no longer pitted against each other, 

but rather are neatly reconcilable’ (Machin 2019: 208). For Christoff, this approach can 

‘legitimise the continuing instrumental domination and destruction of the environment’ and 

place at centre-stage ‘modernity’s industrial and technocratic discourses over its more recent, 

resistant and critical ecological components’ (1996: 497). This change is important in relation 

to Japanese people, who embodied in the very city of Kyoto their symbolic relationship with 

nature, and in many ways it cuts against the grain of the soft power narrative of 

Japanese international engagement. Nevertheless, since the 1990s EM has offered a 

dominant narrative against which state climate leadership has been developed and measured, 

enabling leaders to assert that environmental decay offers a ‘catalyst for change’ (Machin 

2019: 211). 

By the mid to late 2000s, the Japanese state had engaged fully in this new narrative of EM, 

and sought an alternative vision to replace the Kyoto regime, not least to match the wishes of 

industry. Cool Earth 50 set out Japan’s post-2012 project in this light, focusing as it did on 

combining economic growth and environmental protection, through multiple stakeholder 

involvement of state and non-state actors. By the mid-2010s, the foundation stone of EM was 

fully set, and, for example at COP24 in 2018, one of Japan’s principal objectives was to 

adopt the Paris Agreement Work Programme (PAWP), through which Japan representatives 

pledged to deliver the further promotion of the ‘virtuous cycle between the environment and 

growth through innovations’ (MoE 2021b; MoFA 2019). Moreover, a collective focus on the 

need for decarbonisation through innovation further ensures that the original elements of soft 

power projection have increasingly been replaced with a pledge of EM, bringing to the fore 

the emerging characteristics identified in the implementation phase of Kyoto during the early 

2000s (Revell 2003). These characteristics were most potently combined in the period of 

‘Abenergynomics.’  

 



Conclusion 

COP3 in 1997 created in Japan a discourse of environmental leadership, both through ‘greater 

environmental awareness at the domestic level and a strengthened willingness to take 

international action,’ by expressing Japan’s normative commitment to sustainability (aligned 

to its ‘soft’ power) and through its gradual show of directional leadership. Thus, COP3 was 

regarded by some commentators as the moment in which Japan embraced the concept of 

global sustainable development and the moment in which the idea of Japan as a climate 

leader emerged. The Japanese government was able to draw on its extensive domestic 

experience in combating pollution; on its mythical historical narrative of a ‘oneness’ with 

nature, as embodied in the ancient city of Kyoto; on its growing participation in international 

climate regimes; and on its enhanced domestic structures for environmental decision-making. 

Indeed, building on a growing international profile, non-state participation, and a desire to 

find a means of expressing its own version of soft power, the leaders of Japan’s LDP made a 

conscious decision to use climate action to demonstrate Japanese leadership and to ‘build the 

Kyoto Protocol into a symbol of Japan’s new policy identity’ (Tiberghien and Schreurs 2007: 

71).  

Structurally, the impact of growing international agreement and a recognition – driven by 

scientific knowledge – of a growing climate crisis, Japan took the opportunity to position 

itself as a mediator among the two most significant climate powers; namely, the US and the 

EU. In the event, Japan’s room for manoeuvre was only made possible by the participation 

and strong tactics of the US and the EU. Without EU intervention, for example, it is unlikely 

that Russia would have ratified the Protocol. Added to the structural challenges of managing 

international relations among the competing positions of the US and the EU, moreover, many 

of the promises of Kyoto were mired in bureaucratic difficulties. 

In normative terms, the Japanese approach to climate negotiations may have been driven by a 

self-portrayal as a ‘soft’ power in the period of COP3, but by the mid-1990s the discourse of 

EM had taken root and a strongly techno-industrial approach to environmental management 

and mitigation had begun to dominate the discourse of implementing Kyoto. What is clear 

from this analysis of Japan’s participation in international climate negotiations is that the 

normative dimensions of climate leadership represented an important strand of Japanese 

policy making. On the one hand, this approach has the benefit of empowering the industrial 

sector to take a proactive, and government-sponsored, lead in developing mitigation 



strategies in the face of worsening planetary conditions. On the other, and in contrast, it 

moves the Japanese approach to climate leadership further and further away from a 

fundamentally important and almost symbiotic relationship with nature. 

Against this background, the Japanese government at times has demonstrated directional 

leadership, by setting examples through the domestic implementation of mitigations and 

changes, and through the application of ODA strategies in developing states. Thus, for 

example, the shift in policy by a number of key prime ministers (including Prime Minister 

Hashimoto, and Prime Minister Suga most recently) and Japan’s promotion of the Green 

Climate Fund and the role of JICA, demonstrated a Japan prepared to take a lead by 

implementing changes at home. However, Japan’s ability to show this direction weakened 

significantly in the ratification phase of the Kyoto Protocol, and overall Japan has taken a 

back seat in subsequent COP meetings. Finally, Japan’s instrumental leadership has been 

consistently lacking, as could be seen especially in its inability to bring states together to 

ratify Kyoto. Its limited success in this domain has been in linking aid to environmental 

actions and bringing in the private sector in initiatives like the Clean Development 

Mechanism and its EM projects, but in the main these activities lack a central coherent 

commitment to climate action itself. Broadly, then, as Figure 1 illustrates, there have been 

small changes in Japan’s climate leadership potential since COP3. The strong normative self-

presentation at Kyoto gave way to the forces of structural change in the 2010s, particularly 

with the impact of the Fukushima disaster and changing climate roles of the US and China. 

Entering COP26, Japan has found a new normative (EM) voice, but one resting firmly on 

strong domestic economic ambition. In all of these periods, including COP3, Japan has been 

unable to grasp instrumental opportunities for leadership and to show a climate leadership 

ability to bring competing states together. 

In November 2020, a symbolic vote was held in the lower chamber of the Diet to declare a 

climate emergency, setting Japan’s position at the table alongside other G7 states like the UK, 

Canada and France. In his first speech to the Japanese Diet in October 2020, Prime Minister 

Suga surprised his colleagues and country with a pledge to make Japan carbon neutral by 

2050. Later he would add a pledge to cut its emissions by 46 per cent by 2030 from 2013 

levels. These statements marked a departure from the Abe Administration and an ‘end to the 

paralysis in Japanese energy policy (Harding 2021). As Japan takes its position at COP26, it 

is worth noting two features. First, the idea of responsibility for domestic change is taking 

shape. Whilst the Japan of COP3 portrayed itself as a climate leader offering to help 



developing states with their own carbon mitigations and reductions, since COP21 in 

particular, a focus on national contributions redirects Japan to examine its own practices 

(Bakshi 2021: 240). In order for this to take root, however, the Japanese public will need to 

see climate action as a domestic, and not just a global, issue (Sofer 2016). Second, Japan’s 

attempt to portray ‘solutions’ through EM strategies signals the need to include all state and 

non-state actors, and particularly to incentivise industry towards genuinely greener 

behaviours, but it would also do well to reinsert some of Japan’s original soft power 

credentials. The little time left will reveal whether or not this re-evaluation is possible, and 

whether Japan can enact new directional and instrumental climate leadership, drawing on its 

normative historical credentials and taking a stronger structural position. Whether we are 

genuinely seeing the opportunity for a ‘makeover’ of Japan’s climate profile remains to be 

seen (Heng 2014: 186).  

 

References 

Akaha, Tsuneo (2005) ‘“Soft Power” in Japan’s Security Policy: Implications for Alliance 

with the United States,’ Pacific Focus 20(1): 59-91. 

Allan, Jen Iris and Jennifer Hadden (2017) ‘Exploring the Framing Power of NGOs in Global 

Climate Politics,’ Environmental Politics 26(4): 600-20. 

Anguko, Andrew (2019) ‘Process Tracing as a Methodology for Evaluating Small Sample 

Size Interventions,’ eVALUation Matters, second quarter, pp. 18-27. 

van Asselt, Harro, Norichika Kanie and Masahiko Iguchi (2009) ‘Japan’s Position in 

International Climate Policy: Navigating between Kyoto and the APP,’ International 

Environmental Agreements 9(3): 319-36. 

Avenell, Simon (2012) ‘From Fearsome Pollution to Fukushima: Environmental Activism 

and the Nuclear Blind Spot in Contemporary Japan,’ Environmental History 17(2): 244–76. 

Basho, Matsuo (1985) On Love and Barley: Haiku of Basho, translated by Lucien Stryk 

(London: Penguin).  

Bäckstrand, Karin and Eva Lövbrand (2006) ‘Planting Trees to Mitigate Climate Change: 

Contested Discourses of Ecological Modernization, Green Governmentality and Civic 

Environmentalism,’ Global Environmental Politics 6(1): 50-75.  



Bakshi, Parul (2021) ‘A New Leadership amidst Japan’s Ongoing Energy Transition,’ 

Australian Journal of International Affairs 75(3): 237-42. 

Bang, Guri and Miranda A. Schreurs (2016) ‘The United States: The Challenge of Global 

Climate Leadership in a Politically Divided State,’ in The European Union in International 

Climate Change Politics (London: Routledge), pp.239-53. 

Bang, Guri and Miranda A. Schreurs (2010) ‘A Green New Deal: Framing US Climate 

Leadership,’ in Rudiger K.W. Wurzel, James Connelly and Duncan Liefferink (eds) The 

European Union as a Leader in International Climate Change Politics (London: 

Routledge), pp. 235-51. 

Beach, Derek and Rasmus Brun Pedersen (2013) Process- Tracing Methods: Foundations 

and Guidelines (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press). 

Betsill, Michele and Elisabeth Corell (2001) ‘NGO Influence in International 

Environmental Negotiations: A Framework for Analysis,’ Global Environmental Politics 

1(4): 65-85. 

Bocquillon, Pierre and Aurélien Evrard (2016) ‘French Climate Policy: Diplomacy in the 

Service of Symbolic Leadership,’ in Rudiger K.W. Wurzel, James Connelly and Duncan 

Liefferink (eds) The European Union in International Climate Change Politics (London: 

Routledge), pp. 98-113. 

Brasor, Philip (2021) ‘Were the Olympics Sustainable? Reports of Waste Suggest It's Not 

Easy Being Green,’ The Japan Times 14 August. 

Brauch, Hans Günter (2008) ‘Conceptualising the Environmental Dimension of Human 

Security in the UN,’ International Social Science Journal 59(1): 19-48. 

Broadbent, Jeffrey (1999) Environmental Politics in Japan: Networks of Power and 

Protest (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).  

Cassegård Carl (2014) Youth Movements, Trauma, and Alternative Space in 

Contemporary Japan (Leiden: Global Oriental). 

Christoff, Peter (2016) ‘The Promissory Note: COP 21 and the Paris Climate Agreement,’ 

Environmental Politics 25(5): 765-87. 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203839959-26/green-new-deal-framing-us-climate-leadership-guri-bang-miranda-schreurs
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203839959-26/green-new-deal-framing-us-climate-leadership-guri-bang-miranda-schreurs
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780203839959/european-union-leader-international-climate-change-politics?refId=913b3b47-9c63-438a-8559-108dab3b1515
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780203839959/european-union-leader-international-climate-change-politics?refId=913b3b47-9c63-438a-8559-108dab3b1515
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/fenp20/current


Christoff, Peter (1996) ‘Ecological Modernisation, Ecological Modernities,’ Environmental 

Politics 5(3): 476-500. 

Climate Action Network International (2021a) ‘Fossil of the Day.’ Available at 

https://climatenetwork.org/resource_type/fossil-of-the-day, accessed on 3 November 

2021. 

Climate Action Network International (2021b) ‘Japan Wins 1st. Available at 

https://climatenetwork.org/resource/japan-wins-1st-and-only-place-fossil-of-the-day-

for-trying-to-kill-kyoto-protocol-2/, accessed on 3 November 2021. 

Crowley, Kate and Akihiro Nakamura (2018) ‘Defining Regional Climate Leadership: 

Learning from Comparative Analysis in the Asia Pacific,’ Journal of Comparative Policy 

Analysis: Research and Practice 20(4): 387-403. 

Dagnet, Yamide et al. (2019) ‘COP25: What We Needed, What We Got, What’s Next,’ 

World Resources Institute. Available at https://www.wri.org/insights/cop25-what-we-needed-

what-we-got-whats-next?, accessed on 11 August 2021. 

Death, Carl (2012) ‘A Predictable Disaster for the Climate – but Who Else Won and Lost in 

Durban at COP17?’ Environmental Politics 21(6): 980-6. 

Dunn, Seth (2002) ‘Down to Business on Climate Change,’ Greener Management 

International 39(Autumn): 27-41. 

Eckersley, Robyn (2020) ‘Rethinking Leadership: Understanding the Roles of the US and 

China in the Negotiation of the Paris Agreement,’ European Journal of International 

Relations 26(4): 1178–202. 

EU-Japan Centre for Industrial Cooperation (2018) ‘Japan’s New Basic Energy Plan.’ 

Available at https://www.eu-japan.eu/news/japans-new-basic-energy-plan-until-2030-

approved, accessed on 15 November 2021. 

Fisher, Dana R. (2003) ‘Beyond Kyoto: The Formation of a Japanese Climate Change 

Regime,’ in Dana R. Fisher (ed.) Beyond Kyoto: The Formation of a Japanese Climate 

Change Regime (London: Routledge), pp. 187-205. 

Fukui, Koichiro (2002) ‘Global Benefits from Private Sector Initiatives: Lessons on the 

Environment from Japan,’ in Wilfrido Cruz, Koichiro Fukui and Jeremy Warford (eds) 

https://climatenetwork.org/resource_type/fossil-of-the-day
https://climatenetwork.org/resource/japan-wins-1st-and-only-place-fossil-of-the-day-for-trying-to-kill-kyoto-protocol-2/
https://climatenetwork.org/resource/japan-wins-1st-and-only-place-fossil-of-the-day-for-trying-to-kill-kyoto-protocol-2/
https://www.wri.org/insights/cop25-what-we-needed-what-we-got-whats-next?
https://www.wri.org/insights/cop25-what-we-needed-what-we-got-whats-next?
https://www.eu-japan.eu/news/japans-new-basic-energy-plan-until-2030-approved
https://www.eu-japan.eu/news/japans-new-basic-energy-plan-until-2030-approved


Protecting the Global Environment: Initiatives by Japanese Business (Washington DC: The 

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development), pp.3-14.  

Gardner, Richard N. (1992) Negotiating Survival: Four Priorities after Rio (New York: 

Council on Foreign Relations Press).  

Gilson, Julie (2019) EU-Japan and the Crisis of Multilateralism (London: Routledge). 

Gilson, Julie and Phillida Purvis (2003) ‘Japan’s Pursuit of Human Security: Humanitarian 

Agenda or Political Pragmatism?’ Japan Forum 15(2): 193-207. 

Green, Jim (2016) ‘Japan Abandons Monju Fast Reactor: The Slow Death of a Nuclear 

Dream,’ The Ecologist, 6 October.  

Green Climate Fund (2018) ‘GCF to Capitalise on Japan’s Aid Experience with AMA 

Signing.’ Available at https://www.greenclimate.fund/news/gcf-to-capitalise-on-japan-s-

aid-experience-with-ama-signing, accessed on 1 October 2021. 

Gupta, Joyeeta and Lasse Ringius (2001) ‘The EU’s Climate Leadership: Reconciling 

Ambition and Reality,’ International Environmental Agreements: Politics, Law and 

Economics 1(2): 281–99. 

Harding, Robin (2021) ‘Japan PM Suga’s Net-Zero Pledge Sparks Fierce Debate,’ The 

Financial Times, 23 July. 

Heng, Yee-Kuang (2014) ‘Beyond “Kawaii” Pop Culture: Japan’s Normative Soft Power as 

Global Trouble-Shooter,’ The Pacific Review 27(2): 169-92. 

Heng, Yee-Kuang (2010) ‘Mirror, Mirror on the Wall, Who is the Softest of Them All? 

Evaluating Japanese and Chinese Strategies in the “Soft” Power Competition 

Era,’ International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 10(2): 275-304. 

Hook, Steven W. and Guang Zhang (1998) ‘Japan’s Aid Policy since the Cold War: Rhetoric 

and Reality,’ Asian Survey 38(11): 1051-66. 

Hovi, Jon, Tora Skodvin and Steinar Andresen (2003) ’The Persistence of the Kyoto 

Protocol: Why Other Annex I Countries Move on Without the United States,’ Global 

Environmental Politics 3(4): 1-23. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0955580032000108388?casa_token=Yawgd4woWYQAAAAA:9D31_z0BrikqFaRXyHilTKdvzAl9JUBIJJsBF9j3StCirtSa-I49msACpDdSPca3HNX0zkLfM0mU-A
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0955580032000108388?casa_token=Yawgd4woWYQAAAAA:9D31_z0BrikqFaRXyHilTKdvzAl9JUBIJJsBF9j3StCirtSa-I49msACpDdSPca3HNX0zkLfM0mU-A
https://www.greenclimate.fund/news/gcf-to-capitalise-on-japan-s-aid-experience-with-ama-signing
https://www.greenclimate.fund/news/gcf-to-capitalise-on-japan-s-aid-experience-with-ama-signing


Hurri, Karoliina (2020) ‘Rethinking Climate Leadership: Annex I Countries’ Expectations for 

China’s Leadership Role in the post-Paris UN Climate Negotiations,’ Environmental 

Development 35(100544): 1-18. 

IISD (2019) ‘Bonn Climate Change Conference.’ Available at https://enb.iisd.org/enb-

update/2019-6-30.html?&utm_source=enb.iisd.org&utm_medium=feed&utm_content=2019-

07-13&utm_campaign=RSS2.0, accessed on 4 November 2021.  

IISD (2010) ‘Summary Report, 29 November – 11 December 2010. Available at 

https://enb.iisd.org/events/cancun-climate-change-conference-november-2010/summary-

report-29-november-11-december-2010, accessed on 1 October 2021. 

IISD (2004) ‘Report of main proceedings for 15 December 2004.’ Available at 

https://enb.iisd.org/events/unfccc-cop-10/report-main-proceedings-15-december-2004, 

accessed on 3 November 2021. 

IISD (2002) ‘Summary Report, 23–1 November 2002. Available at 

https://enb.iisd.org/events/unfccc-cop-8/summary-report-23-1-november-2002, accessed on 3 

November 2021. 

IISD (1997) ‘Summary Report, 1–11 December 1997,’ Earth Negotiations Bulletin 

12(76): 1-16, published by the International Institute for Sustainable Development. 

Jänicke, Martin (2017) ‘Multi-Level Reinforcement in European Climate and Energy 

Governance: Mobilizing Economic Interests at the Sub-National Levels,’ Environmental 

Policy and Governance 27(2): 122-36.  

Japanese Cabinet (2020) ‘Policy Speech by the Prime Minister to the 203rd Session of the 

Diet, October 28, 2020.’ Available at 

https://japan.kantei.go.jp/99_suga/statement/202010/_00006.html, accessed on 15 November 

2021. 

Johnston, Eric (2017) ‘20 Years after Kyoto Protocol, Where does World Stand on Climate?’ 

The Japan Times, 4 December. 

Kagawa-Fox, Midori (2012) The Ethics of Japan’s Global Environmental Policy (London: 

Routledge). 

Kameyama, Yasuko (2021) ‘Climate Change Policy: Can New Actors Affect Japan’s Policy-

Making in the Paris Agreement Era?’ Social Science Japan Journal 24(1): 67–84. 

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2017/12/04/reference/20-years-kyoto-protocol-world-stand-climate/


Kameyama, Yasuko (2017) Climate Change Policy in Japan: From the 1980s to 2015 

(London: Routledge). 

Kameyama, Yasuko (2002) ‘Can Japan Be an Environmental Leader? Japanese 

Environmental Diplomacy since the Earth Summit,’ Politics and the Life Sciences 21(2): 66-

71. 

Kawashima, Yasuko (2001) ‘Japan and Climate Change: Responses and Explanations,’ 

Energy and Environment 12(2/3): 167-79. 

Kawashima, Yasuko (2000) ‘Japan’s Decision-Making about Climate Change Problems: 

Comparative Study of Decisions in 1990 and in 1997,’ Environmental Economics and Policy 

Studies 3(1): 29-57. 

Kim, Inkyoung (2007) ‘Environmental Cooperation of Northeast Asia: Transboundary Air 

Pollution,’ International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 7(3): 439-62. 

Kolmas, Michal (2017) ‘Japan and the Kyoto Protocol: Reconstructing “Proactive” Identity 

through Environmental Multilateralism,’ The Pacific Review 30(4): 462-77. 

Kuyper, Jonathan W., Björn-Ola Linnér and Heike Schroeder (2017) ‘Non-State Actors in 

Hybrid Global Climate Governance: Justice, Legitimacy, and Effectiveness in a Post-Paris 

Era,’ WIREs Climate Change 9(1): e497. 

Liefferink, Duncan and Rudiger K.W. Wurzel (2018) ‘Leadership and Pioneership: Exploring 

Their Role in Polycentric Governance,’ in Andrew Jordan, Dave Huitema, Harro van Asselt 

and Johanna Forster (eds) Governing Climate Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press), pp. 131-51. 

Lies, Elaine (2019) ‘Koizumi's “Sexy” Words on Climate Change Ring Hollow for Some in 

Japan,’ Reuters, 24 September. Available at https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climate-

change-un-koizumi/koizumis-sexy-words-on-climate-change-ring-hollow-for-some-in-japan-

idUSKBN1W90IJ, accessed on 4 November 2021. 

Light, Andrew (2010) ‘Has Japan Killed the Kyoto Protocol?’ Center for American Progress. 

Available at https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/green/news/2010/12/08/8733/has-

japan-killed-the-kyoto-protocol/, accessed on 3 November 2021. 

Machin, Amanda (2019) ‘Changing the Story? The Discourse of Ecological Modernisation in 

the European Union,’ Environmental Politics 28(2): 208-27. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climate-change-un-koizumi/koizumis-sexy-words-on-climate-change-ring-hollow-for-some-in-japan-idUSKBN1W90IJ
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climate-change-un-koizumi/koizumis-sexy-words-on-climate-change-ring-hollow-for-some-in-japan-idUSKBN1W90IJ
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climate-change-un-koizumi/koizumis-sexy-words-on-climate-change-ring-hollow-for-some-in-japan-idUSKBN1W90IJ


Matanle, Peter (2020) ‘Japan and the Environment,’ in Hiroko Takeda and Mark Williams 

(eds) Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Japan (London: Routledge), pp. 291-303. 

Mainichi Editorial (2021) ‘Japan Must Overhaul Thinking on Nuclear Power in Basic Energy 

Policy. Mainichi Shimbun, 28 July.  

McGregor, Ian (2011) ‘Disenfranchisement of Countries and Civil Society at COP-15 in 

Copenhagen,’ Global Environmental Politics 11(1): 1-7. 

Mele, Antonio, Elena Paglialunga and Giorgia Sforna (2021) ‘Climate Cooperation from 

Kyoto to Paris: What Can be Learnt from the CDM Experience?’ Socio-Economic Planning 

Sciences 75(July): 1-9. 

Michaelowa, Axel and Katharina Michaelowa (2007) ‘Climate or Development: Is ODA 

Diverted from its Original Purpose?’ Climatic Change 84(May): 5–21. 

Mikami, Shunji, Toshio Takeshita, Makoto Nakada and Miki Kawabata (1995) ‘The Media 

Coverage and Public Awareness of Environmental Issues in Japan,’ Gazette 54(3): 209-26. 

Mitsuda, Hisayoshi (1997) ‘Surging Environmentalism in Japan: Back to the Root,’ Journal 

of the Faculty of Sociology, Bukkyo University 30(March): 119–135.  

Miyaoka, Isao (1999) ‘Japan's Global Environmental Policy in the late 1980s and early 

1990s,’ Social Science Japan 16(August): 7-10. 

MoE (2021a) ‘Statement by KOIZUMI Shinjiro, Minister of the Environment, Japan, at G7 

Climate and Environment Ministers' Meeting (May 20, 2021). Available at 

http://www.env.go.jp/en/focus/statement_by_koizumi_shinjiro_minister_of_the_environment

_japan_at_g7_climate_and_environment_minist.html, accessed on 4 November 2021.  

MoE (2021b) ‘MoEJ Initiative for Decarbonized Infrastructure.’ Available at 

https://www.env.go.jp/press/files/en/905.pdf, accessed on 31 August 2021. 

MoE (1993) ‘The Basic Environment Law.’ Available at 

https://www.env.go.jp/en/laws/policy/basic/leaflet2.html, accessed on 15 November 2021. 

MoFA (2021) ‘Green Climate Fund.’ Available at 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/ic/ch/page1we_000106.html, accessed on 3 November 2021. 

MoFA (2019) ‘Climate Change.’ Available at 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/ic/ch/page23e_000543.html, accessed on 31 August 2021.  

http://www.env.go.jp/en/focus/statement_by_koizumi_shinjiro_minister_of_the_environment_japan_at_g7_climate_and_environment_minist.html
http://www.env.go.jp/en/focus/statement_by_koizumi_shinjiro_minister_of_the_environment_japan_at_g7_climate_and_environment_minist.html
https://www.env.go.jp/press/files/en/905.pdf
https://www.mofa.go.jp/ic/ch/page23e_000543.html


MoFA (2018) ‘Climate Change.’ Available at www.mofa.go.jp/ic/ch/page22e_000830.html, 

accessed on 4 November 2021.  

MoFA (no date) ‘Protection of the Ozone Layer.’ Available at 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/environment/convention/ozone.html, accessed on 15 

November 2021. 

Mol, Arthur P.J. and Gert Spaargaren (2000) ‘Ecological Modernisation Theory in Debate: A 

Review,’ Environmental Politics 9(1): 17-49. 

Moon, Okpyo (1997) ‘Marketing Nature in Rural Japan,’ in Pamela J. Asquith and Arne 

Kalland (eds) Japanese Images of Nature (Richmond: Curzon Press), pp. 21-35. 

Morgan, Jamie (2016) ‘Paris COP 21: Power that Speaks the Truth?’ Globalizations 13(6): 

943-51. 

Oberthür, Sebastian and Claire Roche Kelly (2008) ‘EU Leadership in International Climate 

Policy: Achievements and Challenges,’ The International Spectator 43(3): 35-50. 

Ohta, Hiroshi (2009) ‘Japanese Foreign Policy on Climate Change: Diplomacy and Domestic 

Politics,’ in Paul G. Harris (ed.) Climate Change and Foreign Policy (London: Routledge), 

pp. 36-52. 

O’Neill, Kate (2017) The Environment and International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press). 

Oquist, Paul (2008) ‘Basic Elements of a Policy Framework for Human Security,’ 

International Social Science Journal 59(1): 101-12.  

Pajon, Céline (2010) ‘Japan’s Ambivalent Diplomacy on Climate Change, Ifri Health and 

Environment Report 5. 

Pandey, Chandra Lal (2015) ‘Managing Climate Change: Shifting Roles for NGOs in the 

Climate Negotiations,’ Environmental Values 24(6): 799-824.  

Parker, Charles F., Christer Karlsson and Mattias Hjerpe (2017) ‘Assessing the European 

Union’s Global Climate Change Leadership: From Copenhagen to the Paris Agreement,’ 

Journal of European Integration 39(2): 239-52. 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/ic/ch/page22e_000830.html


Parker, Charles F., Christer Karlsson and Mattias Hjerpe (2015) ‘Climate Change Leaders 

and Followers: Leadership Recognition and Selection in the UNFCCC Negotiations,’ 

International Relations 29(4): 434–54. 

Parker, Charles F., Christer Karlsson, Mattias Hjerpe and Björn-Ola Linnér (2012) 

‘Fragmented Climate Change Leadership: Making Sense of the Ambiguous Outcome of 

COP-15,’ Environmental Politics 21(2): 268-86. 

Reimann, Kim (2001) ‘Building Networks from the Outside In: International Movements, 

Japanese Ngos, and the Kyoto Climate Change Conference,’ Mobilization: An International 

Quarterly 6(1): 69–82. 

Reuters (2021) ‘Absent Crowds, Tokyo Olympics Have a Shot at Being Green,’ The Japan 

Times, 22 July. 

Revell, Andrea (2003) ‘Is Japan an Ecological Frontrunner Nation?’ Environmental Politics 

12(4): 24-48. 

Rietig, Katharina (2016) ‘The Power of Strategy: Environmental NGO Influence in 

International Climate Negotiations,’ Global Governance 22(2): 269-88. 

Rudd, Kevin (2020) ‘The New Geopolitics of China’s Climate Leadership,’ China Dialogue, 

11 December. Available at https://chinadialogue.net/en/climate/the-new-geopolitics-of-

chinas-climate-leadership, accessed on 29 July 2021. 

Saito, Hiro (2020) ‘The Developmental State and Public Participation: The Case of Energy 

Policy-Making in Post–Fukushima Japan,’ Science, Technology, and Human Values 46(1): 

139-65. 

van Schaik, Louise and Simon Schunz (2012) ‘Explaining EU Activism and Impact in Global 

Climate Politics: Is the Union a Norm- or Interest-Driven Actor?’ Journal of Common 

Market Studies 50(1): 169-86. 

Schreurs, Miranda (2010) ‘Domestic Institutions and International Environmental Agendas in 

Japan and Germany,’ in Miranda A. Schreurs and Elizabeth Economy (eds) The 

Internationalization of Environmental Protection (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 

pp. 134-61. 

Schreurs, Miranda A. (1997) ‘Japan’s Changing Approach to Environmental Issues,’ 

Environmental Politics 6(2): 150-6. 



Shinoda, Hideaki (2009) ‘Human Security Initiatives of Japan,’ in Hans Günter Brauch, 

Úrsula Oswald Spring, John Grin, Czeslaw Mesjasz, Patricia Kameri-Mbote, 

Navnita Chadha Behera, Béchir Chourou and Heinz Krummenacher (eds) Facing Global 

Environmental Change (Berlin: Springer), pp.1097-1104. 

Silverberg, Elliot and Elizabeth Smith (2019) ‘Does Japan Have a Global Environmental 

Strategy?’ The Diplomat, 6 November.  

Skjærseth, Jon B. (2017) ‘The European Commission’s Shifting Climate Leadership,’ Global 

Environmental Politics 17(2): 84-104. 

Sofer, Ken (2016) ‘Climate Politics in Japan,’ Sasakawa Forum vol.1.  

South, David, Shreyas Vangala and Kaylene Hung (2021) ‘The Biden Administration’s 

Approach to Addressing Climate Change,’ Climate and Energy 37(9): 8-18. 

Stavins, Robert N. and Robert C. Stowe (2010) ‘What Hath Copenhagen Wrought? A 

Preliminary Assessment,’ Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development 

52(3): 8-14. 

Sterk, Wolfgang, Christof Arens, Sylvia Borbonus, Urda Eichhorst, Dagmar Kiyar, Florian 

Mersmann, Frederic Rudolph, Hanna Wang-Helmreich and Rie Watanabe (2010) ‘Something 

Was Rotten in the State of Denmark – Cop-Out in Copenhagen,’ Wuppertal Institute for 

Climate, Environment and Energy. 

Sudo, Sueo (2001) ‘A Reinvigorated Version of Japan’s Comprehensive Security: Key to 

Stability in the Asia Pacific,’ in James C. Hsiung (ed.) Twenty-First Century World Order 

and the Asia Pacific (New York: Palgrave), pp. 287-307. 

Swanson and Mason (2003) ‘The Impact of International Environmental Agreements: The 

Case of the Montreal Protocol,’ in Laura Marsiliani, Michael Rauscher and Cees Withagen 

(eds) Environmental Policy in an International Perspective (Dordrecht: Springer), pp.51-80. 

Tiberghien, Yves and Miranda A. Schreurs (2007) ‘High Noon in Japan: Embedded 

Symbolism and Post-2001 Kyoto Protocol Politics,’ Global Environmental Politics 7(4): 70-

91. 

Toft, Kristian Høyer (2020) ‘COP 15 and the New Climate Agenda – The Ethics of 

Bottom-Up Governance,’ in Finn Arler, Mogens Rüdiger, Karl Sperling, Kristian Høyer 

https://link.springer.com/book/10.1057/9780230107175
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1057/9780230107175


Toft and Bo Poulsen (eds) Ethics in Danish Energy Policy (London: Routledge), 

pp.239-56. 

Tsukimori, Osamu (2021) ‘Japan Sets 60% Target for Nonfossil Fuel Energy Sources by 

Fiscal 2030,’ The Japan Times 21 July. 

Vogler, John (2020) ‘The International Politics of COP26,’ Scottish Geographical Journal 

136(1-4): 31-5. 

Vogler, John (2009) ‘Climate Change and EU Foreign Policy: The Negotiation of Burden 

Sharing,’ International Politics 46(4): 469-90. 

Waldner, David (2015) ‘What Makes Process Tracing Good?’ in Andrew Bennett and 

Jeffrey T. Checkel (eds) Process Tracing From Metaphor to Analytic Tool (Cambridge 

University Press), pp. 126-52. 

Watanabe, Rie (2012) Climate Policy Changes in Germany and Japan: A Path to 

Paradigmatic Policy Change (London: Routledge). 

Wilkening, Kenneth E. (2004) Acid Rain Science and Politics in Japan (Cambridge MA; 

MIT Press). 

World Nuclear News (2021) ‘Japan Needs Nuclear Power, Says Energy Minister.’ Available 

at https://world-nuclear-news.org/Articles/Japan-needs-nuclear-power-says-energy-minister, 

accessed on 15 November 2021. 

Wurzel, Rudiger K.W., James Connelly and Duncan Liefferink (eds) (2016) The European 

Union in International Climate Change Politics: Still Taking a Lead? (London: 

Routledge). 

Yeng, Yee-Kuang (2014) ‘Beyond “Kawaii” Pop Culture: Japan’s Normative Soft Power as 

Global Trouble-Shooter,’ The Pacific Review 27(2): 169-92. 

Young, Oran (1991) ‘Political Leadership and Regime Formation: On the Development of 

Institutions in International Society,’ International Organization 45(3): 281-308. 

Yuzawa, Takeshi (2018) ‘From a Decentering to Recentering Imperative: Japan’s Approach 

to Asian Security Multilateralism,’ The Pacific Review 31(4): 460–79. 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9781003008705/ethics-danish-energy-policy?refId=57c9feba-9528-4c97-a360-188ab3d7c817

