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 April 25, 2007
Warming Up at Camp David 

Nicholas Szechenyi1 

Japan’s Shinzo Abe makes his first visit to Washington as prime minister this week for a key meeting with President 
George W. Bush. They will dine at the White House on April 26 and move to Camp David the next day for an exchange 
on bilateral relations and other issues including the situation in Iraq, the six-party talks, and energy and climate. The 
venue evokes memories of Bush’s first encounter with Abe’s predecessor, Junichiro Koizumi, back in June 2001, now 
famous for a game of catch that captured the bonhomie between the two leaders. Abe, a catcher in his youth, hopes to 
show that he, too, is in sync with Japan’s closest ally. 
 
An “Unshakable” Alliance 
 
Though Abe and Bush are arguably still in “spring training”—this will be only their second meeting since Abe took office 
last fall—Abe wants this relationship to appear in midseason form. He declared as his objective for this visit a desire “to 
really cement our mutual trust and make the U.S.-Japan alliance unshakable.”2 On the security front, the two will likely 
stress the importance of implementing an agreement reached last year regarding the realignment of U.S. forces in Japan 
and pledge continued cooperation on other priorities such as missile defense, joint training, and information sharing. The 
economic discussion may prove more contentious amid U.S. concerns about nontariff barriers and the investment climate 
in Japan (outlined in a recent speech by Deputy Treasury Secretary Robert Kimmitt3), strenuous bilateral negotiations to 
increase U.S. beef exports, and accusations in Congress of currency manipulation by the Japanese government. A positive 
outcome might take the form of mutual interest in an economic partnership agreement. The “global issues” pillar of the 
alliance also could get special billing, with reports of agreements on environmental cooperation, specifically the use of 
nuclear energy to combat global warming,4 and Japan’s participation in the FutureGen project to design power plants that 
store carbon dioxide emissions under ground.5 The full extent of the bilateral agenda won’t become clear until the 
“postgame” statements and fact sheets are released, but Abe and Bush will undoubtedly make every effort to display the 
solidarity that has characterized the bilateral relationship in recent years. 
 
Support for Abductees 
 
Abe also expects Bush to demonstrate solidarity on the question of Japanese abductees in North Korea. Abe noted during 
a recent interview that the United States and Japan are “fully coordinated” on this issue,6 though the February 13 
agreement of the six-party talks was viewed widely in Japan as a general softening of the Bush administration’s position 
on North Korea. Abe defended resiliently his tough stance against Pyongyang, arguing that “to the extent that the issue 
remains unresolved, there will be no normalization of diplomatic relations between Japan and North Korea, and therefore 
there will be no attainment of the objectives of the six-party talks.”7 While he should not expect his counterpart to shun 
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the February 13 agreement, Abe would be right to request renewed support for the abductees, given that this meeting will 
take place almost exactly a year after Bush met with relatives of the abductees at the White House and described the event 
as one of the most moving of his presidency.8 Abe may also seek a reference to the plight of the abductees to boost his 
popularity at home. Abe’s ascension in Japanese politics is linked to his devotion to this cause, and any perceived distance 
between him and Bush would be politically damaging. When Abe, in another interview, predicted a discussion of “what 
we’ll do if North Korea doesn’t live up to its promises,” he signaled that a return to tough talk on North Korea is what he 
is after.9 We will soon find out whether Bush will shake him off or throw the pitch he has called for. 
 
“Cementing” Mutual Trust 
 
After their first meeting last November on the margins of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum in 
Hanoi, Bush praised Abe, saying “I admire the prime minister’s intellect, I’m very comfortable with his style, and I’m 
very confident we’ll be able to work together for the common good.”10 Should he express similar sentiments during the 
next press availability, they will have been based not on initial impressions but on a more detailed conversation about the 
challenges facing the alliance. The “mutual trust” Abe covets may require him to reassure Bush that domestic economic 
reform will proceed apace, or that the government will press ahead with the realignment plan for U.S. forces in Okinawa. 
Abe’s recent apologies regarding the comfort-women issue and commitment to stand by the 1993 Kono statement may 
have satisfied the Bush administration enough to keep that issue off the agenda, though Abe will likely have to negotiate 
his way through tough questioning from the press. For his part, Bush may defend the new strategy in Iraq and disabuse 
Abe of the notion that the situation in the Middle East leaves his administration distracted and, hence, willing to negotiate 
a quick deal with the North Koreans at the expense of Japan’s concerns. The agenda is conducive to such a dialogue and 
should help them emerge with a better understanding of each other and a common game plan for the alliance. 
 
Beyond Camp David 
 
Abe will embark on a five-nation tour of the Middle East before returning home to prepare his ruling Liberal Democratic 
Party for elections in the upper house of the Diet this July. Results of recent local elections throughout Japan suggest he 
may be positioned to succeed and thereby extend his tenure as prime minister. Diplomacy has been Abe’s forte thus far, 
and a productive meeting with Bush could shore up his leadership credentials and generate momentum for a heated debate 
on domestic issues. It may only be spring, but Abe and Bush would like nothing more than to showcase a relationship that 
is warmed up, in great shape, and always ready to confront the trials and tribulations of major-league diplomacy. 

 
 
The Japan Chair invites other essays for the Platform. Please contact Eri Hirano at (202) 775-3144 or by e-mail at 
ehirano@csis.org. 
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