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MNI POLITICAL RISK ANALYSIS–Open Race 

To Succeed Japan PM Suga 

by Tom Lake 

Overnight, Japanese Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga announced that he would not be 

seeking re-election as head of the governing Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) on 29 

September. Once a new LDP head is in place, Suga stated that he would step aside as 

prime minister to allow the new party leader to take over in the run up to Japan’s legislative 

election, which is due to be held by 28 November at the latest.  

Suga stated that him not running in the LDP leadership contest will allow him to devote his 

efforts to combatting the COVID-19 pandemic in Japan. However, it also avoids the potential 

for his defeat should he have run for the LDP leadership and been challenged. Suga took 

over as prime minister Abe in September 2020 and has his tenure dominated by the fight 

against COVID-19 while also struggling to stamp his mark on government following his 

predecessor’s longest-ever tenure as a Japanese head of government.  

Given Suga has only just announced his resignation, the list of contenders for the LDP 

leadership is not complete yet, but there are already a number of frontrunners: 

• Taro Kono – Age: 58 – Offices: Minister for Administrative Reform & Regulatory 

Reform (2020-), Minister of Defence (2019-20), Minister for Foreign Affairs (2017-19), 

Member of House of Representatives (1996-). Has won plaudits as minister in charge 

of Japan’s COVID-19 vaccine programme, seen as more fiscally hawkish than other 

contenders.  

 

• Shigeru Ishiba – Age: 64 – Offices: Secretary General of the LDP (2012-14), 

Minister of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries (2008-09), Minister of Defence (2007-

08), Director-General of the Japan Defense Agency (2002-04), Member of the House 

of Representatives (1986-). A senior figure in the LDP, but a long-time critic of former 

PM Abe. Hawkish on foreign policy, popular with the party base but not with fellow 

MPs. Leader of Suigetsukai LDP faction.  

 

• Fumio Kishida – Age: 64 – Offices: Minister for Foreign Affairs (2012-17), Minister of 

State for Regulatory Reform (2007-08), Member of the House of Representatives 

(1993-) – Came second in the 2020 LDP leadership contest behind Suga, foreign 

policy dove, non-committal on the reform of Article 9 of the Japanese constitution, in 

favour of major stimulus package to support economy through pandemic. Head of the 

Kōchikai faction, seen as the most prestigious within the LDP seen as representative 

of the party elite.  

 

• Shinjirō Koizumi – Age: 40 – Offices: Minister of the Environment (2019-), Member 

of the House of Representatives (2009-) - Seen as allied with former PM Abe on 

conservative social views, having paid respect at the controversial Yasukuni Shrine 

to Japan's war dead earlier in 2020. Has sought to present a progressive image in 
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his time as Environment minister, encouraging Japan to cut back on its coal use. 

 

• Sanae Takaichi – Age: 60 – Offices: Minister of Internal Affairs and Communications 

(2014-2017, 2019-20), Member of the House of Representatives (1993-2003, 2005-). 

Close ally of former PM Abe, seen as on the far-right of the party, strongly supportive 

of a hard-line stance towards China in terms of defence and technological threats, in 

favour of greater public spending particularly on healthcare.  

The most recent opinion poll gauging individuals preferred LDP leader shows no single 

candidate sparking the public’s imagination, with the two top potential candidates each 

scoring just 16% support a piece. Ishiba and Kono both score 16% support, just ahead of 

Kishida on 13%. The poll was carried out before Suga’s resignation announcement, and his 

score of just 11% support may have proved a factor in his decision to step down. 

Environment Minister Koizumi secures 9% support, while former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 

– not set to stand in the LDP contest having stepped back from frontline politics – scores 

7%.  

Chart 1. Opinion Poll, Preferred LDP Leader (%) 

Source: Nikkei, TV Tokyo, MNI. Fieldwork: 27-29 Aug, 1,025 respondents. Shinzo Abe and Yoshihide Suga not standing.  

LDP Election Process: There are two methods by which the LDP could select its next 

leader. One is an open election where grassroot members of the LDP and members of the 

LDP in the National Diet are given a vote. The total voting power would be split 50:50, with 

the grassroots support equal to that of the body of LDP Diet members. The more closed 

method is one where only LDP Diet members and senior figures from the 47 prefectural 

offices decide the contest. In order to get on the ballot, candidates require the support of 20 

LDP Diet members.  
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