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JAPAN: A Shinto priest (R) leads Japanese lawmakers to the altar of Yasukuni Shrine yesterday.—AFP

TOKYO: Dozens of Japanese lawmakers
including a Cabinet minister visited a
Tokyo war shrine on yesterday in a ritual
sure to anger China and South Korea,
where memories of Japan’s military and
colonial record remain raw. The capital’s
Yasukuni Shrine honors millions of
Japanese dead, including several senior
military and political figures convicted
of war crimes after World War II.

The leafy central Tokyo shrine to
Japan’s Shinto religion has for decades
been a lightning rod for criticism by
countries that suffered under Japan’s
colonialism and aggression in the first
half of the 20th century. Visits to the
shrine by senior Japanese politicians,
including occasionally prime ministers,
routinely draw an angry reaction from
China and South Korea, which see it as a
symbol of Tokyo’s militaristic past.

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and other
nationalists say the shrine is merely a
place to remember fallen soldiers and
compare it to burial grounds such as
Arlington National Cemetery in the
United States.

Who attended
At least 92 lawmakers visited

Yasukuni for its annual spring festival, of
whom 79 were from Abe’s ruling Liberal
Democratic Party, according to an offi-
cial working for upper house of parlia-
ment member Toshiei Mizuochi. Internal
affairs minister Sanae Takaichi visited
the shrine, though separately from the
other lawmakers, according to footage
shown on public broadcaster NHK. The
figure this time compares with the more
than 100 lawmakers and three ministers

who visited during last year’s spring
event. For the shrine’s autumn festival
six months ago 73 lawmakers and two
ministers attended.

And on August 15, 2015 — the 70th
anniversary of the end of World War II-
two Cabinet ministers went to the
shrine along with about 60 lawmakers.
Abe’s wife, Akie, also visited Yasukuni in
December.

Yesterday’s visit by the lawmakers
came a day after Abe made a ritual offer-
ing to the shrine. Abe went in December

2013 to mark his first year in power, a
pilgrimage that sparked fury in Beijing
and Seoul and earned him a diplomatic
rebuke from the United States, which
said it was “disappointed” by the action.

He has since refrained from going
and reaction by China and South Korea
to the latest visit by the parliamentari-
ans is expected to be muted as Japan
has taken steps over the past 18 months
or so to improve relations with both
countries and Abe has held summit
meetings with their leaders.—AFP
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TOKYO: The United States will propose that President Barack
Obama visits Hiroshima, Japan’s Nikkei newspaper said on
Friday, in what would be the first visit by an incumbent US
president to the city devastated by a US  nuclear attack 71
years ago.

Citing an unidentified senior US government official, the
business daily said Washington planned to propose to Tokyo
a visit by the president on May 27, at the end of a Group of
Seven (G7) summit hosted by Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe.  In Washington, a White House official said no decision
has been made.

Japanese Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshihide Suga denied
the visit was being arranged and declined further comment.
Diplomatic protocol means any announcement should come
from the US side. “It is not true that a visit to Hiroshima by
President Obama is being arranged between the United
States and Japan,” Suga told a regular news conference.

“The schedule of the US president is a matter for the
United States to decide. The (Japanese) government will
refrain from comment.” A US warplane dropped the atomic
bomb on Hiroshima on Aug.  6, 1945, killing thousands of
people instantly and about 140,000 by the end of that year.
Nagasaki was bombed on Aug. 9, 1945, and Japan surren-
dered six days later.

A presidential visit would be controversial in the United
States if it were seen as an apology. A majority of Americans
view the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki as justified to
end the war and save US lives. The vast majority of Japanese
think the bombings were unjustified.  

US Secretary of State John Kerry said during a visit to the
city this month that Obama wanted to travel there, although
he did not know if the president’s schedule when he visited
Japan for the May 26-27 summit would allow him to.
Hiroshima bombing survivors, and other residents, have said
they hope for progress in ridding the world of nuclear
weapons, rather than an apology, if Obama makes the historic
visit. Hopes for Obama’s visit to Hiroshima were raised after a
speech in April 2009 in Prague when he called for a world
without nuclear weapons. He later said he would be honored
to visit the two cities that suffered nuclear attack.  Kerry, who
toured the Hiroshima Peace Memorial and Museum, called its
haunting displays “gut-wrenching” and said everyone should
visit. The displays include photographs of badly burned vic-
tims, the tattered and stained clothes they wore and statues
depicting them with flesh melting from their limbs.—Reuters
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HIROSHIMA: US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) and
British Foreign Secretary Philip Hammond (R) offering
wreaths at the Memorial Cenotaph for the 1945 atomic
bombing victims in the Peace Memorial Park, on the side-
lines of the G7 Foreign Ministers’ Meeting.—AFP

TOKYO: Japan’s fighter jet scrambles
against Chinese planes more than
doubled in the first three months of
the year, underscoring a “tougher
security environment”, the Defense
Ministry said  yesterday.

Japanese combat planes scram-
bled 198 times to prevent possible
incursions by Chinese planes, up from
93 times from January to March last
year. In the year that ended on March
31, such scrambles rose 23 percent
from a year earlier to a record 571.
“The numbers of scrambles alone do
not tell the whole story, but we should
recognize that the increase ... indicates
a tougher security environment,”
Kazuhiko Fukuda, head of public
affairs at the Japanese Self-Defense
Forces’ Joint Staff, told reporters.
“China is modernizing its air force and
is clearly aiming to improve its air

combat capability in faraway skies ...
Concrete activities based on those tar-
gets are reflected in these numbers.”

Japan’s ties with China have been
strained by a dispute over a group of
tiny East China Sea islands, regional
rivalry and the legacy of Japan’s World
War Two aggression. Patrol ships and
fighter jets routinely shadow each
other near the uninhabited islets that
are controlled by Japan, raising con-
cern that an unintended collision or
other accidents could develop into a
larger clash.

China also claims almost the entire
South China Sea, believed to have
huge deposits of oil and gas. Brunei,
Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan and
Vietnam also have claims to parts of
the waters, through which about $5
trillion in trade is shipped every
year.—Reuters
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