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Explaining third party success: Analysing the Japanese 
Innovation Party in the context of greater regionalism

Sean P. Vincent*

As this author has argued in previous work, Japan has returned to one-
party electoral dominance (Vincent, 2021). As such, the Liberal Democrat-
ic Party’s (LDP) success in the November 2021 lower house election proved 
to be no great surprise. The result strengthened the position of new Prime 
Minister Fumio Kishida and condemned the Constitutional Democratic 
Party to defeat, leading to the resignation of its leader, Yukio Edano. While 
the LDP were the undoubted winners of election night, the performance of 
the Japan Innovation Party (JIP) proved to be a pleasant surprise for its sup-
porters. The party was able to increase its seats from 11 to 41 and win seats 
in 10 separate regions on the proportional representation list. However, it is 
the party’s remarkable success in Osaka, where it won 15 out of its 16 single 
member constituencies which is of particular interest to this article. Such a 
dominant victory in a defined regional area puts one in mind of the Scot-
tish National Party (SNP) in Scotland, the Christian Social Union (CSU) 
in Germany, The Quebec National Party (Bloc Québécois) in Canada and 
Catalonian independence parties in Spain. Therefore, this article aims to 
put the recent gains of the JIP in the context of wider development in re-
gional party success, first by attempting to define the JIP’s regional nature, 
then by examining the similarities the party has with other regional parties 
around the world, in particular the SNP, and attempting to explain its suc-
cess in the context of being a regional party. Finally, this article will dis-
cuss potential steps the JIP could take next to ensure its success in national 
elections extends beyond one election cycle and becomes embedded as the 
dominant regional party, as the SNP, CSU and other “regional” parties have 
done.

What is the Japanese Innovation Party?

Perhaps the most difficult aspect of studying the JIP is defining whether 
it is a regional or national party. There has been a great deal of research 
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which has attempted to define parties which operate, or are successful, on a 
regional basis. The key distinction is drawn between regional and regional-
ist parties. Regional parties are those which compete in only one defined 
region. Most often have a presence in both regional and statewide elections. 
Their core aim is focused on the region they represent, but this does not 
exclude them from having a statewide agenda or having an organisational 
presence in other areas of a state (Mazzoleni & Mueller, 2016). Neverthe-
less, it is likely that all, or the majority of, their support is going to be 
drawn from a particular geographic area (Ziegfeld, 2012). It also implies an 
acceptance of working constructively within a national level government 
(Brancati, 2007). The core definition of “region” exists in a geographical 
sense, although there can also be a clear ethnic distinction included in the 
area under question (Dandoy, 2010). The Samajwadi Party in India con-
tests elections in a number of regions, but its power base is located in Utter 
Pradesh, India’s largest state. It has at various times acted as coalition part-
ner and member of the opposition in national government (Misra, 2016).

Regionalist parties on the other hand, are devoted to increasing regional 
sovereignty or some form of self-government, or even complete sovereignty 
within a territorial area (DeWinter 2006; Hepburn & Hough, 2012). This 
is often, but not always driven by cultural, religious, ethnic and linguistic 
identities (Strmiska, 2002). The case of the United Kingdom is particularly 
relevant here, where both Scotland and Wales exist as separate countries 
in what has become and almost quasi-federal state. In Wales, Plaid Cymru 
utilize the Welsh language to promote regionalism. All press releases and 
social media output from the party, and the majority of its lawmakers are 
bilingual, and the party’s manifesto in the 2021 Senedd elections vowed to 
give all children access to Welsh language education and increase Welsh 
speakers to 1 million by 2050. Scotland has been a country with a strong 
national identity ever since the Act of Union in 1707. Like Wales, it retains 
a national anthem, recognized language, a flag – all symbols of an inde-
pendent nation, and advocates in no uncertain terms its desire for Scottish 
independence. Both Wales and Scotland have been described as “Stateless-
Nationalist-Regionalist” parties, primarily focused on the cultural protec-
tion of their regional, or in this case national identity (McAngus, n.d.).  A 
brief visit to the website of Bloc Québécois would confuse any non-French 
speaker – there is no English language option. The party’s 2021 manifesto 
pledged to support the French language, proposing a law which would make 
“sufficient” knowledge of French a prerequisite of Canadian citizenship in 
Quebec, and supporting reform which would give the region the power to 
make international treaties (CBC News, 2021). Both the Democratic Con-
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vergence of Catalonia and the Northern League in Italy have campaigned 
for greater autonomy along ethno-regionalist lines (Chrusciel, 2016). Re-
gional parties can also be utilized as personal vehicles for established po-
litical actors, especially in countries where the electoral system allows new 
parties to enter and succeed in national elections. In India, regional parties 
had little success during the era of Congress one party rule. But dealign-
ment, which took support from the previously dominant Congress and other 
national parties such as Janata Dai, led to coalition governments, which 
opened the door to regional parties having national level success. These 
new regional parties were most often led by former members of national 
level parties, who voters recognized and had existing local support net-
works (Ziegfeld, 2012). In Japan, the JIP itself is a relevant example of this. 
The JIP is an offshoot of the Japanese Restoration Party (JRP), which itself 
was an offshoot of the Osaka Restoration Association, a party founded with 
the (ongoing) aim to merge Osaka prefecture, Osaka city and other nearby 
administrative areas. One thing all of these parties have in common is their 
first President, former governor and mayor of Osaka, Toru Hashimoto. A 
popular and ever-present fixture on national television in the early to mid-
2010’s, Hashimoto used these parties to push his stated aim of greater au-
tonomy for the Osaka region. While the JIP and its forerunners have cam-
paigned in statewide elections, and not just in the Osaka region, the core 
goal of Hashimoto’s politics has always been focused on the Osaka region. 
Indeed, in previous elections, while candidates for the JIP in the Osaka area 
had a clear goal for their national campaigns, candidates in other regions 
often felt cut off from the party and even though the party had a national 
manifesto, were not clear on what core policies they were campaigning on 
(Vincent, 2020). The short-lived presence of the Party of Hope at the na-
tional level existed as an offshoot of Governor Yuriko Koike’s Tokyo based 
Tomin First and had little success outside of the Kanto region.

Taking definitions into account, how then can we describe the JIP? In a 
comparative context, it cannot be described as a regionalist party, although 
it does share similar characteristics with regional parties. As the article will 
discuss in the next section, other regionalist parties remain a useful com-
parison when explaining and predicting the JIPs success. Osaka-ben, along 
with other regional dialects, provides the region with a regional linguistic 
identity, although certainly not to the degree one would find in Wales or 
Catalonia for example. Osaka, during the reign of Hideyoshi Toyotomi, was 
seen as the center of the country and the region’s rich history can still be 
seen in places such as Osaka castle today. Japan owes a great cultural debt 
to the region of Osaka; Cup Noodles were invented there after all. Outside 
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of the Kanto area, some of Japan’s biggest companies, such as Panasonic 
and Itochu have their headquarters located in Osaka. However, there is no 
imminent threat of the region demanding independence, or greater pro-
tection for its linguistic or cultural heritage, as there is no distinct ethnic 
group. The JIP is a political party which runs candidates in multiple areas 
of Japan and has a national manifesto. Indeed, the JIP supports a more 
aggressive Japanese foreign policy, including constitutional revision and 
increased defence spending. As such, the JIP is very much a party of Japan. 
Nevertheless, we cannot ignore the fact that the party’s support, at least 
support significant enough to allow to win seats at the national level, is con-
centrated in a specific geographical area. As such, the JIP can be described 
as a regional party. Perhaps the term used by Mazzoleni & Mueller (2016, 
pg. 10) “region specific catch all party”, is the one which best sums up the 
JIP. In the next section, the article will examine general models of success 
for regional (and regionalist) parties and examine the JIP in the context of 
other regional parties.

Regional parties – measures of success

There is a general consensus on the growing rise of the importance of 
regional parties and their effect on national politics. One only has to look 
at the turmoil in Catalonia, the consistent strength of the SNP in the UK or 
the difficulty in forming governments in regionally distinct places such as 
Belgium, to see how important regional politics are. But just as there a wide 
variety of “regional” parties, ranging from those seeking greater recogni-
tion to those seeking full blown independence, there is more than one way 
to measure their success.

The most common measure of success is of course electoral. Can a party 
with a limited geographical appeal become a force large enough to win seats 
in the national parliament? Table 1 shows party seat share from the previous 
4 elections for regionally focused parties in both regional and national elec-
tions in Japan, Scotland and Germany. What is evident from the data is that 
all three regionally focused parties have been remarkably consistent in the 
level of support they have attracted. All three parties have been the largest 
party in regional elections for the past four (in the JRA’s case three) The JIP 
(and its predecessors) are the newest party to have been founded, but very 
quickly established themselves as the 3rd force in Japanese politics. The 
party has won a majority of seats on 2 out of the last 3 elections and with the 
exception of the 2017 election, they have arguably maximized their support 
in the Osaka region to win a consistent share of seats. A similar pattern has 
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emerged with the SNP, a party which was founded 1934, but only found real 
electoral success with devolution and the creation of the Scottish Assembly 
in 1999. The SNP has been able to run a majority or minority government, 
often with the support of the Greens in the last four administrations and 
this has translated into continued success in national elections, with the 
SNP winning a majority of Scottish seats in the last three elections. The 
CDU, historically the most successful of these parties, has had a command 
of the Bavarian Lantag since 1958 and been a vital partner to the CDU in 
federal elections. Although it is interesting to note that in the most recent 
state and national elections, the CDU faced challenges from the Alternative 
for Germany (AfD) on its ideological right and the Green party on its left. 
Only a coalition with the Free Voters party allowed it to retain state control.

Regional / State level assembly elections
Osaka JRA / JIP SNP CDU

Most recent election 57.95 49.61 41.46
Previous election 2 47.72 48.83 56.11
Previous election 3 52.29 53.4 49.19
Previous election 4 N/A 36.43 68.88

National / Federal elections
Most recent election 8.81 7.38 6.11
Previous election 2 2.36 5.38 6.48
Previous election 3 8.63 8.61 8.87
Previous election 4 11.25 0.92 7.23

Table 1: Percentage of seats won in both regional/state and national parliaments/assemblies in 
the 4 most recent elections.

As well as electoral success, regional parties, in fact all political parties, 
are also judged on their office and policy success. Mazzolini and Mueller 
(2016) identify two aspects of office success: external support and coali-
tion inclusion. If we were to take the CSU as an example, they have had 
considerable success in terms of office. In the 2018 Federal cabinet, CSU 
members held three cabinet positions, chief amongst them Horst Seehofer, 
who became Minister for the Interior. Much of the CSU’s continued success 
comes from its ability to take part in national government, an opportunity 
which has not occurred for either the JIP or SNP. Policy success refers to 
the realization of a party’s political goals. This can mean either the partial 
or total achievement of these goals. In the case of regional parties this could 
mean anything from greater decentralization of political power to complete 
independence. Recent trends in Germany have seen a greater degree of 
decentralization, which has benefitted the CSU in the prosperous Bavaria 
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region. For example, the CSU led Bavarian Lander (region) has been able 
to increase public sector pay and adopt new regulations in healthcare and 
justice reforms more quickly and efficiently than other areas in Germany 
(Turner & Rowe, 2015). This paper is chiefly concerned with explaining 
electoral success, and will do so in the next section. This will be followed 
by a brief discussion on office and policy success, the two areas parties 
need to focus on in order to continue electoral success

Explaining electoral success: Examining parallels with other regional 
parties

Despite a respectable 2nd place finish, with 28% of constituency votes 
and 27% of list votes for the SNP in the first ever Scottish Assembly elec-
tions in 1999, Scotland was a nation of Labour party dominance in the 
post war period. In 2001, Labour won 56 out of 72 Westminster seats in 
Scotland, with the SNP in 3rd place with just 5. Fast forward to 2021, the 
SNP has been in either majority or minority government in the Scottish As-
sembly for the past 14 years and hold 48 out of 59 Westminster seats. This 
remarkable transformation, where a regional (indeed regionalist) party has 
taken control of one region in the UK provides a fascinating insight into 
how regional parties can maximize national influence. The subject of this 
section is to document the reasons behind the success of regional parties, 
with a particular focus on the SNP in Scotland, although other regional 
parties will be discussed, and what parallels can be draw with the JIP both 
historically and going forward.

There are growing calls for decentralization in many democratic coun-
tries. Massetti and Schakel (2017) identify two distinct results of greater de-
volution: accommodation and empowerment. According to the accommo-
dation thesis, when governments accede, at least partially, to the demands 
of regional actors and give a greater level of devolved power, be it a regional 
assembly, greater power over law making or taxation etc., this hypotheti-
cally eliminates the main reasons for regional parties’ existence and cur-
tails their electoral appeal (Meguid, 2015). Under the empowerment thesis, 
strengthening local institutions, such as regional assemblies or parliaments, 
will give regional parties more opportunity to take part in the political pro-
cess and open up access to public funding, which in turn allows them to 
build more effect organizations. When looking at the SNP, the case for the 
empowerment thesis becomes overwhelming. Results from both Scottish 
Assembly and national elections (Table 1) show that in the period following 
devolution, with the creation of the Scottish Assembly, the SNP has become 
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the dominant force in Scottish politics. With a clear goal, the administration 
of Scotland, at the local level, the SNP have increased grassroots support, 
becoming the overwhelming choice of younger and metropolitan voters. 
Success breeds success, the SNP are now seen as winners and have a front-
bench in the Assembly with experience of running an administration. In the 
case of the UK, the Labour government’s attempt at accommodation, if that 
is what the plan was, backfired and raised a continuing threat to the Union 
under the auspices of Scottish nationalism. Prior to the emergence of the 
original Osaka party, and its national party the JRP, the Kinki region had 
been a battleground fought between the national parties. In 2009, the DPJ 
and LDP shared the majority of the seats the region. But the success of the 
original JRA in the Osaka prefectural election in 2011, where they won a 
majority of seats for the first time led to a breakthrough at the national level 
in 2012. Research suggests that greater decentralization of power leads to 
better representation for regional parties (Brancati, 2007). Continued steps 
towards decentralization may have additional benefits for both the SNP and 
JIP. There is a question about how much further decentralization can go. In 
Scotland, the question of referendum has not gone away since the 2014 vote, 
where Scots voted by 55% to 45% to stay as part of the UK. In Osaka, plans 
to merge Osaka’s 24 wards, the raison d’etre of the party since its incep-
tion, have twice been rejected by the electorate. However, this disappoint-
ment may offer electoral opportunity. Under the accommodation thesis, if 
referendums in Osaka and Scotland were successful, both the JIP and SNP 
would need to answer existential questions about their very purpose. Con-
versely, there is evidence to suggest that defeat has hardened the support of 
their voters. Polling throughout 2021 has put support for Scottish indepen-
dence at between 50% and 45%.1) In Osaka, the result of the 2020 referen-
dum (a 1.2% margin) mirrored that of the 2015 defeat (a 0.76) margin. The 
implication is voters in both regions have hardened their stance along Yes/
No lines and the success of both parties in recent national elections could 
be connected to this newly emerged regional cleavage. As long as further 
decentralization is denied by the national government, there is the possibil-
ity that both parties’ regional dominance could continue.

Support for regional parties can also be connected to the center-periph-
ery cleavage first described by Lipset and Rokkan (1967) as the “central-
izing, standardizing and rationalizing … of the nation state” onto culturally 
distinct regions. While many of the social cleavages identified by Lipsett 

 1) Based on author’s interpretation of polls from multiple sources.
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and Rokkan have been replaced or become irrelevant, the center-periphery 
cleavage is increasing in importance with the growing rise of political re-
gionalism. Along with populist and green parties, regionalist parties have 
been the ones to benefit from growing voter discontent with traditional 
parties (Hepburn & Hough, 2012). Dalton (2020) documents the increas-
ing strains of the center-periphery relationship in Catalonia and Scotland. 
In Catalonia, regional identity, including linguistic identity, was brutally 
suppressed by the Franco regime. The idea of Spanish identity, and what 
it entailed, was forced upon the people of Catalonia. As we have seen in 
recent years, with the unofficial referendum which took place in Catalonia 
in 2017, and the resulting persecution of members of the Catalonian govern-
ment, regional identity is reasserting itself. This is evident in continued suc-
cess for parties supporting independence, the Republican Left and Together 
for Catalonia, in the 2021 Catalan parliamentary election. While Scottish 
identity has never been expressly persecuted by the national government, 
there is a long-held image of the Westminster parliament, and Britain as 
a whole, as being run by the English. This has certainly been reinforced 
by successive Conservative Prime Ministers, born and raised in English 
heartlands. The center-periphery cleavage can also be exacerbated by what 
regional parties see as the economic negatives of remaining too closely 
controlled by a central government. Economic disparity is one of the key 
drivers of regional movements (Kyriacou & Morral-Palacín, 2015). This is 
certainly true in Catalonia, where the region made up approximately 20% 
of Spain’s total GDP in 2020, growing with importance while the Spanish 
economy has been hit hard by the effects of COVID-19 on its tourist indus-
try (Romero, 2021). The SNP have long made the case that too much of its 
revenue from North Sea oil goes to Westminster and that total control over 
its natural resources would provide Scotland with the basis for economic in-
dependence. However, this argument looks on increasingly shaky ground. 
Data from the Scottish government shows receipts from North Sea oil fell 
almost 50% in the fiscal year 2019-2020, and the Scottish government run-
ning a fiscal deficit of 8.6%. There would also be the question of access 
to EU markets both regions would have to face in the event of complete 
independence from the central government. The SNP and independence 
movements represent an extreme version of greater regional autonomy and 
there is no suggestion this would be the model for the JIP. However, reasons 
given by supporters of the referendum in Osaka have primarily made a case 
based on economics. They argue the merger would give local wards more 
fiscal independence and be in a better position to offer tax breaks to both 
domestic and foreign companies setting up in the region. The transfer of 
power from the center to the periphery is a goal all regional parties, left and 



Vol. 37 (2021) 55
Explaining third party success: Analysing the Japanese 
Innovation Party in the context of greater regionalism

right, have in common, even those who cannot appeal to ethic or cultural 
feelings of voters.

Another factor explaining the growing success of regional parties is 
dealignment of voters and the evolution of multi-party systems in many de-
mocracies. In single or two-party systems, voters are given at most a binary 
choice between two national, catch-all parties. Regional concerns can only 
be expressed at the regional level, in local elections. In multi-party systems 
however, there is space for regional voice to be heard at the national level 
and even to influence national policy. Once they have entered national poli-
tics, regional parties have the opportunity to access public funding, be in-
volved in national debates and build a more professional political operation 
which in turn attracts higher caliber of candidates (Ziegfeld, 2012). In the 
immediate post-colonial era, India was dominated by the Congress Party, 
led by the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty. It was at the regional level, in the 1970’s 
and 1980’s that opposition parties were first able to wrest some power away 
from Congress, followed by a period of coalition government which lasted 
from 1984 to 2014 (Vaishnav & Hintson, 2019). Even though the BJP cur-
rently holds a majority in the Lok Sabha, it has a number of regional party 
coalition partners, Janata Dal and Apna Dal Sonelal which are based in 
north-eastern India and Uttar Pradesh respectively. In Germany, the Chris-
tian Social Union (CSU) has been a defacto part of the national Christian 
Democratic Union, which has led government since 2005. Much like the 
SNP in recent years, the CSU returns a remarkably consistent number of 
members to the Bundestag, ranging from between 43 and 58 in elections 
since 1953, acting as a quasi-state level party, the CSU has been a part of 
formulating government policy. While starting out as a party devoted to 
protecting the ethnic and territorial interests of Bavaria, based on conserva-
tive Christian values, the CSU adapted into a catch-all regional party with a 
national reach. The CSU also fits into the ethno-cultural model of regional 
party as they seek to have Bavaria recognized as a special region, with its 
own recognized identity Its ability to access national state level decision 
making allowed it to create a “stronghold” over regional politics in Bavaria 
(Hepburn, 2012). This is not unlike the dual benefit enjoyed by the SNP in 
Scotland. Success at the local level bred success at the national level, with 
the breakdown of the traditional two-party system in the 2015 election, 
which saw Britain’s first post-war coalition government and a breakthrough 
for the SNP, winning 56 out of 59 seats in Scotland. There was a genuine 
belief at the time that the SNP could enter either a formal or informal alli-
ance with the Labour Party which, along with the First Past the Post voting 
system which has undoubtedly aided the success of the SNP, encouraged 
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voters that voting SNP could make a real difference to government. Even 
with the UK’s return to one party predominance, the SNP has continued to 
enjoy electoral dominance at both the regional and national level. While it 
has not been able to enter government, its success has ensured the question 
of Scottish independence has not disappeared and that further devolution 
is still being considered by the Conservative government. The JIP occupies 
a similar right of center ideological position, even further to the right than 
the LDP, and, as stated earlier, supports similar reforms in foreign, defence 
and constitutional policies (Arai & Nakajo, 2018). Perhaps a question re-
mains as to how well the JIP would perform as a third party in a genuinely 
competitive two-party system. Indeed, it could be argued that with LDP 
victory assured, the success of the JIP may be attributed to a regional pro-
test vote. However, it is just as likely that voters in Osaka voted according 
to a rational choice model, realizing that the political space has opened up 
and that the JIP offer them a chance to have the largest regional voice in the 
Japanese Diet (outside of the Kanto region). Note should also be made of 
the organizational efforts made by the Osaka branch of the JIP to train and 
develop young political talent. Opened in 2012, the Seijijuku academy has 
acted as a finishing school for prospective young politicians and has been 
able to attract candidates such as Hitoshi Aoyagi, who previously worked 
for the United Nations and was able to win the Osaka 14 constituency as a 
political newcomer in 2021 (Mainichi Shimbun, 2021).

Finally, this section examines the influence of party leadership in the 
rise of regional parties. As noted above, India is one country where regional 
parties have flourished due to leaders leaving statewide parties and build-
ing their own personalistic, regional operations. There is a growing trend of 
personalisation amongst political candidates at the national regional level, 
aided by the diffusion of social media (McAllister, 2015; Zittel, 2015). As 
the breakdown of single and two-party politics has occurred across many 
democracies, opening up a multi-party space, so to have technological de-
velopments given a greater number of political actors a platform to reach 
voters. Whereas regional parties, especially those founded relatively close 
to an election, may have struggled to find supporters, doners and activists 
before, new media has given them the ability to build a party orginisation 
capable of being competitive in a national election (Vincent, 2020). For ex-
ample, SNP membership grew from around 20,000 in 2012 to over 100,000 
by 2015 (Gordon, 2015). As noted above, much of this can be attributed to 
the 2014 referendum and the hardened support the SNP gained from be-
ing the sole party of independence – support which continues until this 
day. At the same time, the importance of party leadership, or in particular 
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the leadership of Scottish Frist Minister Nicola Sturgeon cannot be over-
looked. Unlike her predecessor as SNP leader, Alex Salmond, who was a 
highly divisive and combative figure, Sturgeon has been seen as a strong 
and dependable leader. She currently ranks as the most popular politician in 
the UK and has an appeal which stretches beyond the borders of Scotland 
(YouGov, 2021). Under Sturgeon’s leadership, the SNP has moved to the 
left on social issues and committed to a generous, “big state” welfare sys-
tem which includes free tuition fees for university students. At the height 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, she was seen as the most trusted leader in the 
UK. Sturgeon’s skill as SNP leader and consistent commitment to seeking 
independence has allowed the SNP to make the most of the chances offered 
by the weakening of the multi-party system in the UK and the legacies of 
the failed referendum bid on 2014. As noted, the original incarnation of the 
JIP relied heavily on the personal popularity of its founder and leader, Toru 
Hashimoto. However, Hashimoto did not lead the JRP or JIP into national 
elections in 2014 and 2017. By the time of the 2017 elections, Hashimoto 
had already stepped back from frontline politics. So, while the JIP retained 
its stronghold over the Osaka region, it lacked a popular national figure 
to lead it into parliamentary elections. Around the same time though, a 
new actor emerged, not as the party’s leader, but as a figurehead that could 
extend their popularity far beyond the Osaka region. In 2015 Hirofumi Yo-
shimura burst onto the scene as the underdog victor of the Osaka mayoral 
election. Until that point Yoshimura limited experience in local politics and 
a short stint in the Lower House until he decided to run for mayor at age 
40. In 2019, Yoshimura effectively swapped position with Governor Ichiro 
Matsui to win a landslide victory in the gubernatorial race and he also 
currently serves as deputy leader of the JIP. Yoshimura has yet to lead the 
JIP in a national capacity and of course cannot take all of the credit for the 
party’s 2021 electoral success. However, it would be remiss to dismiss the 
personal popularity he has accrued. As mayor and governor, Yoshimura 
was a leading figure in bringing about the second referendum. He has spo-
ken out in support of allowing casinos to be legalized and built in Osaka 
and against plans in San Francisco to build a statue of “comfort women” 
in 2017, which led to Osaka ending its “sister-city” relationship. But it was 
during the COVID-19 pandemic when Yoshimura made himself a national 
level figure. While the LDP government was hesitating and encouraging 
people to travel between prefectures, Yoshimura was asking them not to 
travel and developing an “Osaka” model for dealing with the pandemic 
(Nippon.com, 2020). In stark contrast to the 71-year-old Prime Minister, 
Yoshihide Suga, Yoshimura was utilizing social media to portray his youth-
ful energy and hard work. His popularity has been compared to that of a 
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pop star. Although unsuccessful with the 2020 referendum, Yoshimura has 
become a regional politician well known and liked at the national level. Un-
like Nicola Sturgeon, he has the potential to develop into a national level 
politician, although doing so would mean either a defection to the LDP or 
a seismic change in Japan’s electoral landscape. For regional parties, it is 
important that they feel as though their representatives, even if they are 
focused on regional issues, have a reach into national politics. Without this 
there is little hope of the significant reform regional parties often promise.

Discussion:  Does electol success lead to office and policy success?

This paper has documented and attempted to explain the reasons behind 
the recent electoral success of regional parties, in particular the JIP and 
SNP. This final section will examine both parties’ achievements and poten-
tial goals in office and policy areas, and posit how electoral success may be 
translated into office and policy success in the future.

As noted earlier, the SNP have been a formidable vote winning machine, 
and at the local level, very successful in maintaining power in Scotland. 
However, in Westminster, the SNP is very much a party of opposition and 
opposes the vast majority of governmental bills. However, the SNP is an 
active member in Westminster politics. SNP MPs currently hold 2 chairs of 
House of Commons Select Committees, for International Trade and Scot-
tish Affairs, and as such are in a position to scrutinize the formulation and 
implementation of government policy. Looking towards the future, it is not 
inconceivable that the SNP could even enter government, or at least play 
enabler to a prospective Labour government. With the UK still recovering 
from the COVID-19 pandemic and recent controversy over Conservative 
MPs taking well-paid second jobs, (as of autumn 2021) the Conservative 
and Labour parties are almost tied in opinion polls. Were an election held 
under these circumstances, a single party majority would be unlikely and 
there would be a significant opportunity for the SNP to extract office-based 
concessions, not to mention a possible second referendum, from Labour.

Upon entering the 49th elected House of Representatives, the JIP entered 
into an agreement with the Democratic Party for the People which gives 
them the numbers to propose budget legislation. This new alliance may 
put them in conflict with the LDP however as they have already agreed to 
propose legislation which would cut lawmaker’s salaries by 20%. In the 
Diet, the JIP holds only one chair of lower house committees, for Science, 
Technology and Innovation and any legislation introduced by the JIP would 
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need support from the LDP in order to pass. However, while the JIP has 
little de jure office power, its role as potential ally to the LDP in the area 
of military spending and constitutional revision open up the possibility of 
more access to de facto power, as will be discussed in the next section.

SNP JIP
Economic Control over employment rights in 

Scotland for the Scottish Assembly
Reduction of consumption tax to 
5% (for a 2-year period)

Constitutional Seek a referendum on Scottish in-
dependence

Reduction of Diet members by 30% 
and stricter donation rules

Immigration Devolved powers to allow higher 
levels of immigration to Scotland

N/A

Climate Set a target for net-zero carbon 
emissions by 2045

To phase out nuclear energy and 
aim for carbon neutral by 2050

Security Eliminating or removing “Trident” 
nuclear missiles from Scotland

Eliminating 1% of GDP spending 
cap on defence

Decentralization (1) Devolution of employment law. 
(2) Power to raise minimum wage.

(1) Commitment for administrative 
reform in Osaka. (2) Regional con-
trol over consumption tax.

Table 2: A selection of manifesto pledges by the SNP (2019) and JIP (2021). Pledges chosen 
highlight regional/decentralization themed policies parties are pursuing.

To examine policy, manifesto pledges are a good indicator of what par-
ties aim to achieve. Pre-election, they can give us an idea of what believe, 
even if they are not in government, as is the case with many regional par-
ties. Post-election, they allow for an appraisal of party success in influenc-
ing national government policy. While both parties promote policies, which 
are applicable to state units as a whole, both are also localized in focus.

“We believe people in Scotland have the right to choose their own future 
- a choice between Westminster control and becoming an independent 

country” – SNP 2019 Manifesto

Naturally, a large part of the SNP 2019 manifesto was the push for a 
second referendum in Scottish independence, breaking Scotland away from 
the “cruel” Conservative led UK government and the “mess” of Brexit. The 
selection of manifesto policies highlighted in Table 2 show how the SNP 
has taken a dual track philosophy to greater devolution. On the one hand, 
the SNP advocates a second referendum and details what it could do as an 
independent nation, such as scrapping the Trident nuclear defence system 
and rejoining the EU. However, there is also a recognition that Scotland, 
at least in the short term, will remain a part of the UK. As such, there are 
also calls for greater devolution of powers from Westminster, such as im-
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migration policy and the power to change employment law. As an opposi-
tion party, with a hostile relationship with the Conservative government 
in London, the SNP has been unable to achieve any of these goals thus 
far. However, there are 2 ways in which policy “progress” has been made. 
Firstly, the Scottish government has done what it can to put its own mark 
on policies. While immigration rules have been drastically altered in the 
wake of Britain’s withdrawal from the EU, the Scottish government has 
taken great trouble to highlight the continued need for immigrant labor and 
that Scotland is “just as welcoming as it has always been” (Scottish Govern-
ment, 2021). The Scottish government has also worked with independent 
bodies to highlight the need for greater flexibility in immigration rules. 
For example, the Law Society of Scotland (2017) has written of the need 
for a “bespoke” immigration policy, which would address Scotland’s need 
for greater population growth and shortfall of labour in some sectors. Sec-
ondly, the idea of devolution across the whole of the UK is currently under 
discussion. Under the policy of “Levelling Up” Britain, the government’s 
plan to rejuvenate economically deprived areas and bring about a recovery 
from the COVID-19 pandemic, the UK parliamentary Housing, Communi-
ties and Local Government Committee has recommended more devolution 
to England. While this does not pertain to Scotland, or Wales or Northern 
Ireland, the decentralization of power in the UK surely owes much to the 
political pressure the SNP has placed on the UK government since 1999.

Decision making to be done “at the smallest unit possible…the role of 
government should be clarified and all other responsibilities lay with lo-

cal government” – JIP manifesto 2021

In comparison to the SNP 2019 manifesto, the JIP set out a more nation-
ally focused set of policy priorities. And also, unlike the SNP, the JIP is 
much more closely aligned with the governing LDP ideologically. At the 
regional level, the Osaka JIP had considerable policy success, passing laws 
to privatize the city subway system and free education measures (Adelstein, 
2021). While not in any kind of position to make laws itself on national lev-
el, the JIP could prove an invaluable ally to the government should it wish 
to make any constitutional change. With recent developments in the rest 
of East Asia, specifically heightened tensions between China and Taiwan 
and the signing of the AUKUS pact seeming to put the Pacific at the top of 
America and Australia’s security priorities, there has been renewed discus-
sion about Japan’s own security capabilities. With the current make-up of 
the Lower House, the LDP would need help from friendly parties, which 
would place the JIP in an advantageous position were it to use its support 
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as a negotiation tactic in relation to other policy making. The long-held aim 
of reducing the number of Diet members and devolving more power to the 
regions act as a dual strategy to strengthen local administrations, at the 
expense of national government power. While the JIP presents this an ideo-
logical pledge which should apply to the entire country, it is not difficult to 
connect this to the desire for greater autonomy for Osaka. The manifesto 
also restates the party’s desire for further devolving power to the Osaka 
region, having local control over income tax as a way to make regional 
economies more efficient and competitive and to continue to seek reform 
of Osaka’s city and prefectural administration. This last pledge, while de-
signed to keep the support of the considerable number of people who voted 
in favor of reform in 2015 and 2020, has the danger of causing voter apathy, 
or even resentment towards continued local referendums. The JIP will need 
to carefully consider whether its 2021 election success gives it the mandate 
to hold another referendum, or whether holding off on another vote would 
allow it to achieve its goals in the long-term while maintaining its electoral 
support at the national level.

Democratic countries have been seeing a greater push towards further 
decentralization of power in recent years. The UK and Japan are no ex-
ceptions to this. The push has been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, where central governments have had to rely on regional authorities 
to administer lifesaving vaccines and take responsibility for public safety 
through region specific rules and guidance. As the world looks towards a 
life after COVID-19, it is unlikely that regional authorities will wish to give 
back this power. Therefore, regional parties, acting as vehicles for regional 
interests, have the opportunity to consolidate and extend their influence 
on politics at the national level. We can certainly expect to see continued 
pushes for the devolution of power to regional areas in the UK and Japan.
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