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Advisory Commissions and
Administrative Reform:
The Western Model in Japan

JAMES ELLIOTT*

The advisory commission model (ACM)} has long been a popular administrative device
used by governments in the West to implement administrative reform. Since 1981,
the Japanese government has successfully used the ACM in a major effort to reform the
public sector, adapting and improving its implementation to conform with traditional
practices, values, but at the same time, it has also been modified to suit more the purpose
of the existing elite, rather than the wider public. This suggests that the ACM may still
fail to respond swiftly enough to the needs of Japan in the 21st century.

How to make changes and improvements in public administration has
long been one of the most important and difficult tasks facing governments.
Various methods can be used including an internal incremental approach
which is continuous and dependent upon the bureaucracy itself. Another is the
administrative reform method which is periodic and applied from outside
normally by the appointment of a special commission. The importance of
administrative reform has been recognized by a growing body of literature to
which scholars from the Philippines have made a significant contribution.! The
special advisory commission has, for some time, been used internationally.
It has also been used in Asia and with particular popularity and success in
Japan. The influence of the Western model was acknowledged by Professor Tsuji
when he wrote that ‘. . . the First Provisional Commission for Administrative
Reform (RINCHO), which was set up in 1961 was modelled after the Hoover
Commission in the United States.. . .”’2 Long before the Hoover Commission,
however, the British government had established a two-man commission to
investigate and recommend reforms on the Organization of the Permanent
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" d year later by the Macauley Report on the Indian Civil Service. The use of the - B

o ‘mdependent commission to inguire into the civil service continues to be popular - - RN

- = Wthh made its final report in March 1983

The Adv1sory Commnssnon Model (ACM)

- Cin Western countries- producing, for- example, the 1966 British Fulton" Report'_ ) b-; ;_A-' L
© "~ and 1976 Austrahan ‘Coombs: Report3 In1981, the. Japanese government R
.. -established the second’ Prov181onal Comnnss_lon for Admnnstratlve Reform, S

The ACM wluch has evolved has certam character1st1cs and advantages-lil-'f-'-..“‘

and disadvantages. Ttis based on the'premise that the civil service cannot . -~ -
* " reform itself 'and can only be reformed . from outside.' The model is ‘basedon -

- the perception that there isa need for greater reform than those made during S -
regular internal management adjustments. Comm1331ons are establishedonan . - -~ 0

: g _+ad hoc: basis. ‘They may spring from the election of new’ governments with - v
T reformmg ideas, as in-British in 1984 and Australia in. 1972, or. they mayresult:

'+ from anxiety over rising éxpenditure or the size of the service, as'in the United o -

_' States in 1947 and 1953 and-Japan in 1981, Commissions are expected tobe - - AR
S ’mdependent of the service and government and thelr recommendations to be- .0 LT

impartial. They are also expected to tackle the problems of the administrative - " L

K .system in an open manner: The members of such.commissions should have - "
B jsmtable expertise-and high professwnal status, should be drawn from several .~ -

R groups'in the commumty and should represent the general interests. of- the,

... society rather than veésted interests. The conitribution of the chairman is vital - -~ = -

~ to the success of a commission. Service by commissioners is normally part-time, -

o . so staff are employed to conduct research in their behalf. The terms of reference © = * " .
"+ of commissions can vary from narrow-to those which reqmre a wide perspectlve R

- with aims of reforming not only the bureaucracy but also society. A commission : - p'
" has power to collect ev1dence but it has no power over. lmplementatlon whlle Do

1ts recommendatlons are purely adv1sory

Comrmssron reports can be very: 1nfluent1al and have far-reachmg effectsr TR

~on the development of an admm1strat1ve system. They can reveal deep- -seated -

o 'problems and major defects ina system and force govemments to acknowledge ,. i

the same, But they also give governments the: support which is necessary to -

L successfully implement reforms in' the short or. long term against strong

- resistance.. With good public relations, commissions can educate and stunulate_.-3' ’

’ o publ1c oplmon politicians and bureaucrats to support reform measures.

- - Commissions have been judged to have failed because of the, relatlve lack’ _ e
: \;of unplementatlon of their reoommendatlons ‘The unplementatlon record. of e n
-, .commission recommendations is not partlcularly good and has been described

. as’ the “Achrlles heel of admmlstratlve reform 4. Comrmssrons can also be i L

'”'used by governments and other groups for other than the stated reasons _
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' -There can often be a hldden agenda behmd the pubhc statements Itis. possrble

.. for commissions to be: unrepresentatlve and for thelr recommendations to be

‘unrealxstrc ‘and damagmg to the operation and morale of the civil service. They '

_can also act as a smokescreen by hiding major defects’in a system. thereby :

: -'j'.’stoppmg -or.delaying much needed reforms. Financial costs can be high, in
-. terms of time, the use of personnel and disruption to normal administrative
' -performance Such costs may outwelgh the. beneflts of any successful reform

- J apan ] Second Prov1snonal Admlmstratlve Reform Commnssnon

R J apan has seen two ma]or efforts at admlmstratlve reform in modern times:
* one in the late 19th century, the other after World War II. Another important -
.- attempt at reform is currently taking place’ using the mdependent ACM The a
* Commission was established in March 1981 because of and in response to
" growing government deficits and the rehance on bond issues: to. meet . the - -
_ problem. Busmess, in particular, - felt that the government should reduce. its
.“expenditure and improve .the civil service rather than mcrease taxes Prlme
- _Mlmster Suzuki asked the Comrmssron S :
S to assess the best mode of, appropnate and ratronal admuustratnon from every angle in.
~ the hght of the. outlook for the 1980s and beyond as well as t6 examine the basic .
v admunstratlve system, and its. management, including the division of roles between o
o pubhc and private enterpnses, the allocation of operations between the central and
. -local governments, and the future of government's local and branch offices at the
- prefectural level. 'I‘he government is resolved to respect the: conclusxon of the’ com:
‘ rmssxon and to successrvely 1mplement them. -

In keepmg w1th the Adwsory Commrssron Model the new- commrssxon: :
‘was composed of nine quahfled members with high social and professional -

- .-status. The commissioners’ expertise was w1dely-based—three were business-

. “men, two were former bureaucrats, one was a journalist and one an academic. .
- In addltlon two trade ‘unionists- representmg different ‘sectors of the union
. movement were included. The Comrmssxon s members ‘were hlghly dlstmgmshed L
and expenenced -For example, its Chalrman Toshiwo Doko, was one of Japan’s - -

.~ most 'successful busmessmen ‘who had also - been Pre31dent of Keidhanren, -
- _.the Japanese Federation of Economic Orgamzatrons He had a hlgh reputation - .

- for efflclency and honesty Professor Kiyoaki Tsuji had been Dean of the Law
‘. ‘Faculty of Tokyo University. and was'a pre-emment scholar of public adminis-
tration. In addrtron, he 'had: worked for “the ‘First Adniinistrative Reform
Commission. The commissioners’ were ‘part-time but they- were assisted by |
* 21 expert members, 49 councilors and a'secretariat of about 100 officers. The .~
: Comm1s51on invited and received a substantlal number of submissions from

e " the general pubhc and mterested orgamzatrons as well as visiting various’
<. areasand holding pubhc meetmgs A system of committees was used to collect

: “and-assess material, ‘and. to formulate proposals Thus, the’ Commlssmn was
o m a posxtlon to mvestlgate and rev1ew the system on the ba31s ofa consrderable .
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amount of information and to formulate recommendations for administrative
reform. The terms of reference were also wide enough to allow for far-reaching
recommendations. Five reports were published; the first concentrated on
expenditure cuts for the 1982 budget; the second recommended cuts in the
official licensing system. The third report wag the basic report and covered the
central government departments, local govemments public corporations, and
changes in policy programmes such as agriculture and social security.
Implementation was the main topic in the fourth report and the fifth report
further developed matters raised in the third report.

Success of the Commission Device

It can be argued that the administrative reform model, using the advisory

' commission, has proved successful to a certain extent in the case of the Doko

‘Commission. This success is due to the nature of the membership of the

Commission, and especially to Doko himself. His status, dedication and

commitment to reform and his position within the business community gave

him considerable influence on the government. He also became more widely
known after a popular television program about his life.

Doko and the Commission were careful to follow traditional practices and
processes in their approach to reform. They were concerned with gaining
approval and avoiding conflict and so consulted widely. Doko, for example,
- visited several political leaders to gain their support. Implementation was the
overriding objective so cooperation and consensus were stressed while many
controversial topics were avoided. Recommendations of the reports were often
general, recommending further study or using language which was vague and
ambiguous. The Commission did not tackle the difficult problem of the Japan
National Railways but recommended that a special committee be established to
consider its reform.

The model stresses the mdependence of the Commission, especially from
the bureaucracy, so it can be in a position to make impartial, and if necessary,
radical recommendations. In the case of the Second Reform Commission
however, the bureaucracy was deeply involved .at all levels, including having
two former bureaucrats as commissioners. Critics claim that the bureaucratic
influence and input partly account for the success of the Second Commission
as against the First which was heavily influenced by non-bureaucratic groups
and proved to be too idealistic and unrealistic. The secretariat for the Second
Commission was composed. of young bureaucrats on secondment from their
departments with a few individuals from the private sector and one from local
government. Their input was central to the work of the Commission, and
among other things, they were responsible for collecting information, preparing
agenda and writing reports. Many former bureaucrats served on the advisory
committees. They were in a position to protect departmental interests and
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were able to influence reports and recommendations going to the Commission.
In typical Japanese bureaucratic style, many of the proposals were discussed
and argued out at length behind closed doors by the bureaucracy prior to being
brought before the commission. At the center of most of these discussions was
the Ministry of Finance. This activity enabled the formal recommendations to
be implemented relatively easily by the bureaucracy.

Implementation was also helped by the continued pressure on government
exerted by business. This was much more systematic and influential than in
Western countries. Business continued to press for cuts in expenditure and
personnel. They also opposed any tax increases. Doko was in the forefront of
that pressure as Chairman of the Commission and from 1983 as Chairman of
the Administrative Reform Promotion Committee. The business lobby was
influential in Japan because of its close relationship with the governing Liberal
Democratic Party (L.D.P.) and the bureaucracy. The L.D.P. and Nakasone
needed the financial support of business.

Political leaders normally support administrative reform -but in Japan this

. support was much stronger and more sustained than in Western countries.

Both Prime Ministers Suzuki and Nakasone made the strongest commitment

and placed reform at the top of their electoral platforms and cabinet agenda.

Such a commitment to reform was seen as a boost to their standing particularly

with the L.D.P. and the business community. The L.D.P. was deeply involved
and established a reform headquarters.

Japan’s economic success since the end of World War II has been partly
due to close cooperation and the shared interests of the L.D.P., business and
bureaucracy. So it was in reform where they shared a perceived need and were
prepared to work together, and to compromise to achieve shared aims. This is
not to say there was no resistance. Indeed, resistance was strong. The strategy
adopted in response to resistance was partly the composition of the Commission
and the stress on implementation and feasibility. Part of the strategy was to
report while the Commission was still in existence so it could press for implemen-
tation. Implementation was also sought by dropping or modifying proposals.
For example, the original proposals to amalgamate all the planning agencies
were so changed that there was a possibility that only two agencies would be
amalgamated. The government also sought to mollify political opposition and
rural resistance by introducing civil service salary increments and rice price
increases.® Another factor accounting for the Japanese success is the conser-

vative nature of the society with its deferential or passive attitude towards.
the elite.

Problems and Defects of the Commission Device

There are several problems and defects which can arise from the adminis-
trative reform methods and the use of a commission both in the West ana in
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-Asia. For ex'ample, it is not uncommon fo'r. a comrmssion to be appointed to
help get a government out of a difficult situation’ when it is under"strong

political attack. It allows a government_ to defuse criticism or to delay .
taking’ controversml dec151ons In Japan, however, the model was used accord .

ing to the- theory, to find answers to difficult problems

* Another defect more relevant toJ apan is that of a comm1ss1on actmg asa o
smokescreen, where because of the establishment and operation of a commission, ~
people believe that problems and solutions have been thoroughly and 1mpart1ally SRR
'investigated while in fact this has not happened and major defects still remain. -
" - This can engender a sense of complacency, a belief that all is well, while allowmg. o
* the situation to deterlorate which would only’ be revealed when a major crisis ' -
hits the nation. A commission can act as.a’ dlgmfled facade behind which
~ vested interests pursue their partlculanstlc aims. The commission acts as a .o
“rubber stamp. to decisions reached by .these - various interests. Thus, a com- =
~mission is used in the opposite way to which it is intended i in theory. In J apan,:.
.+ it could be argued that. serious problems such as departmentahsm andalackof - o
- a central control'and management system were not investigated or discussed . ... . -

.. at depth and recommendations were either not forthcoming or were weak. A

E 'Recommendatlons to amalgamate part of the Pr1me ‘Minister’s. Department : -
‘with the Admlmstratlve Management Agency were 1mplemented but noreal’

progress ‘was ‘made on strengthening central management or curbmg BT

departmentalism. The Prime Minister’s Department for.example, still remains’ s

“ weak despite proposals made as early as 1961, that it should be strengthened: C

'perhaps with an executlve office based on the’ Amerlcan Presidential’ pattem L

. In Western countriés, ‘executive bureaucratlc power has often been thereason " E o _' :
 for estabhshmg reform commissions. “This was. not the Japanese case in 1981' e el
‘and no attempt:was: made to discuss’ or curb the: power or centralization of the .. =~ "~ .

o bureaucracy There. were cuts: made in fmance, personnel offices and. hcensmg N

'but not.in the central power of the bureaucracy. This power springs not just -~ SR

.. from the legal posmon ‘but also from bureaucratic attitudes of superiority and -
" deference afforded to them from those:- with whom' they deal. Is the bureau-_ Lo
- .cracy. sufﬁc1ently mdependent or unpart1a1 origit too closed and too responswe SR
' to the demands of big business and. vested interests? Is the ‘system'open and- " -

- “flexible enough and able to tackle the needs of- the soc1ety especlally in° the,; e -

future"

e The Commxssron was concemed about soc1etal reform by way of preparmg LT
: :Japan for the 21st century. Yet: desplte this; the orientation of implementation . -.:
** has. béen towards internal changes-in the. bureaucracy and expendlture cuts..
Do «'.Commxssmns can‘have two agenda one, pubhc prepared for the nation and the s
L other ‘hidden to serve prlvate interests rather than the pubhc good. What may.
" be of benefxt to the: bureaucracy or to the govemment is not. necessanly of ’

* _benefit to the’ whole nation: Itis posmble for bias:to be bmlt into a' commssmn




"~ ‘base, or restricts their use or msuse of public resources.
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business comniunity and the ;Mini'st'ry' of Finance were able to push through '

- financial - cost-cutting measures which they supported. Social welfare was"

subject to severe financial cuts which raised questions about equity and

fairness. Considerable attention was given to financial and administrative
. problems but msufﬁment oon91deratlon was glven to the soclal and other needs

of the society."

Certamly in the past, the system ‘was not suffxclently conscious of the
suffering inflicted by industrial pollution and disease or the poor living condi-
tions of the people relative to the wealth of the society. Commissioners may
have been of high status but it is doubtful whether they were in a position to

fully represent the views and needs of the society: Commissions can be criticized
- for being too idealistic, too academic and unrealistic in their recommendations
" as was the case with the 1961 Commission. It can be suggested that the 1981

‘Commission was out of touch with modern Japanese society and did. not
consider many vital areas and that Doko and business representatives were
naive and did not fully understand. the. bureaucracy or the workings of the
‘administrative system. Like many Western commissions, the Doko Commission

~did not examine closely the key. relationships between the political arm of _
“ . government and the administrative system. Administrative reform will only -

‘have limited effect if pohtlcal leaders are opposed because it affects the1r power

_ 'Another thrust of commlssrons in the West has been the democratization

- of administration including the introduction of a ‘more ‘open’ government,

freedom of information, ombudsmen and more decentralization. The Japanese -
Commission made recommendations along similar lines but critics pointed out -

" that other proposals could lead to more centralization and less democracy.
. Democracy is not just having the correct institutions; it is also dependent .
_‘upon.the bureaucracy being imbued with democratic attitudes and values. The

Commiission did not mvestlgate attitudes or valués. The recommendation,

‘ ‘oW implemented, to give the power to create or disband departmental bureaus‘ :
~ to the government rather than parliament is good for,efﬁclency but not for . .
" democracy. Commissions can be restricted because of narrow terms of reference

‘or because of a lack of resources, but this was not so with the Doko Commlssxon ’

- There was a time limit of two years however which placed considerable pressure -

‘on the Commission and its officials. It was impossible to investigate several -

" . ‘areas in depth or to consider others or to consult as widely as desired. The

decision to publish ‘feports- quickly also restricted research. For example,

the First Report was pubhshed only four months after the estabhshment of the o
g Commssmn

Commlssmns have sometimes been cntlclzed because of thelr high financlal

costs. ‘but.also, because of their use of scarce personnel, their demands upon .
departments especlally senior departmental officials for information. These .

‘demands ‘and the implementation of ill-considered recommendations can

o damage the morale of the department and its effectlveness and effxclency
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In Japan, the demands upon the bureaucracy were heavy but morale and
effectiveness were not impeded. This was because most recommendations were
in line with the aims of the bureaucracy. In comparison to the West, the 1981
Commission was more successful at implementation not only for reasons
already stated, but also because reforms had the force of law through legislation.
There was political commitment and many of the reforms were implemented
internally tlirough the bureaucracy.

Cenclusion

For many years now Japan has successfully borrowed, adopted and

. improved many ideas and products from the West. The Japanese government
has introduced from the West the ACM and they have used it in the context of
the local political and administrative culture. Its use has been in line with
traditional practices and values and it has been a vehicle to reinforce the
existing system and to pursue political and bureaucratic aims. In some ways,

the Commission was a veneer to hide the actual operation and ambitions of the

decision makers. The 1981 Commission was relatively successful because
it followed the accepted practices of the system by consulting widely, avoiding
conflict and radical proposals, and striving for harmony and consensus. This
‘helps to explain the lack of a minority report which can be found in the West.

The bureaucracy in Japan has been much more active and successful over

the years in administrative reform than their contemporaries in the West.”?

Yet they were unable to get the tough decisions taken to reduce expenditure

and to cut some costly programmes nor were they able to introduce major
changes in the bureaucracy itself. This is where the reform method and the
commission were essential to gain the support and commitment from political,
business and other groups in the community to be able to induce the reforms
required. Within this process, however, the bureaucracy played a key role and
its position and influence was much more central and persuasive than in the
West. This does raise questions about the independence and therefore the
validity of the Commission’s work. :

The same questions arise because of the active role of business in the
process with its close relationship to and its influence on government and the

bureaucracy. It was not only their large representation in the councils of the .

Commission but also their continual pressure on the government to act
according to the wishes of business. This symbiotic relationship is not found in
the West where relationships are more spasmodic and limited and business
does not have the same interest in the operation of the bureaucracy.

Another difference between the West and Japan is the political input mto
the reform process. In Japan, reform has been at the top of the political agenda
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for a long period, with a much more sustained commitment by the political
leaders even if the strongest emphasis has been on cuts in personnel and finance.
This is partly because conservative governments have been in power in Japan
since World War I1, except for a short period in the 1940’s. There has not been
this continuity in the West. The government has been able to establish priorities
and guidelines and has been able to stay with them for a long period of time
if necessary. As in the West, they have been able to get broad support for the
general idea of reform but have found it difficult to get support for specific
reforms. The L.D.P. leaders in Japan have been able to mobilize party support
for reform and in 1981 established a L.D.P. Reform Headquarters which
successfully helped to monitor and implement reform.

Several Western governments, such as Britain in 1964 and Australia in
1972, used commissions to try and curb the bureaucracy and to improve the
society. The term * 1mprovmg "the society is rather vague and can be based on
political ideals, but in general it means making the society better than it is
at the present time. In Japan in 1981 there was no real attempt to curb and
control the power of the bureaucracy but a main objective was to improve the
system and the society so Japan would be in a better position to answer the
challenges of the 21st century. However, because the Commission was dominated
by economic and bureaucratic interests, it saw the challenge through the eyes
of those groups. Other interests of a social welfare or democratic nature found it
difficult to make their voices heard and those in the Commission prepared to
speak for them were a tiny minority. In this sense, the Commission failed to
reflect the whole society or the general interest as the model required.

It is difficult to evaluate the success of administrative reform and often
it can only be done with hindsight. In Japan, it can be claimed that it was
successful for the elite, for the political, business and bureaucratic leaders,
at least in the short term and could be in the long term. Whether the reforms
will make Japan more democratic, compassionate, or responsive to social needs
is another question. The ACM is an administrative device originating in the
West, but being used superbly in the technical sense in an Asian country.
It was adapted and improved in line with local traditions but it was also
modified to make it more pliable in the hands of the elite to serve its special
purposes and so losing its essence which is to serve the wider public purpose.
This suggests that the use of the ACM has not revealed the deeper defects and
needs of the government system and the system may still fail to respond
swiftly enough to the needs of the 21st century.
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