
 

China's fury over Fukushima water casts
shadow on Asean Forum
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China's outrage over Japan's release of treated wastewater from the
crippled Fukushima nuclear plant has dimmed prospects for improved
ties when top officials of the two countries meet this week.
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Prime Minister Fumio Kishida and Chinese Premier Li Qiang will attend
the Asean summit in Jakarta in what could have been a chance to
stabilize relations. Instead, Li might use the meeting with Southeast Asia
nations and South Korea as an opportunity to berate Kishida in front of
regional dignitaries.

Beijing has been the most vocal opponent to Japan's move to discharge
treated radioactive water into the ocean. Even though scientists,
including at least one from China who contributed to an International
Atomic Energy Agency-led review of the plan, have said the release will
have a negligible impact on people and the environment, the backlash
was immediate and extreme.

The government banned all Japanese seafood imports, prompting Tokyo
to threaten World Trade Organization action. State media dialed up
criticisms of the move. People called for boycotts of Japanese products.
The Japanese embassy, consulates and schools in China were pelted with
eggs and stones.

With the Asean summit starting Tuesday, Beijing may seize the chance
to push back against Tokyo's increasingly cozy ties with Washington and
Seoul. U.S. President Joe Biden hosted a three-way summit with Kishida
and South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol in August that left China
increasingly isolated.

"Anything that China can do to sow division between Japan and its
regional partners, it will do," said Bates Gill, executive director of the
Asia Society Policy Institute's Center for China Analysis.

Fraught relations between China and Japan have laid the groundwork for
public mistrust of the water release. Chinese state media promoted
cartoons, including one that depicts a monster rising from the ocean
apparently spawned by radiation. Hu Xijin, former editor-in-chief of
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Global Times, posted a clip from The Simpsons on his X account
showing a three-eyed fish.

"The disinformation campaign around the water release has geopolitical
context," said Hamsini Hariharan, a China-focused researcher at
Logically, a company that provides fact-checking services using AI.

"This is part of a larger campaign to point out how the U.S. and its allies
are failing the world and people across the world," Hariharan said. "It's
definitely to discredit Japan but is part of larger foreign policy goal that
China has."

The Chinese government has repeatedly said Japan failed to prove the
release is safe and harmless to people and the environment. By dumping
the water, Japan is spreading the risk to the rest of the world, according
to Beijing.

The incident may also be a useful distraction from China's own
problems. The world's second-biggest economy is slowing, debt is rising,
the property market is in the doldrums and youth unemployment has
soared to a record.

"Domestically, I think that China's playing a diversionary strategy," said
Yinan He, an associate professor in the Department of International
Relations at Lehigh University. "This is a good opportunity for the
government to divert public attention away from domestic problems to
Japan."

How far it will affect Japan's economy remains to be seen. Fisheries
exports make up a tiny proportion of Japan's gross domestic product. Ill
feeling could hamper an anticipated increase in Chinese tourism to
Japan, although such downturns have in the past been short-lived,
Bloomberg Economics said.
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Relations between the two Asian giants hit their lowest point in decades
in 2012 due to a territorial dispute over a group of islands in the East
China Sea. It took former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe almost two years
to secure a meeting with President Xi Jinping from which point ties
gradually warmed.

Kishida himself scored a formal meeting with Xi on the sidelines of the
Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation Forum in Bangkok in November
last year, at which the two leaders asserted their desire to improve
relations.

There are signs China wants to work on ties. Foreign Minister Wang Yi
told his South Korean counterpart that he supports Seoul's efforts to
resume three-way summits that include Japan. China and South Korea
exchanged views on Japan's wastewater discharge, Beijing said in a
statement late Thursday.

China and Japan are engaged in a "quarrel," said Alfred Wu, associate
professor at the National University of Singapore's Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy. He doesn't expect things to become as bad as
2012 when there were mass protests, but doesn't see a swift resolution
either.

"It'll take time to go back to normal," he said. "It'll take weeks, months
or even more. Then the China side will gradually cool down."

2023 Bloomberg News. 
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