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Prime Minister Shinzo Abe is set to start l.ris
two-dayvisit to Tehran on Wednesday amid
rising military tensions in the Persian Gulf.

Abe's planned visit - the first visit to Iran
by an incumbent Japanese prime minister
in 41 years - came to light after he met U.S.
President Donald Trump in Tokyo late last
month. The timing has prompted some to
speculate that Abe may be delivering a mes-
sage from Trump to Tehran, to try to defuse
the crisis over the nuclear deal.

But days before the trip, high-ranking lap-
anese diplomats in Tokyo started emphasiz-
ing a somewhat unexpected message likely
to cool the developing media frenzy: Abe is
not visiting Iran as a mediator nor messen-
ger, and he does not have any quick remedy
to end the nuclear crisis.

"The primary purpose is to ease tensions
and prevent the status quo from deteriorat-
ing further. We have no surprise plan," one
high-ranking Foreign Ministry official said
Friday.

"The prime minister won't go there as a
mediator or messenger. |apan is notstanding
for either of the two sides," the official also
said, speaking on condition of anonymity.

Based on discussions with multiple offi-
cials in Tolqyo, it seems the intention was to
lower expectations toward Abe's trip, during
which he is expected to meet witl-r President
Hassan Rouhani, in order to minimize risks
to his diplomatic mission in Iran.

Japan-based Middle East experts have
warned Abe could return empty-handed,
highlighting that Tokyo has liule diplomatic
leverage to encourage Washington's return
to the 2015 nuclear deal and thereby ease
U.S.-led economic sanctions against Iran.
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Speculation that Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
wiil dissolve the Lower House for a "double
election" this summer began to dissipate
Monday, as an official close to him said such
a move would not be needed when the Cabi-
net has stable support.

Some had speculated that the prime min-
ister would be tempted to call a snap elec-
tion to coincide with the triennial election
lor hallolthe Upper House, in an apparent
bid to boost voter interest and turnout.

There were also expectations that Abe
would delay the planned consumption tax
hike in October and seek a mandate for his
decision.

However, tl-re general view of ruling party
lawmakers now seems to be that current eco-
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resolve the fundamental problems confront-
ing Iran, he said.

"For |apan to mediate between Iran and
the U.S. or to help form a new nuclear deal,
it r4rould first need to.push the U-S. back to
its original position (under the 2015 agree-
ment). But it's impossible," said Koichiro
Tanaka, professor at Keio University and an
expert in Iranian affairs.

"So what Abe could do (through his visit)
is to ease tensions forthe timebeing.Itwon't
last very long, thoughi' he said.

Tanaka also wamed thatiflapan is seen as
any kind of messenger serving U.S. interests,
it would damage fapan's bilateral relation-
ship with Iran.

Despite being a close military ally ofthe U.S.
in the Asia-Paciflc region, f apan has for years
maintained a good relationship with Middle
Eastem countries with conflicting interests,
including Iran, Israel and Saudi Arabia.

Unlike the U.S., |apan has supported the
ICPOA deal, but has sropped importing
crude oil from Iran due to the U.S.-led eco-
nomic sanctions.

Another senior Foreign Ministry official
argued that easing tensions for now would
still be meaningful, citing the possibility of an
accidental military clash in the persian Gulf.

In the last month the White House has
dispatched aircraft carrier USS Abraham
Lincoln and B-52 strategic bombers in the
region, raising tensions another notch.

The U.S. deployment was followed by

sporadic attacks by unidentified parties on
crude oil pipelines in Saudi Arabia, the U.S.
Embassy in Iraq and commercial ships just
outside the Persian Gulf.

"No one wants to start a war. Both (lran
and the U.S.) want to settle (the crisis)
through dialogue, and they believe rhe sta-
tus quo is notgood," the official said.

"ln that sense, it's meaningful (for Abe)
to go to Iran now" to ease tensions in the
region, the official said.

In fact, Trump referred to Abe's plans to
visit Tehran while in Tokyo on May 27, at
the outset of his summit meeting with the
fapanese prime minister, telling reporters:
"l know that the prime minister and |apan
have a very good relationship with Iran, so
we'll see what lrappens."

"The prime minister has already spoken
to me about that. And I do believe that lran
would Iil<e to tall<. And if they'd lil<e to tall<,
we'd like to talk also," Trump added.

Still, despite Trump's remarks, some
remain concerned ti-rat hard-liners within
the Trump administration, most notably
national security adviser |ohn Bolton and
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, may be
more interested in changing Iran's political
regime by maintaining economic sanctions,
rather than engaging in diplomacy to ease
tensions with lran.

1f this situation continues, it could trigger
an accidental military clash between Iran
and the U.S. and escalate into war, noted
Tanaka of Keio University.
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Nagafuji collected 137,862 vores, against
1 23,7 7 1 v otes gamered by Tomoaki Nomura,
45, a former Sakai Municipal Assem-
bly member, and 14,110 votes by Takashi
Tachibana, 51, a former assembly member
for Katsushika Ward, Tokyo.

Sunday's election came after former
Mayor Osami Takeyama stepped down in
April to take responsibility for a political
funding scandal. During his campaign, Naga-
fuii harshly criticized Takeyama's funding
scandal and pledged to pursue strong growth
in Osaka Prefecture through closer collabora-
tionwiththe Osaka prefectural and municipal
govemments. On the metropolis plan, he said
he would closely observe developmenB from
the Osaka Municipal Govemmenl
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