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Aum Shinrikyo cult founder Asahara
Shoko was sentenced to death by the Tokyo
District Court on Feb. 27 for ordering a
series of brutal crimes committed by cult
members.

The court found the guru, whose real
name is Matsumoto Chizuo, guilty on 13
accounts in connection with crimes that
caused 27 deaths, including the June 1994
sarin attack in Matsumoto and the March
1995 sarin attack on the Tokyo subway sys-
tem.  The death sentence had been demand-
ed by prosecutors.

The verdict identified Asahara as the mas-
termind of the crimes and concluded that
the guru planned to rule Japan in the name
of salvation and his objective was so
wretched and stupid that it merits the ulti-
mate criticism.  The victims’ families have
suffered so deeply from Asahara’s crimes that
there could be no other sentence than the
death penalty, Presiding Judge Ogawa Shoji
said.

The court found Asahara guilty on all 13
accounts and rejected the defense counsel’s
claim that the crimes were committed by

Asahara’s followers and the guru himself was
innocent.  The court determined that
Asahara conspired with his followers in all
cases.

Referring to the sarin attack on the Tokyo
subway system, which killed 12 people and
injured more than 5,500, Ogawa noted that
Aum members resorted to the brutal action
out of fear that the police would raid their
facilities before they armed themselves and
they thought that the police would not carry
out the raid if they launched an indiscrimi-
nate terrorist attack first.

The defense counsel for Asahara, who
became the 12th Aum member to be sen-
tenced to death, immediately filed an appeal.
The sentence on Asahara was the final dis-
trict court ruling handed down in cases
related to the Aum cult.

Analyzing the causes of the series of
crimes committed by the Aum cult, Ogawa
said, “Asahara was lost in his fantasy that he
was the absolute being and tried to rule
Japan.  His fantastic words brought about
the crimes, which illustrated in an extreme
form his desire to show off and rule other

people.”  The judge regarded the Aum
crimes as the most brutal ever committed in
Japan and said it was quite natural for the
victims’ families and survivors to feel like
seeing the sternest justice meted out to
Asahara and his followers.

Asahara’s trial took seven years and 10
months.  The Tokyo District Court held
257 sessions and spent a total of 1,258 hours
on the trial, while a total of 522 witnesses
took the stand.

As Asahara remained silent throughout
most of the hearings, the trial failed to shed
light on why he and a handful of his follow-
ers resorted to egocentric actions by self-jus-
tifying reasoning and why young people
who graduated from elite universities were
attracted by the Aum cult.

Ogawa charged that Asahara shifted all
the blame for Aum crimes onto his follow-
ers, averted his eyes from reality and shut
himself up in his own world.  The guru
never apologized to any of the victims and
refused to talk about his responsibilities, and
he has preserved his vicious influence on his
followers, the judge added.
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Japan and Mexico on March 12 finally
agreed to conclude a bilateral free trade
agreement (FTA) after 16 months of negoti-
ations.  The agreement was confirmed when
Japanese Foreign Minister Kawaguchi
Yoriko, Economy, Trade and Industry
Minister Nakagawa Shoichi and Agriculture,
Forestry and Fisheries Minister Kamei
Yoshiyuki held a video teleconference with
Mexican Economy Secretary Fernando
Canales and Agriculture Secretary Javier
Usabiaga.  The two countries will seek to
thrash out the details in order to put the
FTA into effect in January 2005.

The FTA with Mexico is Japan’s second
with a trading partner, following the one
signed with Singapore in 2002.  The agree-
ment with Mexico also represents the first
comprehensive deal for Japan that covers the
agricultural sector.  The Japanese govern-
ment aims to promote the FTA negotiations
that were launched recently with South
Korea, Thailand, the Philippines and
Malaysia.

The final round of negotiations with
Mexico focused on the industrial products
sector, in which Mexico agreed to abolish

tariffs on all types of steel products from
Japan within the next 10 years.  Mexico will
also create additional duty-free import quo-
tas for Japanese motor vehicles, which are
equivalent to 5% of the Mexican auto mar-
ket, on top of the current duty-free import
quotas in the first year of the bilateral FTA
taking effect.  The import duties on
Japanese autos will be reduced in stages,
with such imports from Japan becoming tax-
free after seven years.

Japan will establish an import quota of up
to 6,500 tons for orange juice from Mexico.
Japan will also halve the tariff rates on
38,000 tons of medium and high-quality
pork from Mexico in the first year, and
expand the quota to 80,000 tons from the
fifth year.  In addition, Japan will introduce
low tariff rates for imported oranges, chick-
en and beef in the third year, which are
equivalent to 1% of the Japanese markets.
The two countries also agreed to promote
bilateral cooperation not only in the field of
trade but in investment as well.  Specifically,
Mexico will give Japanese businesses equal
treatment with European Union companies
in government procurement and give

Japanese companies equal treatment in the
liberalization of investment.  The two coun-
tries also agreed to improve a legal frame-
work for the settlement of trade disputes,
such as the establishment of an arbitration
court, and set up a joint committee to
improve the business environment, in which
government and private-sector representa-
tives will participate, in order to spur trade
and investment.

The FTA negotiations between Japan and
Mexico got under way in November 2002.
The two countries had planned to conclude
an FTA during Mexican President Vicente
Fox’s visit to Japan last October.  But they
failed to reach a final agreement in the min-
isterial talks.  On March 12, the two coun-
tries finally agreed to conclude an FTA after
16 months of negotiations.  Japan strongly
hoped to seal an FTA with Mexico as soon as
possible, given a government estimate show-
ing that Japan loses up to ¥400 billion a year
from not having an FTA with Mexico.

Japan’s FTA negotiations with South
Korea, Thailand, the Philippines and
Malaysia are expected to focus on the liber-
alization of the Japanese labor market. 
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