Telegraph co.uk

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/japan/3836711/Japanese-PM-Taro-Asos-family-
business-used-British-PoWs.html

Daily Telegraph (London) / December 18, 2008

Japanese PM Taro Aso's family business used British PoWs

The Japanese government has been forced to admit that Prime Minister Taro Aso's family used
Allied prisoners-of-war as forced labourers in its coal mines.

By Julian Ryall in Tokyo

In response to growing pressure from the opposition, the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare
confirmed that documents presented by shadow vice-defence Minister Yukihisa Fuijita in
parliament were authentic.

The papers, compiled in 1946 by Aso Mining, show that 101 British prisoners, 197 Australians and
two Dutch were put to work digging coal for Japan's war effort in 1945. An estimated 10,000
Korean slave labourers were also put to work in the company's mines during the war. Aso Mining
has since become Aso Cement and was headed by Mr Aso himself in the 1970s.

Mr Aso and his supporters have previously claimed that the authenticity of the paperwork could be
confirmed and cast doubt on foreign media accounts of the POW labour that first began appearing
in 2006.

Shortly before Mr Aso, 67, was elected head of the Liberal Democratic Party and prime minister of
the country, he was questioned about his family company's use of forced labourers at its pits in

Kyushu, southern Japan.

"l was only 5 years old when the war ended, so | honestly have no personal recollection of that
time," he said.

He used exactly the same response to Mr Fuijita in the Diet in mid-November, adding that, "No
facts have been confirmed."

The emergence of the documents now gives Mr Aso little leeway.

"l suppose that as he has held several positions in government, including serving as foreign



minister, he hoped there would be little chance of this being exposed," Mr Fuijita told The Daily
Telegraph. "It is, of course, related to war reparations for individuals who suffered during the war,
which the government does not want to pay and claims the issues has been settled under the San
Francisco Peace Treaty.

"l firmly believe that he would have been far better to admit the issue and deal with it when the
matter first came up," he said. "But that is the last thing that the LDP would ever do.
"It was not only POWSs who suffered during the war," he added.

"Before, during and after the conflict, Japanese and non-Japanese suffered. For Japan to become
a trusted nation and to have equal moral status with the rest of the world, dealing with the past
honestly is an important prerequisite.”

Historian William Underwood said Mr Aso would have to come clean soon.

"It is tough to imagine Mr Aso's approach being tolerated in any other liberal democracy, as the
trend of recent years has been toward proactively repairing historical injustices," he said. "The
total silence of the Aso family's successor firm, Aso Group, is also out of step with prevailing
norms of corporate social responsibility. Aso Group proudly promotes the family's 130-year
business history, but omits the war years."

Conditions for the Korean labourers in the Aso Mining camps were unusually harsh, but the Allied
POWs arrived only a few months before the end of the war and the outcome was already clear.
Leaflets dropped from Allied aircraft also made the consequences for anyone found guilty of
abusing POWs very clear.

No war crime charges were brought against Aso staff, Mr Underwood said, but adds, "But forced
labour is forced labour and a coal mine is a coal mine. Forced labour was against the Geneva
Convention, which Japan signed but failed to comply with during the war."

In addition, none of the Aso POW's received in 2006 and 2007 reported receiving any money from
Aso for their work. One Australian woman who wrote directly to then Foreign Minister Aso on her

father's behalf received no reply.

"Six decades on, the problem is not so much the wartime events, but the prime minister's refusal
to admit them," Mr Underwood said.

Armed with the evidence, Mr Fuijita plans to continue his campaign to make Mr Aso concur with
the records.

"l want him to make at least a gesture of apology and accept the responsibility of what happened,”



he said. "Voluntary financial contributions to the survivors would also be positive. But he has to
stop denying."
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