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81 Inthe decadesimmediately ahead, East Asia will experience perhaps
the modern world’s most dramatic demographic shift. All of the region’s
main states—China, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan—are about to enter
into an era of depopulation, in which they will age dramatically and lose
millions of people. According to projections from the Population Division
of the UN Department of Economic Social Affairs, China’s and Japan’s
populations are set to fall by eight percent and 18 percent, respectively,
between 2020 and 2050. South Korea’s population is poised to shrink by 12
percent. And Taiwan’s will go down by an estimated eight percent. The U.S.
population, by contrast, is on track to increase by 12 percent.

People—human numbers and the potential they embody—are essential
to state power. All else being equal, countries with more people have more
workers, bigger economies, and a larger pool of potential soldiers. As a
result, growing countries find it much easier to augment power and extend
influence abroad. Shrinking ones, by contrast, struggle to maintain their
sway.

East Asian countries will be no exception: the realm of the possible for
its states will be radically constricted by the coming population drop. They
will find it harder to generate economic growth, accumulate investments,
and build wealth; to fund their social safety nets; and to mobilize their
armed forces. They will face mounting pressure to cope with domestic or
internal challenges. Accordingly, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan will be
prone to look inward. China, meanwhile, will face a growing—and likely

unbridgeable—gap between its ambitions and capabilities.

2 Japanese artist Hokusai famously produced a series of woodblock
prints titled Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji, and centuries later, the
majestic mountain still captures the imagination. However, now that
translates into record numbers of tourists eager to commemorate their visit
with painstakingly staged photos.

An unencumbered view of Fuji is something to treasure — so much so that

a real estate developer this week agreed to tear down a nearly completed



apartment block in western Tokyo because it blocked residents’ view of the
mountain. Developer Sekisui House said it decided to take down the 10-
storey building due to “insufficient consideration for the impact on the
scenery” . (HI%)

Its popularity is the inevitable result of the surge in tourism to Japan
since the country lifted travel restrictions after the Covid-19 pandemic.
Aided by a weak yen and Japan’s reputation for safety, hospitality and
delicious food, more than 3 million people visited in March and April, with
the annual number expected to break the previous record of 31.9 million
set in 2019. Skipping Mount Fuji on a visit to Japan would be like giving
the pyramids a miss on a trip to Egypt. While the mountain is visible from
bullet trains for long enough to take photos, many tourists are eager to get

much closer for that perfect holiday memento.
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