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The US-Japan 'Alliance', Okinawa, and Three Looming
Elections　　日米「同盟」、沖繩、目前に迫る三つの選挙
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1. Agreement after Agreement

World attention through the early  months of
2010 focussed on the tiny hamlet of Henoko in
Northern Okinawa as Prime Minister Hatoyama
struggled to find a way to meet his (and the
Democratic  Party  of  Japan's)  electoral
commitment to see that no substitute for the
existing  Futenma  Marine  Air  Station  be
constructed  in  Okinawa.  Confronted  by
adamant ine  pressures  f rom  the  US
government, and surrounded by uncooperative
(some would say even traitorous) bureaucrats
who insisted there was no other way but  to
submit to the US-Japan agreement to construct
a  new  base  negotiated  by  the  former  LDP
government.  Hatoyama  duly  capitulated,
reaching agreement on 28 May 2010 that the
2009  Guam  International  Agreement  (or
Treaty) would be implemented, and that Japan
would  pay  $6.09  billion  towards  the  cost  of
relocating  8,000  Marines  and  9,000  of  their
family  members  from  Futenma  to  Guam  by
2014,  while  also  constructing  a  “Futenma
Replacement Facility” in the vicinity of Henoko,
by  the  shores  of  the  Oura  Bay  in  Northern
Okinawa. Details of the “location, configuration
and construction method would be completed
… no later than the end of August” by a joint
committee of specialists.

The  May  2010  US-Japan  inter-governmental
agreement  replaced  the  February  2009
Agreement  (formally  adopted  by  the  Diet  of

Japan  as  a  treaty  in  May),  which  in  turn
reiterated  the  terms  of  the  2006  “United
States-Japan  Roadmap  for  Realignment
Implementation,” which in turn incorporated a
pledge between the two governments that goes
back to 1996: Futenma to be returned to Japan
“within  three  to  f ive  years”  when  an
appropriate  replacement  facility  was  ready.
Fourteen years on, there is less sign than ever
of  this  “world’s  most  dangerous  base”  (as
Donald Rumsfeld is said to have described it)
being returned or liquidated any time soon, or
a new base being constructed at Henoko, and
the  August  deadline  set  in  May  was  itself
extended to November.

Hatoyama’s  resignation  followed  the  most
sustained  and  intense  spell  of  abuse  and
intimidation  to  which  any  major  US  ally  in
modern times has been subject. It was a mark
of his shame at having failed his promise and at
having betrayed the hopes and expectations of
Okinawans  in  particular.  His  successor,  Kan
Naoto,  made sure  to  promptly  telephone US
President Obama to assure him that he would
stick  to  Hatoyama’s  promise,  i.e.,  that  the
pledges  of  submission  dating  back  to  1996
would indeed be honoured. He made the call
even before formally assuming office, and in his
introductory  policy  speech  to  the  Diet  he
pledged,  as  had  Hatoyama  before  him,  the
“steady deepening of the alliance relationship.”

Like  Hatoyama,  however,  just  three  months
into  his  government  Kan  finds  that  the
deepening process is not so easy. There is no
prospect in the months ahead, certainly up till
the  projected  Obama  visit  to  Japan  for  the
November APEC leaders meeting, of any “50th
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Anniversary agreement on a bilateral statement
on the way towards that  “deepening” of  the
alliance.  Instead,  the  US-Japan  relationship
steadily  spirals  back  into  the  swamp  of
recrimination that marked the Hatoyama era.
What neither government can accept, though it
becomes increasingly clear, is that no Futenma
Replacement  Facility  will  ever  be  built  in
Okinawa.

By August  both  sides,  while  maintaining the
facade of proceeding towards implementation,
were stepping back from the agreement, each
blaming the other.  They agreed,  however,  to
hold fire  till  the end of  November.  By then,
Okinawa would have chosen a new Governor.
That decision weighed so heavily on them that
they could only postpone further attempts to
resolve base matters till the result was known.

Agreement  follows  agreement,  postponement
follows  postponement,  in  a  pattern  that  has
continued  for  14  years.  Neither  side  could
admit that Okinawa’s resistance constitutes a
brick wall they could neither ignore nor breach.
The  failure  of  the  two  governments  over  so
many years to solve their “Okinawa problem”
left  both frustrated and increasingly  at  odds
with  each  other.  As  the  Kan  government
struggled  vainly  to  find  a  way  forward,  the
same  “magma”  of  resentment  that  was
constantly  threatening to  burst  its  Okinawan
banks  seemed  to  be  affecting  the  US-Japan
relationship.  The  two  governments  contested
each other’s interpretation of the agreements,
breaching one or other section of them. What
was “deepening,” in fact, was disagreement.

2. Disagreement

(a) Guam

The  series  of  unimplemented  agreements
breeds rising conflict, notably over the Guam
transfer and over the Henoko plan. In August
2010, Pentagon sources made an astonishing
announcement:  the Government of  Guam – a
semi-colonial  US territory long burdened like

Okinawa, by the base presence - was reneging
on a promise to repay approximately 383 billion
yen in credit advanced by the Japanese Bank
for  International  Cooperation,  the  official
government  finance  institute,  for  Guam
infrastructural development (water, sewerage,
power), saying it could not afford repayment.
[1]  For  such  a  breach  of  contract,  it  would
seem that the Government of Japan would be
fully entitled to seek appropriate legal remedy
from the Government of the United States, but
instead  it  was  reportedly  considering  an
increase in its funding from the $6.01 billion
agreed  (and,  presumably,  a  write-off  of  the
roughly $4 billion on which Guam/the US had
announced the intention to renege). [2]

Both  sides  agreed  that  the  original  Guam
transfer  agreed  date,  2014,  was  impossible.
The problems of infrastructure – water, power,
roads on the scale necessary for the massive
Guam expansion envisaged by Pentagon plans –
were  formidable  and  the  labour  force
inadequate.  The  earliest  possible  date  for  a
transfer from Futenma to Guam would be 2017,
and  one  Pentagon  official  told  the  Yomiuri
shimbun it might take until 2020, a delay of six
years. [3] The Pentagon message was clear: it
would only take steps to meet its obligations if
Japan contributed more than the billions it had
originally agreed to pay.

The  environmental  implications  of  the
projected  Guam  transfer  were  at  least  as
serious as the financial ones, yet mainstream
Japanese and US media paid no attention to
them. Guam citizens, including especially the
indigenous Chamorro, have if anything less say
in the determination of policy concerning their
islands  than  do  Okinawans  in  theirs.  The
governments that dictate to both islands plainly
treat  environmental  considerations  as  a
nuisance formality that, in the last resort, they
could evade if  they chose.  However,  the US
Environmental Protection Agency in February
2010  declared  that  the  Department  of
Defense’s  nine  volume  Draft  Environmental
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Impact  Statement  of  the  build-up  process
planned  for  Guam  was  “environmentally
unsatisfactory,”  citing  a  range  of  serious
problems including the risk to the coral reef,
and  giving  it  the  lowest  possible  rating  of
“EU-3.”  [4]  This  may  not  prove  insoluble
problem for Pentagon planners, but it is a hoop
through  which  the  US  government  must
nevertheless jump before the Guam plan can
proceed.

(b) Henoko

(i) Flight Path

The difficulties surrounding the Henoko project
are similarly sharp. In 2006, the Government of
Japan explained to residents in the vicinity of
the projected site that the “V”-shaped pattern
was the formula adopted in order to minimize
noise nuisance. On that basis, local residents,
and the City of Nago, consented. [5] In 2009,
however, it became clear from submissions to
the environmental assessment process that the
minimum height  of  aircraft  above residential
areas might be 310 metres, and in Washington
in August 2010 US negotiators insisted that the
explanation  the  Japanese  government  had
given its Okinawan citizens was misleading and
should  be  corrected,  i.e.,  that  US  military
flights were going to pass much closer to them,
causing much greater noise disturbance than
they had anticipated.

One reason for this is that the Government of
Japan chose to conceal from the environmental
assessment process (and from Okinawans) the
fact  that  the  US  planned  to  replace  its
helicopters  at  Futenma  with  MV22  Osprey
VTOL (a vertical  takeoff  and landing aircraft
sometimes  known  as  the  “widowmaker”
because of its propensity to crash) from 2014.
Since the Osprey functions in flight much as a
normal fixed wing aircraft, its flight-path tends
to be much wider than that of the helicopter.
Foreign  Minister  Okada  only  belatedly
admitted to awareness of the Pentagon’s plan
when announcing the 31 August experts’ report

in 2010.

Conflicting US and Japanese versions of the
Flight Path and of areas likely to be affected
by noise from the Futenma Substitute facility
at Henoko

(Japanese in blue, American in red) [6]

If the US position calling for a “V”-shaped dual
runway  structure  were  adopted,  the
environmental  assessment  study  would,
according to Defense Minister Kitazawa, have
to be re-done. That, he said, would take up to
three years. [7] And although he did not say it,
it would be much more likely, because of the
more intense national and international interest
that  now surrounds the issue,  to  result  in  a
negative overall  finding than the one carried
out from 2007 to 2009.

(ii) “V” vs “I”

In  the  months  that  followed  the  28  May
agreement, the US and Japan were also at odds
on the basic design shape. The US insisted on
the  “V”-shaped  design  adopted  in  the  Guam
International Agreement (the “only viable way”
according to Ambassador Roos) [8], while Japan
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preferred an “I”-shaped single runway design.
The  two  designs  would  be  different  in  their
impact on coral, sea-grasses, and marine life,
as well as in terms of noise levels and safety to
settlements around the bay. The US-favoured
design would occupy 205 hectares,  of  which
160 hectares would be reclaimed from the sea
and  the  Japanese  government’s  preferred
design would occupy 150 hectares,  of  which
120 hectares would be reclaimed from the sea.
[9] The question of approach routes, on which
the two governments were far apart, was not
mentioned in the August experts’ report. Both
plans outlined there were simply variants of a
design to impose a huge military installation on
Henoko and Oura Bay. Whether the “I” design
might take nine months longer, cost 3 per cent
less, and destroy 1.4 hectares less coral than
the “V” design (as stated in the experts’ report)
was neither here nor there in that context. The
report conveyed little sense of the fact that the
two sides were at loggerheads on the what, the
when, and the where, and almost none of the
fundamental  contradiction  that  either  plan
posed:  that  the  majority  of  Okinawans  are
determined not to allow any base to be built.
Foreign Minister Okada continued to hold to
the view that “What is important is to gain the
understanding of Okinawans – without it,  we
cannot move forward,” [10] even though it was
plain  that  the  prefecture  had  achieved  an
unprecedented consensus to say “No” to the
project in whatever variant it was offered, and
that  fury  at  the  Japanese  government  for
consistently  ignoring  its  sentiment  was
widespread.  Even the Governor had said the
only  way  for  the  base  to  be  built  would  be
through use of “bayonets and bulldozers” (as
when much of Okinawa’s land was seized for
base construction in the 1950s), the mayor of
Nago insisted no base would ever be build in
his city, on land or sea, and the prefecture’s
parliament, and the Prefectural Assembly, had
passed  a  unanimous  resolution  on  9  July
demanding  the  28  May  Agreement  be
cancelled.  [11]

(iii) Sharing?

Aside  from  the  many  other  problems  and
disputes that plagued the Henoko project, the
two  governments  were  also  at  odds  over  a
Japanese  request  to  have  its  Self  Defense
Forces share the projected Henoko facilities.
This, the US government and the Marine Corps
categorically refuses, pointing out that the 28
May  agreement  merely  stipulates  “increase
opportunities for joint use.” While that, to the
Japanese side meant joint operational usage, to
the US it meant an occasional permit for SDF
forces to undertake weekend training camps, or
equivalent. [12]

These  differences  over  flight  path,  type  and
location of construction, mode of usage, were
wrangles  that  the  Ryukyu  shimpo  saw  as
exposing  the  “slipshod  character  and
impracticabi l i ty”  of  the  plan  and  the
“unchanged character of the two governments”
– both ready to conceal or manipulate the truth
in  order  to  try  to  overcome  the  hostility  of
Okinawan society to their plans. [13]

3. Environment

Setting  aside  the  diplomatic,  political,  and
military considerations, on ecological grounds
alone  the  idea  that  a  huge  new  military
installation should be constructed at Nago is
implausible.  To  create  the  giant,  combined
forces military base (misleadingly described as
a “Futenma replacement facility” when it was
to combine, inter alia, a deep-sea port facility
for  docking  nuclear  submarines)  the  coral,
dugong,  turtles  and  other  creatures  were
simply a nuisance. When the Marine Corps first
developed its plans for militarizing the Bay, in
1962,  they  began  to  deal  with  the  coral  by
bombing it. [14] Such a course is not open to
them  today,  but  the  scale  of  militarization
envisaged could be expected to have the same
effect  over  the  longer  term.  As  with  Guam,
however, the Henoko project can only proceed
when  the  necessary  legal  requirements  for
environmental  protection  (national  and
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international)  are  addressed  (whether  by
meeting  or  by  evading).

The  Japanese  Assessment  Law  (Asesuho)
simply mandates the party proposing works to
consider  their  impact  and  take  appropriate
steps to protect the environment. [15] It does
not  stipulate  an  impartial,  scientific  process
and includes no provision for a project to be
stopped  from going  ahead  on  environmental
grounds.  In  Okinawa  the  Japanese  Defence
Facilities Bureau (part of  what was then the
Defence  Agency  and  is  now the  Ministry  of
Defence)  reviewed  its  own  project  between
2007 and 2009.

The  Assessment’s  Interim  Report,  in  5,400
pages,  was  issued  in  April  2009.  The  final
version  is  being  withheld  till  after  the
gubernatorial election of late November 2010,
but it is generally assumed it will contain few
changes in substance to the 2009 version. That
Report paid no attention to the likely impact of
typhoons,  because  none  happened  while  the
survey  was  in  process.  It  concluded  that
“dugong are not in the area” since it saw none,
though critics protested that the dugong were
not  to  be  seen  precisely  because  the
disturbances  caused  by  the  investigation
process  had  driven  them  away  (and  one
surfaced off Henoko on 12 May 2010, as if to
give the lie to the assessment). Above all, as
critics  pointed  out,  an  environmental
assessment  to  which  no  information  was
available  on the kinds or  number of  aircraft
that  would  be  using  the  facility,  or  the
materials that would be stored or used on it,
could  scarcely  be  serious.  Though  the
Government  of  Japan  was  to  construct  the
facility, it would hand it over to be used at the
total discretion of the US Marine Corps.

Dugong and sea turtle in Oura Bay 

(Photograph by Higashionna Takuma)

No  objection  was  more  serious  than  the
environmental. Under the Okinawa Prefectural
Government’s  Guidelines  for  Environmental
Protection, the coastal areas of Henoko, where
the internationally protected dugong graze on
sea grasses, turtles come to rest and lay their
eggs, and multiple rare birds, fish, crustaceans,
insects,  and animals  thrive,  are  classified  as
rank  1,  warranting  the  highest  level  of
protection.  A  colony  of  blue  coral  was
discovered only in 2007 (and in 2008 placed on
the IUCN’s “Red,” or critically endangered, list,
joining the dugong) and a 2009 World Wildlife
Fund  study  found  an  astonishing  36  new
species of crabs and shrimps, [16] and in July
2010 Tokyo marine science researchers found
an equally astonishing, “rain-forest”-like variety
of  182  different  species  of  sea  grasses  and
marine plants, four of which were probably new
species, in Oura Bay. [17] The discovery of the
blue coral, new species of shrimps and crabs,
and sea grass came after the survey and thus
formed no part of it.
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Some of  the  new crab and shrimp species
discovered in Oura Bay 

(Photograph: Fujita Yoshihisa)

The construction process (for the “V” version)
would require 21 million cubic metres of fill, of
which 17 million cubic  metres would be sea
sand.  That  means  a  staggering  3.4  million
dump truck loads of sand, more than 12 times
the current volume of sand extracted in a year
from  throughout  Okinawa.  The  “I”  version
would  require  marginally  less  landfill,  18.9
million  cubic  metres.  But  how  either  could
proceed without causing significant impact on
Okinawa’s  fragile  land  and  sea  environment
defies the imagination. [18]

The Okinawa Prefecture Environmental Impact
Committee  found  multiple  faults  in  the
Assessment  Interim  Report  and  sought
supplementary examination of 412 items in 59
categories  (including dugong numbers).  Inter
alia, Governor Nakaima recommended a multi-
year  study  of  the  dugong,  though  obviously
aware that by allowing the Report to stand that
would  never  happen.  Okinawa’s  leading
environmental law authority and a key figure in
the  court  action,  former  Okinawa  University
president  Sakurai  Kunitoshi,  declares  the
process was “unscientific” and fatally flawed.
[19] In the International Year of Biodiversity, it
was bizarre, he noted, that the Government of
Japan should  go  to  such lengths,  and spend
such  amounts  of  taxpayer  money,  to  push

through a thoroughly unscientific justification
for  the  destruction  of  one  of  its  (and  the
world’s)  most  precious  concentrations  of
biodiversity.
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The four newly discovered sea grasses of
Oura Bay

(Photographs by Ohba Hideo of Tokyo
University of Marine Science and

Technology)

It  seems probable  not  only  that  the  Henoko
Environmental  Impact  Assessment  lacked
scientific credibility by international standards
but that it may have breached both Japanese
and  American  law.  [20]  In  San  Francisco  a
federal  court  judge  in  2008,  hearing  a  suit
against  the  Pentagon  on  behalf  of  the
Okinawan  dugong  and  their  marine  habitat,
issued a  ruling  that  the  U.S.  Department  of
Defense  (DoD)  had  violated  the  National
Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) by failing to
“take  into  account”  in  the  planning  of  the
construction of a US military base in Henoko
and Oura Bays the effects of the construction
on  the  dugong  (Dugong  dugon),  a  Japanese
“natural monument.” She ordered the DoD to
comply with the Act by generating and taking
information into  account  “for  the purpose of
avoiding or mitigating adverse effects” on the

dugong.  [21]  In  Japan,  344  Okinawans
launched a suit in the Naha District Court in
August 2009 to have the assessment declared
invalid.

As the 14-year struggle over Henoko ground
on,  civic  and  international  organizations
protested  the  implausibility  of  the  region’s
largest  military  base  being  imposed  on  an
environment whose extraordinary biodiversity
was only slowly being understood: It was as if
the  Grand  Canyon  were  being  designated  a
military base, or in Australia, Kakadu.

4. Elections

Several  important  dates  now  loom:  12
September, 14 September, and 28 November,
those, respectively, of the Nago City Assembly
election,  the  Democratic  Party  of  Japan
leadership  election,  and  the  Governor  of
Okinawa election. When the Experts Committee
of 31 August looked forward to a “2 + 2” joint
ministerial  meeting  “within  the  next  few
months,” (as the State Department briefing on
31 August put it) to make the political decisions
on Futenma replacement, what all parties had
in mind was this trifecta, of which undoubtedly
the last was the most significant. The projected
Obama visit  to Japan for the APEC heads of
government meeting on 13 November, before
the Okinawan election,  meant  that  no grand
vision  statement  of  the  alliance  could  be
contemplated  before  the  end  of  its  50 t h

anniversary  year  of  2010.

(i) Nago City

On  12  September  the  citizens  of  Nago
(population ca 60,000, in which the hamlet of
Henoko is located) go to the polls to elect a
new City Assembly. The world beyond the city
would be confounded if,  as is possible, Nago
City were to elect a majority ready to accept
the base project.  Such an outcome would be
hard  to  relate  to  the  evidence  that  has
accumulated in recent months: the victory of a
determinedly  “anti-base”  candidate  in  the
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mayoral  election  in  January,  the  unanimous
resolution  of  the  prefectural  assembly  in
February,  the “all-Okinawa” mass meeting of
April,  the  unanimous  resolution  of  the
Prefectural  Assembly  in  April,  and  the
continuing evidence of opinion polls following
the  advent  of  the  Kan  government  in  June
showing that around 80 per cent of Okinawans
oppose any new base construction.  It  would,
however,  should  it  happen,  be  explicable  in
local and historical terms. The city has a long
history  of  alternating  “progressive”  and
“conservative”  governments  and of  relentless
external pressures. On the only occasion when
Nago citizens went to the polls to express a
view on the single issue of the base, in 1997,
they rejected it. But the then city mayor, Higa
Tetsuya,  overruled  their  decision,  the
government took his advice and ignored it, and
has never given up the effort to have the people
reverse  it.  As  Nago  city  resident  and  prize-
winning novelist, Medoruma Shun, put it, Nago
people are “fed up to the back teeth” with the
base and the incessant outside pressure that
for  so  long  has  divided  families  and  sown
bitterness and hostility in their city.[22]

Just  over  50  years  ago,  much  of  the  lands
currently  forming  the  Camp  Schwab  Marine
Base  were  seized  in  a  process  remembered
locally  as  the  terror  of  “bulldozers  and
bayonets.” Dispossessed, and threatened to be
cut  off  with  nothing,  many  chose,  however
reluctantly,  to  try  to  negotiate  a  deal  to
alleviate their loss. Over time, some of these
landowners  flourished,  receiving  regular,
substantial,  and  steadily  rising  incomes.  A
steady flow of “benefits” was directed to the
areas  targeted  for  expansion,  notably  the
village  of  Henoko.

The pre-election balance of seats in the Nago
Assembly  is  12:12:3,  with  “anti-base”  Mayor
Inamine Susumu and his supporters holding 12,
the group of  associates of  the former mayor
Shimabukuro Yoshikazu,  defeated in  January,
his patron, predecessor and Nago City “don”

(who  betrayed  the  city  after  its  1997  vote)
being  Higa  Tetsuya,  also  with  12,  and  an
independent  (but  inclined  strongly  towards
Shimabukuro and Higa) group the remaining
three. Both sides aimed for 15 to be able to
control  the future direction of  the City.  City
elections  are  commonly  tied  closely  to  local
family and business interests, and apart from
the base, Nago faced unemployment running at
around double the national figure, a business
centre  lined  with  bordered-up  shops  and
strained  services,  including  medical.  Tamaki
Yoshikazu, Vice-President of the Assembly, said
in  the  lead  up  to  the  election,  “It  is  utter
nonsense to think that a national problem such
as the base issue should be affected by a local
election.”  [23]  While  the  Inamine  camp was
resolutely  anti-base -  No new base,  declared
Inamine, would be built either on land or on
sea  in  Nago  City  -  the  Shimabukuro  group
candidates  refused  to  answer  a  local
newspaper  opinion  survey  on  the  base
question, focussing their campaign entirely on
local issues of jobs and benefits. [24] On the
eve  of  the  election,  newspapers  reported  a
slight  majority  apparently  favouring  Inamine
but with the Assembly’s largest (Shimabukuro)
faction  refusing  to  state  its  position,  the
suspicion of a secret backroom deal was rife.

The  level  of  domestic  (national)  and  foreign
interest and intervention in this election was
without precedent. The US Consul general in
Okinawa,  and  senior  Japanese  government
officials  met  secretly  with  local  “pro-base”
officials and business leaders to discuss ways to
assist  their  campaign.  [25]  To  Kan  and  his
government,  Nago  City  was  akin  to  enemy
territory that had to be re-conquered. To win
favour,  they  hammered  out  a  program  of
livelihood benefits – sewerage, education and
welfare,  kindergartens  –  that  they  informed
Nago  City  people  was  conditional  on  their
adopting the “right” attitude on 12 September.
[26]

On the eastern side of Nago City lie the so-
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called  “Kube districts,”  the  three  hamlets  of
Henoko, Toyohara and Kushi which are closest
to the projected base construction site. The US
Marine  Corps  base  at  Camp  Schwab  is
separated  by  a  narrow  strip  of  beach  from
Henoko village. Henoko, population ca 2,100 or
approximately 450 households, receives a base-
related income each year of around 200 million
yen,  and  at  least  half  of  its  residents  are
recipients  of  rental  income (in  the  range  of
several  hundred  thousand  to  several  million
yen annually) based on their family’s share of
the village commons that were handed over to
the US military half a century ago. [27] Such is
Henoko’s  “prosperity”  that  for  its  annual
“Haare” or dragon boat festival in June 2010 it
displayed  four  splendid  boats,  each  costing
about 900,000 yen. Sixty teams, including some
from  the  adjacent  Camp  Schwab  base,
competed in an apparently relaxed and festive
atmosphere. [28] The Henoko Exchange Plaza,
completed in 2007 at a cost of just under one
billion  yen  and  featuring  a  600-person  hall,
library,  computer  facilities,  lavishly  equipped
sports facilities and massage equipment,  was
supposedly designed to invigorate the village
(the motto on its home page reads: “We rely on
no-one, living by our own efforts”) but, like so
many other local developments, was part of the
price for its submission to base priorities.  In
apparent seriousness, local organizations in the
Kube  Districts  discussed  lodging  a  demand
with  the  government  for  a  300  million  yen
payment  per  household  in  return  for  their
consent to construction of the base, and were
in favour of a formula for reclamation under
which they would own the offshore island, once
it was constructed, and lease it in perpetuity to
the state for 500 million per year. [29]

That stance, however, was not uncontested. In
June,  Kushi  village  adopted  a  unanimous
resolution of support for Nago mayor Inamine’s
anti-base stance, and base opponents set up an
“all Kube” organization to carry his campaign
into the heartland of Henoko. [30]

US Marines and locals  compete in Henoko
Dragon Boat Festival, 6 June 2010.

(Photo: Okinawa Times)

The sweetness of state largesse, once tasted,
was  difficult  to  quit.  The  distinguished
Okinawan scholar Arasaki Moriteru thus refers
to Tokyo’s persuasion not as candy and whip
but opium and whip. [31] The implicit contempt
on Tokyo’s part for those whose consent was
assumed to be simply a matter of finding the
right price bred a resentment and humiliation
on the part of Henoko and its adjacent hamlets.

As anti-base elements sought to align Henoko
with the rest of Okinawa and with Nago City,
prominent local identity and head of the Nago
fishing  cooperative,  Kohagura  Hiroshi,
presented a clinching argument: “What are you
[opponents of the project] talking about? There
is no way the Americans are going to do this
anywhere but Henoko. Before the government
carries out its plan over our heads, we have to
get  in  with a  struggle over conditions.”  [32]
Earlier,  Kohagura  had  played  a  key  role  in
persuading villagers to refuse cooperation with
the scheme for the new base to be constructed
within the confines of Camp Schwab, that is,
without reclamation. But with the reclamation
project back on the table, he changed his tune.
For him, it was a “preemptive punch” at the
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government.  If  the  government  did  not
cooperate,  then  Henoko  would  resist.

Henoko Exchange Plaza

(ii) DPJ Leadership//The Prime Ministership

The  second  looming  election  is  that  for
leadership of  the Democratic  Party of  Japan,
which because of  the party’s  majority in the
House of  Representatives  carries  with  it  the
office  of  Prime  Minister.  Scheduled  for  14
September  2010,  current  Party  leader  (and
Prime  Minister)  Kan  Naoto  confronts
challenger  Ozawa  Ichiro.

The  two  candidates  contested  Okinawa,  in
particular Futenma policy. While both had been
notably  silent  during  the  fierce  trans-Pacific
exchanges that  eventually  brought  Hatoyama
down (save  for  Ozawa’s  enigmatic  rhetorical
question late in 2009: “Is it permissible to bury
that beautiful, blue sea?”), once the Hatoyama
surrender deal of May 2010 was in place, Kan
clung  to  it  and  accused  Ozawa  of  causing
“confusion”  by  wanting  to  revisit  it.  [33]  In
essence,  however,  both presented a study in
ambiguity:  Kan  insisted  on  honouring  the
Agreement while “reducing the base burden”
on Okinawa and declaring that he would “not
make  a  decision  over  the  heads  of  local

residents.” [34] Somewhat remarkably, he was
reported as saying, “I am fully aware that the
agreement  is  unacceptable  for  the  Okinawa
people.”  [35]  Ozawa  struck  a  similar  note,
saying that the Agreement had to be revisited,
because  “[w]e  cannot  carry  out  the  current
plan as it is due to opposition from Okinawa
residents,” though he admitted he had no clear
idea of how to revisit  it.  He seemed puzzled
that  Japanese  leaders  were  apparently
incapable of speaking their mind when meeting
with  US  government  officials.  At  that  level,
both  were  saying  they  would  do  what  the
agreement with the US required to be done but
would not do it forcibly. This could only mean
that it would not be done at all, under either,
but given US pressures they could not bring
themselves to say so.

It was the broader vision that Ozawa presented
that filled Washington with fear and anger, as
when  he  reiterated  his  controversial  2009
position that the US 7th Fleet home-based at
Yokosuka should be sufficient to any Western
Pacific security purpose, in which case not only
Futenma but all other bases would presumably
be  returned  to  Japan  (and  Okinawa)  as
redundant.  Washington’s  “Japan  handlers”
could not tolerate this. They were presumably
also  less  than  happy  when  Ozawa  made  an
offhanded comment that he “liked” Americans
though he found them tansaibo or unicellular, a
gentle way of saying rather stupid. [36] When
Ozawa  took  five  plane  loads  of  Japanese
parliamentary  and  business  leaders  on  a
mission to Beijing shortly  after the DPJ took
office  in  2009,  Richard  Armitage  scathingly
referred to “the Japanese People’s Liberation
Army descending on Beijing.” [37]

Washington’s hostility to Ozawa was reflected
throughout almost the entirety of the Japanese
national  media.  In  sharp  contrast  to  the
irresponsible  and  corrupt  profligacy  of
successive Japanese governments (of which the
Cabinet  Secretary’s  secret  fund  was
characteristic), to which media and politicians
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readily turned a blind eye, actions by an Ozawa
staffer,  for which he himself  denied personal
knowledge, were trumpeted across the national
media as corruption rendering him unworthy of
public office.

Both Kan and Ozawa stressed the importance
of  the US relationship and were at  pains  to
avoid  anything  that  might  be  construed  as
serious  doubt  about  the  “alliance.”  Neither
could  openly  admit  that  the  series  of
agreements between the two countries on the
Henoko construction dating back to 1996 but
culminating in May 2010 no longer made sense.
Not  only  was  it  impossible  to  impose  an
unwanted base on Okinawa but the idea that
the Marines played a crucial “deterrent” role,
such that the peace and prosperity of East Asia
somehow depended  on  them,  when  many  of
them were actually absent fighting wars in Iraq
and  Afghanistan,  and  as  of  late  2009  there
were only 14,958 US Marine Corps servicemen
in  total  in  Okinawa,  with  9,035  family
members.  If  8,000 Marines and 9,000 family
members were to be transferred to Guam as
stipulated  in  the  various  Agreements,  that
would leave a few thousand Marines and no
family members in Okinawa. It was laughable
to suggest that their retention was crucial to
the peace of the region, and perverse to ignore
the fact that the Pentagon itself had decided to
build  its  core  Marine  concentration  for  the
Western Pacific and East Asia on Guam.

Neither Kan nor Ozawa could concede that the
decision was not theirs to make because it was
already being made by Okinawans. Neither had
any answer to the problem. An Ozawa victory
would  lead  to  an  immediate  “crisis”  as  he
would be obliged to return to the status quo of
the Hatoyama government as it took office in
2009,  i.e.,  to  summon  Washington  to  the
negotiating table,  while  a  Kan victory  would
postpone the crisis while he exhausted every
possibility of “persuasion” and then began to
take  steps  towards  implementing  the
Agreement. In other words the 14 September

DPJ choice (so far as the “alliance relationship”
and the Okinawa issue was concerned) was to
face the crisis immediately or to postpone it.

It  is  also  worth  noting that  part  of  Ozawa’s
proposed alternative was for the Japanese Self
Defense Forces to assume responsibility from
the US for the defence of Okinawa and other
island  territories.  The  idea  that  a  Japanese
military  presence  might  be  acceptable  in
Okinawa where  an  American  was  not  has  a
certain superficial attraction, but was based on
ignorance of the deeply anti-military sentiments
of Okinawans, who remember many centuries
of  peaceful  coexistence with China and have
little  if  any of  the mainland sense of  “China
threat” while their memory of being exploited
and betrayed by the Japanese military in 1945
is  seared  deep  into  the  Okinawa  soul.  An
expanded  SDF  military  presence  might
therefore  stir  just  as  much opposition  as  an
American Marine one.

(iii) Governorship of Okinawa

The Okinawa Governor election (28 November)
pits the incumbent Nakaima Hirokazu against
Ginowan City mayor Iha Yoichi. For any base
construction project to proceed, the Governor’s
authorization  is  a  legal  requirement  for
reclamation of the sea, so the outcome of this
election is of high interest to the governments
of  Japan  and  the  United  States.  Nakaima is
supported  by  both  ruling  and  opposition
national  parties  (Democratic  Party  (DPJ),
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and Komeito),
while Iha is backed by the Social democratic,
Communist, and Okinawan Social Mass Parties.
[38]

Nakaima, an Okinawa business leader who took
office in 2006 with the support of the LDP and
Komeito,  has  nevertheless  protested  on
countless occasions at the way Tokyo ignored
him  in  its  deliberations  on  the  base  issue,
stating that  it  was “meaningless for  the two
governments  to  think  that  just  because  they
were  in  agreement  the  project  would  go
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ahead.” [39] In April he told the “all Okinawa”
mass anti-base meeting that he had the feeling
Okinawa  was  being  subjected  to  “something
akin to discrimination.” Later he told the Kan
government  that  he  would  not  enter  any
negotiations  over  a  Futenma transfer  or  any
putative  new  base  construction  and  he
described the 31 August “Experts” report as a
“worthless  scrap  of  paper”  that  would  be
“impossible  to  implement.”  [40]  Nakaima’s
challenger,  current  Ginowan  City  mayor  Iha
has based his public career on the demand for
reversion of Futenma and on opposition to any
proposal  to  construct  a  substitute  for  it  in
Okinawa.

Tokyo’s hope rests on the slender thread that in
all his bitter and angry comment, Nakaima had
not  declared  outright  opposition  to  the  base
project and had not said he would absolutely
forbid it. Tokyo understood that no candidate
for office in Okinawa in the nearly thirty years
since reversion to Japan had ever gone to the
polls  promising  to  maintain,  let  alone  to
reinforce or expand, the US base presence, and
t h a t  t h e  p r e s s u r e  i n  t h i s  c a s e  w a s
extraordinarily heavy because no new base had
been built in Japan since the 1950s and no local
government  anywhere  in  the  country  had
showed any desire to relieve Okinawa of the
burden.  But  it  plainly  hoped  that  once  re-
elected,  Nakaima would be “reasonable,”  i.e,
that  he  would  be  open  to  persuasion,  given
suitable incentives. He was Tokyo’s best hope
of  an  ally  who  would  sell  out  Okinawa  and
betray his electors. Under the circumstances,
the Kan government has little alternative but to
interpret  Nakaima’s stance as one of  careful
ambiguity designed to keep the door open to
cooperation with Tokyo.  What was important
was not Nakaima’s declaring the construction
“extremely  difficult”  but  his  not  saying  he
would absolutely forbid it.

Tokyo will leave no stone unturned in the effort
to  ensure  Iha’s  defeat.  During  2009,  it  was
revealed that the Cabinet Secretary controlled

a  fully  discretionary  (no  receipts  necessary)
“slush  fund”  (kanbo  kimitsuhi)  which  among
other  things  had  been  customarily  used  to
provide  well-known media  “intellectuals”  and
commentators with envelopes stuffed with cash
(five million for the “Obon” festival occasion), a
bonus of five to ten million yen monthly to LDP
luminaries, and summer and winter presents of
ten million each to former Prime Ministers. The
fund has also been drawn upon to intervene in
Okinawa to evade, manipulate or deceive the
popular  wil l .  The  ful l  record  of  those
interventions remains to be written but the veil
has at least been partially lifted over episodes
in  1965  and  1998.  On  the  former  occasion,
while Okinawa was still under US control, then
Ambassador  Edwin  Reischauer  called  for
support to be secretly channelled to ensure the
election of favoured conservative candidates in
an Okinawan (Ryukyuan) election. As he put it
then,  “we should not  incur ...  the danger of
exposure.  …  It  would  be  risky  to  take
clandestine  political  action in  Okinawa using
direct  U.S.-Ryukyuan  channels.  It  would  be
much  safer  to  use  only  the  Japanese  route,
permitting  the  Japanese  LDP  to  handle  the
money.” [41] On the latter occasion, the Obuchi
government sent a campaign fund contribution
of  300  million  yen  to  ensure  the  defeat  of
Governor Ota Masahide who was then pursuing
an  unpalatable  “Action  Programme”  for  the
return of  US bases.  That  intervention set  in
place  a  series  of  base-cooperative  provincial
chief executives that has continued in Okinawa
to this  day.  [42]  The Kan government hopes
that  Mr  Nakaima will  prove  as  amenable  to
persuasion  in  the  “national  interest”  as  his
predecessors (with the notable exception of Ota
Masahide, Governor 1990-1998).

When  pressed  to  deny  that  the  (Kan)
government  today  would  resort  to  such
interventions, the Cabinet Secretary refused to
answer, [43] and Prime Minister Kan declined
to  order  that  the  practice  be  stopped  or  to
launch  an  investigation  with  a  view  to
launching criminal proceedings. [44] Other, no



 APJ | JF 8 | 5 | 1

13

less  scandalous,  discretionary  funds  are
certa in ly  mainta ined  under  the  Kan
government, including one used in July 2010 to
host  a  state  visit  –  charter  flight,  helicopter
tour of Mt Fuji, and “additional remuneration” -
to Japan by the convicted terrorist bomber, Kim
Hyon-hui.  [45]  If,  as  Suzuki  Muneo,  Deputy
Chief Cabinet Secretary in 1998, put it in 2010,
“we made the judgement we did [to fund the
anti-Ota campaign] because we had to win that
election,” the stakes today are plainly higher
than they were then, and the Kan government
is determined at all costs to see that Ginowan
mayor Iha not be elected Governor.

5. Time to Rethink

Both in Washington and in Tokyo, the view is
clear: to avoid immediate crisis in the US-Japan
alliance, a pro-base majority must be installed
in Nago City, Kan must be confirmed in office
in Tokyo and Nakaima in Okinawa. Okinawans
could not be allowed to determine the future of
their islands and had to be either persuaded or
bought  off  with  the  appropriate  package  of
carrots and sticks.

In that deep, shared contempt for Okinawans
lay the real problem of the Alliance. No defence
of democracy or of a “free” world could rest on
denial  of  freedom and  democracy  in  a  core
territory. The political struggles of Nago City,
Okinawa  prefecture,  and  of  the  Kan-Ozawa
contest  for  leadership of  the DPJ and of  the
government, might not resolve the issues, but
at least they focussed attention on the fact that
the series of Agreements between the US and
Japan  were  indeed  mere  scraps  of  paper.
Serious  attempt  to  resolve  the  “Okinawa
problem” will have to begin by scrapping the
Agreements  and  the  many  vain  attempts  to
impose  upon  Okinawa  something  its  people
have  rejected  in  every  conceivable  forum.
Gradually  a  realization  might  be  spreading,
emanating  from  Okinawa,  that  to  face  and
begin to resolve the current problem means to
revisit  the  formula  on  which  the  post-war

Japanese  state  has  rested  and  to  begin
renegotiating its “Client State” dependency on
the United States.
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