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‘Debt  is t he Largest  T hreat ’

On Augus t 31, Pres ident Obama delivered a speech fro m the White Ho use. Because he was  expected to  declare the end o f the Iraqi
war, the entire natio n fo cused its  attentio n o n the co ntent to  the speech. ‘Operatio n Iraqi Freedo m is  o ver. … We have spent o ver a
trillio n do llars  o n this  war, o ften financed by bo rro wing fro m o verseas . This , in turn, has  sho rt-changed inves tments  in o ur o wn
peo ple, and co ntributed to  reco rd deficits .... Our mo s t urgent task is  to  res to re o ur eco no my, and put the millio ns  o f Americans  who
have lo s t their jo bs  back to  wo rk’. It marked the beginning o f a new era, and under o ther circumstances  this  speech wo uld have
impressed peo ple. The pres ident, ho wever lo o ked tro ubled, and the atmo sphere was  glo o my – hardly the co ntext fo r a fo rward-
lo o king po licy anno uncement; this  was  largely due to  the severity o f the eco no mic cris is  the US currently faces .

The US financial deficit has  exceeded o ne trillio n do llars  fo r two
co nsecutive years  and co ntinues  to  run at the highes t level in
his to ry. The unemplo yment rate is  aro und 9%, with the mo s t recent
figure (No vember) being 9 .8%, up 0 .2 percentage po ints  o ver the
previo us  mo nth. There were 143 bankrupted financial ins titutio ns  in
No vember, a s ignificant increase o ver the previo us  year. There is  no
s ign o f impro vement. Rebuilding the natio n’s  financial sys tem is  the
to p US prio rity.

In these diff icult times , criticism o f the mass ive military budget,
which currently acco unts  fo r abo ut two  thirds  o f the dis cretio nary
federal budget has  been publicly aired fo r the firs t time.

It is  unders tandable that peo ple are criticis ing military spending,
which has  increased year after year s ince the end o f Wo rld War II, yet
had been co ns idered ‘invio lable’ in budget dis cuss io ns . This  year,
tho ugh, Admiral Mike Mullen, chairman o f the Jo int Chiefs  o f Staff,
warned agains t increas ing the financial deficit, s tating that ‘the

bigges t threat we have to  o ur natio nal security is  o ur debt.’ In sho rt, a senio r US military leader has  publicly declared that the
bigges t threat faced by the US is  neither Iraq no r No rth Ko rea but the ‘debt o f the s tate’. This  illus trates  the urgency o f US s tate
finances .

In Washingto n, mo re vo ices  are demanding cuts  in military spending. In May, a no n-partisan gro up o f co ngress io nal representatives ,
co nvened by Demo crat Barney Frank, and Republican Ro n Paul, fo rmed the ‘Sus tainable Defense Task Fo rce’ (SDTF). To gether with
so me military specialis ts , they clo sely s crutinised military spending and co ncluded that it was  po ss ible to  cut 1 trillio n do llars  in
spending o ver the next 10  years  by reducing US Fo rces  s tatio ned in Euro pe and As ia, and by no t pursuing co ntracts  fo r military
airplanes  such as  the MV-22 Osprey.

In Octo ber 57 co ngress io nal representatives  fro m ruling and
o ppo s itio n parties  who  advo cate cuts  in military spending sent a
letter to  the Natio nal Co mmiss io n o n Fis cal Respo ns ibility and
Refo rm (NCFRR). It asked: ‘Why do es  the US co ntinue to  s tatio n
tro o ps  o verseas  in As ia and Euro pe despite the co llapse o f the Co ld
War? ’ and argued that natio nal defense needs  to  reflect the new era.
The NCFRR is  an adviso ry bo dy created by pres ident Obama to
identify s trategies  fo r rebuilding the eco no my. The no n-partisan
gro up asked this  co mmittee to  reco ns ider the scale o f military
spending and the s tatus  o f US Fo rces .

Barney Frank, who  appealed to  Co ngress  fo r suppo rt, had previo us ly
appeared in US media o n several o ccas io ns  declaring that:

The view that the US is  the po licemen o f the wo rld is
o utdated; it is  a lefto ver fro m the Co ld War. 15,000  Marines
aren’t go ing to  land o n the Chinese mainland and co nfro nt
millio ns  o f Chinese so ldiers . We do n’t need Marines  in
Okinawa. They’re a hango ver fro m a war that ended 65 years
ago .

As  Chairman o f the Ho use Financial Services  Co mmittee he was  the driving fo rce behind the Financial Regulato ry Refo rm Act that
passed Co ngress  in 2010. This  act is  referred to  as  the Do dd-Frank Act. Ro n Paul, a fello w member o f the SDTF, is  kno wn as  an
iso latio nis t who  advo cates  withdrawal o f US Fo rces  o verseas . He is  a natio nally kno wn co ngressman who  became well kno wn during
the 2008  pres idential electio n.
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Republican Co ngressman Ro n Paul, in
an int erview wit h Kyo do  News
Agency in mid-February, 20 11,

dismissed t he view o f  U.S. fo rces in
Japan serving as a det errent , calling

it  an excuse t o  maint ain U.S.
milit ary fo rces in t he regio n. (Pho to

fro m To kyo  Shimbun)

In July, Frank and Paul wro te an article ‘Why We Mus t Reduce Military Spending’ fo r the Huffington Post, the influential po litical webs ite.
In it they explained that 2010  military spending was  abo ut $693 billio n, o ver 42% o f
to tal go vernment spending, and this  is  damaging the US eco no my and reducing
peo ple’s  quality o f life. They also  po inted o ut that US interventio n in o ther co untries
as  a superpo wer o ften generates  anger directed at the US, and co ncluded that
‘rebuilding o ur eco no my and creating jo bs  remains  the natio n’s  to p prio rity. It is
essential that we begin to  address  the is sue o f excess ive military spending.’ In
co nfro nting this  natio nal cris is , two  peo ple fro m different s ides  o f the po litical
spectrum are thus  co o perating in urging refo rm.

In respo nse to  the letter fro m Frank et al., the NCFRR pro duced a chairman’s  draft
pro po sal in No vember. They reco mmended o ne trillio n do llar cuts  in defense spending
by FY2015. The reco mmendatio n included reductio n o f military perso nnel s tatio ned at
bases  in Euro pe and As ia by o ne-third,  and ending pro curement o f the MV-22 Osprey –
a co mbat assault transpo rt fo r the Marines  – which is  pro jected to  be based at the
replacement facility fo r Futenma Air Statio n. Altho ugh the detailed lis t o f military
expenditure items  was  remo ved fro m the co mmittee’s  final repo rt released o n
December 1, the repo rt s tro ngly advo cated cuts  in defense spending: ‘No  exceptio ns .
We mus t end redundant, was teful, and ineffective federal spending – including
defense’. This  pro po sal, which inco rpo rated reductio n o f the budget including tax
o verhaul, lacked the vo tes  fo r appro val in the vo ting two  days  later. Ho wever, it was
put fo rward as  a blueprint fo r public dis cuss io n, and bro ught to  light the inevitability
o f dras tic measures  to  refo rm natio nal defense spending.

Similarly, a s ignificant no n-aligned, no n-pro fit think tank, the Bipartisan Po licy Centre,
fo unded by Senato rs  Do le, Mitchell, Baker, and Daschle, in No vember also  called fo r a
freeze o n defense spending. Ano ther think tank specialis ing in natio nal security, ‘The
Stimso n Center’, has  also  published an article entitled ‘Cho o s ing Defense Miss io n
Prio rities ,’ which pro po sed cuts  in the defense budget and called fo r the reductio n o f
US military bases  o verseas . These and o ther o rganisatio ns  pro po se cuts  in military
spending and s tress  the necess ity fo r a ruthless  examinatio n o f the purpo se and use
o f military spending–a view shared by o rdinary citizens .

Refo rm T rends in a Milit ary Enviro nment

With all this  pressure, no t even the Do D can igno re the criticism. Defense Secretary
Gates  has  anno unced $100  billio n budget cuts  o ver the next five years  by reducing Do D perso nnel, s limming the o rganisatio n and
reducing co ntract figures . On to p o f this , they are also  re-examining the ro le o f the military, in particular the Marine Co rps , which in
recent wars  in Iraq and Afghanis tan, has  beco me a ‘seco nd land army’. The Marines  are kno wn as  an ‘expeditio nary fo rce in readiness ’
and are characterised by their high mo bility and ability to  invade sho relines  rapidly. Ho wever, recently they have been entering
fo reign lands  o n military airplanes , fighting o n the gro und, heavily armed, and deviating fro m their o riginal purpo se. The Marine
Co rps  has  beco me to o  large and the co s t co ntinues  to  increase.

Co ncerned with this  s ituatio n, Gates  in his  speech to  the Army in May asked, ‘What makes  the ro le o f the Marines  different fro m that
o f the Army?’ The las t amphibio us  landing was  at Incho n during the Ko rean War. He explained that s ince then, fo r 60  years , there has
been no  Marine amphibio us  expeditio n.

Subsequently, in a lecture delivered in Augus t, Gates  revealed that he had o rdered the leaders  o f the Navy and Marine Co rps  to
review the miss io n o f the Marines , including expeditio nary fo rces , in the co ntext o f changing glo bal threats  and new techno lo gies .

If defense spending is  curtailed, the arms  indus try will suffer. Sens ing the co ming change, the indus try has  mo bilised quickly.
Lo ckheed Martin, the wo rld’s  larges t defense manufacturer, with its  main o ffice in Washingto n s tate, recently o ffered its  emplo yees
vo luntary redundancy packages , and mo re than 600  emplo yees , o r 25% o f the targeted emplo yees , rushed to  take the o ptio n. With
Lo ckheed Martin leading the way, the arms  indus try is  no w engaged in res tructuring; cutting the wo rk-fo rce; ratio nalis ing the
wo rkplace thro ugh inco rpo rating units , abo lishing redundant secto rs ; and canceling large pro jects .

At the same time, because the reductio n in the sco pe o f the military indus trial secto r and co s t-cutting measures  applied acro ss  the
bo ard mean reduced emplo yment, so me regio ns  with no  o ther large co mpanies  have o bjected. Co ngress io nal representatives  fro m
such regio ns  have o ppo sed the cuts , and bo th suppo rters  and o ppo nents  are jo ckeying to  influence decis io ns  abo ut the military’s
future. Since summer, the mo ve to wards  reductio n o f military spending has  been widely repo rted in the US media. The Financial
Times  has  also  taken up the US defense enviro nment o n its  fro nt and analys is  pages . Military spending has  beco me an eco no mic
is sue.

Fo r the firs t time, serio us  dis cuss io n is  abo ut to  take place co ncerning military spending, which rapidly increased s ince 9/11 with no
ques tio ns  asked; this  dis cuss io n will also  address  the ro le o f the military, with special emphas is  placed o n the s ignificance o f
o verseas  Fo rces . A refo rm hurricane is  brewing!

Diverse Opinio ns in t he US

I have explained the s ituatio n in the US at so me length because this  refo rm trend can affect o ther parts  o f the wo rld that ho s t US
Fo rces  o verseas . It is  therefo re highly relevant to  Japan, where many US tro o ps  are s tatio ned. The mo s t press ing base pro blem in
Japan is  Futenma Air Base. Bo th Japanese and US go vernments  are s till hewing to  the principle o f relo catio n to  Heno ko  in Nago  City.
Many Japanese may think that the US mus t be irritated by the s lo w pro gress  o n the relo catio n. Bes ides , there is  no  way that the US
bases  will leave Okinawa. Ho wever, as  the US itself re-examines  many pro blems  asso ciated with military co s ts , adhering to  the o ld
framewo rk means  that we might miss  the s ignificance o f this  new trend. In fact, the o verwhelming majo rity o f American scho lars  and
experts  I interviewed believed that it was  impo ss ible to  relo cate to  Heno ko , and that the Marine Co rps  in Okinawa no  lo nger plays
any ro le in US military s trategies . Such vo ices  have beco me mo re s trident s ince the beginning o f this  year. Let me intro duce so me o f
these vo ices  belo w.

Mike Mo chizuki (Pro fesso r, Geo rge Washingto n Univers ity):



While quest io ns are raised in Washingt o n o n t he
ro les o f  Marines, US and Japanese go vernment s are
pro ceeding wit h plans t o  build new USMC facilit ies
in No rt hern Okinawa. T o p pho t o : t anks landing o n

Heno ko  o n January 27. (Pho to  fro m Heno ko hama
Tsushin.)  Bo t t o m pho t o : pro t est o rs link arms t o
surro und a t ruck t o  st o p  co nst ruct io n o f  new

Osprey-capable helipads in T akae, o n February 25.
(Pho to  fro m Yanbaru Higashi Village Takae no  genjo )

I do  no t think that the Heno ko  relo catio n is  practicable because gaining suppo rt o f the demo cratically elected

go verno r is  crucial. The US go vernment’s  perspective is
unrealis tic. No ne o f my American friends  who  specialise in
Japan-US relatio ns  believe the agreement to  relo cate the
bases  will be carried o ut. [..] What do es  it (the Marines  in
Okinawa) deter? If it’s  No rth Ko rea, there is  the Ko rean Army.
US Fo rces  are s tatio ned there, to o . If the Futenma pro blem
is  go ing to  weaken Japan-US relatio ns , then even if the
military presence is  maintained, deterrence will be weak,
because deterrence invo lves  po litical elements  as  well. No r
do  I believe that the Marines  are in Okinawa to  anticipate and
res is t an attack by China. I do  reco gnize the impo rtance o f
the Marines  fo r humanitarian suppo rt, disas ter relief and
o ther emergency rescue o peratio ns . To  perfo rm tho se ro les ,
ho wever, it is  po ss ible to  transpo rt Marines  fro m Camp
Pendleto n (in Califo rnia) – there is  no  need to  s tatio n them
in Okinawa. Japan itself can pro vide rescue suppo rt lo gis tics ,
to o .

Mo rto n Halperin, a fo rmer Deputy Ass is tant Secretary o f Defense,
who  was  invo lved in the 1972 nego tiatio ns  o ver the return o f
Okinawa said:

I am quite surprised that after many decades  s ince Okinawa’s
revers io n, the s tructure o f the bases  has  no t changed at all.
This  is  because o f go vernment inactio n. We need to  pay
attentio n to  the burden o n Okinawa. I vis ited Okinawa in
1968, and o bserved almo s t all the is lands  fro m a helico pter.
My impress io n o f Okinawa was  that it was  ‘empty’ because
res idents  were co ncentrated in small areas . The res t was  all
bases . I asked a high ranking Navy o fficer, “Why do  we have
bases  in Okinawa?” He answered, lo o king very serio us , “Yo u
misunders tand. The military do esn’t have bases  in Okinawa.
The is land itself is  the base.” It was  no  exaggeratio n; the
military really did think o f the who le is land as  a base. The
military intended to  maintain Okinawa until there were no
mo re disputes  in As ia – that is , they planned to  keep the
bases  fo rever. The s tructure o f the bases  in Okinawa is
based o n the assumptio n that Okinawa is  a base and will
co ntinue to  be a base fo rever. The US put bases  o n the
mainland, to o ; but they were aware that it was  Japanese
territo ry. If they had an awareness  that Okinawa was  no t a
base but Japanese territo ry, they wo uld have been able to
ask themselves  what so rt o f s tructure the base sho uld have.

But they are s till no t thinking abo ut this  serio us ly.

Richard Samuels , a pro minent Pro fesso r o f Japanese Po litics  at MIT fo llo wed a s imilar line:

The US needs  to  realise the po litical diff iculty o f Okinawa and co ns ider training the helico pter units  in o ther places
like Guam. Futenma needs  to  be clo sed do wn as  so o n as  po ss ible. If there is  any victim, the go vernment’s
fo rbearance will beco me an is sue. It is  time fo r the US to  s tep back and co ns ider a Plan B such as  training in Guam,
San Diego  o r Hawaii. We need to  change directio n. Fo r that we need po litical leadership. [..] We can apply pressure
thro ugh US nego tiatio ns  with Japan. The Demo cratic Party o f Japan wants  an “equal Japan-US alliance”. If Japan can
beco me mo re respo ns ible to wards  the US and can say no , that wo uld be an ideal alliance relatio nship. Germany
so metimes  says  no , and France always  do es; this  do es  no t end the alliance.  This  is  an ho nes t and healthy
relatio nship. The US always  demands  and Japan always  says  “yes ”. The US sho uld realise that Japan has  lo s t its
sense o f self-go vernance. If the two  co untries  do  no t share an unders tanding o f the impo rtance o f their ro les , the
co s t and benefit o f their alliance, that is  no t a healthy relatio nship. Okinawa is  dispro po rtio nately bearing the
burden o f security. It is  po ss ible to  ask to  lighten such a burden. Japanese peo ple need to  unders tand what a real
burden means .

Pro fesso r Barry Po sen, a specialis t in Security Studies  at MIT also  suppo rts  this  line o f argument:

Even if the Marine Co rps  left Okinawa, if the Air Fo rce and the Navy were to  s tay in Kadena and mainland Japan, there
wo uld be no  change in deterrence. I canno t see what ro le the Marine Co rps  might play in military actio ns  that are
likely to  take place in the co ntext o f Japan-China o r China-Taiwan relatio ns . I have heard that the Marines  have tasks
to  perfo rm in case o f emergency o n the Ko rean Peninsula; ho wever, co ns idering the s ize o f to day’s  Ko rean military
and their techno lo gical capabilities , it is  no t po ss ible that the defense o f Ko rea relies  o n a s ingle US Marine fo rce.
[..] Of the three US Marine Co rps  divis io ns , the Okinawa divis io n is  the weakes t in terms  o f co mbat s trength. [..] In
the plan to  relo cate parts  o f Futenma’s  capacity to  Guam, the Marine Co rps  in Okinawa will be divided into  two
(co mmand unit and co mbat unit): it will take so me time to  co o rdinate the two  units  to  act to gether; rather than
was ting time in lo gis tics  it wo uld be much less  time-co nsuming if the who le divis io n is  withdrawn fro m Okinawa. [..]
The US is  maintaining to o  many bases  and military fo rces  o verseas . We need to  reduce them.

Pro fesso r Andrew Bacevich, Bo s to n Univers ity (and a fo rmer US Army Co lo nel) had s imilar views:
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Map o f  US milit ary bases in
Okinawa. Red: Marine Co rps; Dark
Blue: Air Fo rce (Kadena); Green:

Army; Bright  Blue: Navy; Light  Blue:
Wat er Space and Airspace fo r

T raining

T he co ast al Pagat  archaeo lo gical sit e, Guam’s
valuable cult ural sit e  (Pho to  fro m Natio nal Geo graphic)

Tho se in Washingto n believe that fo rward deplo yment o f military fo rces  will pro mo te s tability o f the regio n. This
may be true to  so me extent, but at the same time, o verseas  fo rces  also  co ntribute to  regio nal ins tability. Do D

co ns is tently ins is ts  that the exis ting bases  are s trategically irreplaceable.
To day’s  Marine Co rps , to o , wo uld say that Okinawa is  s trategically vital. But in
reality, US fo rces  have already given up so me o verseas  bases  and have
managed to  find ways  o f adapting to  such lo sses . The US used to  maintain two
large bases  in the Philippines  – Subic Naval Base and Clark Air Base. Despite
s tro ng lo cal o ppo s itio n, the Do D used to  ins is t that they were ‘impo rtant,
irreplaceable bases .’ Ho wever, after the 1991 eruptio n o f Mr. Pinatubo , when
the bases  were des tro yed by the ashes , the US military decided that the co s t o f
repairs  wo uld be to o  high and s imply withdrew the fo rces . The argument that
they were irreplaceable had suddenly vanished. [..] The mis take we Americans
made after the end o f the Co ld War was  o ur belief that military po wer is
effective fo r so lving pro blems . If the US were to  ado pt a lo w pro file, including
reduced military po wer, we co uld avo id a s ituatio n that leads  to  ins tability.
Bureaucrats  have to o  much faith in military po wer.

Lis tening to  different peo ple’s  o pinio ns  fro m diverse fields  in the US, it is  clear that
the US go vernment’s  explanatio ns  and po licies  do  no t necessarily have the suppo rt o f
the American peo ple. In Japan, we s till hear vo ices  that exto l the deterrence po wer o f
the Marine Co rps  in Okinawa; but we mus t change o ur thinking to  fit changing times .

T he US also  has so me do mest ic issues

Having said that, even the US go vernment, which had been insens itive to  Okinawan
o ppo s itio n, has  finally begun to  realise that it is  diff icult to  implement the Japan-US
agreement. When Go verno r Nakaima Hiro kazu was  re-elected in the No vember 28 th
Okinawa gubernato rial electio n, so me US media repo rted that ‘the po ss ibility o f
relo catio n has  survived’, based o n Nakaima’s  previo us  acceptance o f the relo catio n o f
Futenma Air Base to  Heno ko . Ho wever, Washingto n is  no t really that o ptimis tic. Since
befo re the electio n, Washingto n was  less  co ncerned abo ut which candidate wo uld win
than abo ut what measures  the Japanese go vernment might take in respo nse to  the
electio n result.

On the day Nakaima’s  pro jected victo ry became certain, the US State Department said
that ‘Okinawan co ncerns  will be reflected in the adjus tment (o f the U.S. military o n
Okinawa),” indicating that they were no t go ing to  take dras tic measures . Cro wley, the
US Department o f State spo kesperso n, said that ‘dialo gue with Okinawa is  the
Japanese go vernment’s  jo b’, and Lapan, a Do D spo kesperso n, also  avo ided referring
to  Okinawa saying that it was  a ‘do mes tic is sue’.  A senio r US military o fficer in Japan
said rather dispass io nately, ‘we have already given them two  o ptio ns  fo r runway
layo uts : V-shaped and I-shaped. We are waiting fo r the Japanese go vernment’s
decis io n’. They are all watching the Japanese go vernment carefully. Unanimo us ly calling
Okinawa ‘Japan’s  do mes tic is sue’ may mean that the US go vernment is  already sens ing
an impasse aro und the Japan-US agreement and is  preparing a co ntingency po s itio n.

The US do mes tic s ituatio n is  also  relevant. Given US plans  to  s trengthen the bases  o n
Guam, including trans ferring the Okinawa Marines  there, it has  no  reso urces  to  spare
to  intervene in o ther co untries . In September the Do D anno unced it wo uld po s tpo ne
co mpletio n o f the trans fer o riginally planned fo r 2014 due to  lack o f preparedness  o n
Guam. The infras tructure canno t co pe with the sudden influx o f the Marines , their
families  and co ns tructio n wo rkers .

Prio r to  this , relevant co ngress io nal co mmittees  appro ved cutting
the co s t o f relo catio n by 70  percent. With o peratio ns  no t
pro gress ing acco rding to  US go vernment plan, the plan itself is  no w
being ques tio ned. Co mmittee repo rts  have severely criticised the
go vernment, s tating: ‘Guam’s  water and was te water facilities ,
electrical sys tem, ro ads  and o ther infras tructure are already
inadequate. There is  no  co ns ideratio n o f the enviro nment’ (US
Senate Appro priatio ns  Co mmittee); ‘It is  a serio us  co ncern when
and ho w the Do D will respo nd to  the po o r evaluatio n it received
regarding the enviro nmental impact o f the Guam co ns tructio n plan.
They have no t addressed its  impact o n res idents  either’ (Ho use
Co mmittee o n Appro priatio ns ).

Inadequate infras tructure and enviro nmental co ncerns  are no t the
o nly pro blems . Ano ther is sue is  the co ns tructio n o f a Marine firing
range fo r Eas t Guam. The US military o riginally planned to  co ns truct
the range ins ide the base, but in the 2008  plan it became clear that
co ns tructio n was  to  be o uts ide the base. Part o f the planned
co ns tructio n s ite was  s tate-o wned land. This  land was  o riginally
meant to  be allo cated fo r landless  Chamo rro s  and descendents  o f
tho se who se land was  requis itio ned by the US military after the war. 

The Guam go vernment in Augus t sent a letter to  the US Department o f the Navy express ing co ncern o ver the new land acquis itio n
that was  to  acco mpany the Marine relo catio n and the ‘mo ve to  extend the US bases  o n the is land’. This  was  despite the o riginal
pro mise that the Marine relo catio n wo uld invo lve no  additio nal land acquis itio n o r extens io n o f military facilities . The Guam
go vernment’s  po s itio n is  to  accept Marine relo catio n; but dis trus t is  intens ifying because o f the dis crepancy between the US
go vernment’s  explanatio n to  the lo cals  and the actual plan. I vis ited Guam in April 2009  and spent o ne week gathering info rmatio n;
even then the firing range was  a huge is sue. The military has  yet to  satis facto rily answer  ques tio ns  abo ut the s ituatio n.



Prist ine wat er o ff  Heno ko  (Pho t o  by Yo shio
Shimo ji)

The US military’s  pattern o f extending bases  in acco rdance s imply with their perceived military and s trategic value, witho ut any
unders tanding o f lo cal circumstances , his to ry and culture, is  precisely what is  happening in Okinawa. Regarding the co ns tructio n o f
replacement facilities  in Heno ko , Japanese and US go vernments  say that this  is  ‘no t co ns tructio n o f a new base but relo catio n to
the pre-exis ting Camp Schwab’; but s ince they are co ns tructing runways  where there was  no thing befo re, extending the base in this
way is  the same as  what is  o ccurring o n Guam. The US go vernment’s  argument that “the trans fer to  Guam is  no t pro gress ing
because the Futenma is sue is  s tagnating” can no  lo nger be accepted. This  is  a s ituatio n unique to  the US. And if the delay is  due to
do mes tic circumstances  in the US, packaging Guam with Futenma will no t wo rk. Fo ur and a half years  o n s ince the 2006
anno uncement o f the res tructuring o f US Fo rces , the agreement is  co ming apart at the seams.

T ime t o  reco nsider Fut enma

As  the US faces  a financial cris is  with no  s ign o f reco very, and a
number o f diff icult related is sues , the trend o f do mes tically-o riented
po licies  and natio nal co nscio usness  will co ntinue to  accelerate. Even
the Republican Party, which believes  that a large defense budget is
the baro meter o f s tate po wer, and which o ppo ses  defense budget
cuts , has  to  accept that there is  no  such a thing as  a ‘sacro sanct’
secto r these days . If the inward-lo o king philo so phy that ‘mo ney
sho uld be spent o nly o n o ur o wn co untry’ spreads  further, o verseas
military fo rces  will undo ubtedly beco me a target to  ratio nalise.
Vo ices  calling fo r ‘abo lishing o verseas  fo rces ’ have emerged even
fro m within extremely co nservative Tea Party gro ups  that influenced
recent midterm electio ns .

Ho wever, it wo uld be premature to  think that this  will lead directly to
the return o f Futenma Air Base o r the withdrawal o f the Marines  fro m
Okinawa. Japan pro vides  the wo rld’s  larges t sympathy budget and is
o ffering to  co ns truct a new US base in Heno ko  fo r free. In such
favo rable co nditio ns , there is  no  need fo r the US to  change things  in
Japan. In fact, in the public hearing o f the Ho use Armed Services
Co mmittee in July, Ass is tant Secretary o f Defense Wallace Gregso n
flatly rejected co mmittee members ’ ques tio ns  such as  ‘Do  the

Marines  need to  be in Okinawa?’, by no ting Okinawa’s  geo po litical s ignificance. He emphas ised that ‘Japanese defense spending is
o nly 1% o f GDP. We wo uld like to  ask them to  increase the sympathy budget’, thus  turning the attentio n o f Co ngress  away fro m
withdrawal to wards  the increase in the sympathy budget.

Regarding Okinawa’s  geo po litical impo rtance and the impo rtance o f the Marines  s tatio ned in Okinawa, the afo rementio ned scho lars
think that the Marines  can be replaced with current military techno lo gies  o r o ther, less  specialised fo rces . So me peo ple even
ques tio n the necess ity o f the exis tence o f Marines  in Okinawa. 

Peter Kuznick, a his to rian at American Univers ity says : 

Japan is  bearing subs tantial co s t fo r US base relo catio n and maintenance. The US-Japan Mutual Security Treaty
identified the purpo se o f US Fo rces  in Japan as  maintaining security in the Far Eas t; but in reality they have turned
into  a military fo rce that fights  all o ver the wo rld – Ko rea, Vietnam, the firs t Gulf War, Afghanis tan, and Iraq.

He po inted o ut that the ro le o f the US Fo rces  in Japan has  go ne beyo nd the framewo rk o f a sympathy budget.

When the US go vernment arro gantly tells  us  ‘we are pro tecting Japan; Japan sho uld pay fo r it’, we may feel intimidated. But if we
lis ten to  vario us  o pinio ns  o uts ide the US go vernment, we can clearly see that this  is  s imply pressure that o riginates  in self-
righteo usness . Naturally, diplo macy prio ritizes  natio nal interes t; there is  no  way that US diplo macy suppo rts  o ther co untries , o r
Okinawa, fo r that matter.

But this  also  means  that, in to day’s  s ituatio n co ncerning Japan and the US, the po ss ibility exis ts  that the prevailing lo gic is
reversed. Namely, the US is  sho rt o f funds . Cuts  in military spending are inevitable. So  is  the review o f fo rces  o verseas . The US
Marines ’ ro le needs  to  be reviewed. Marines  in Okinawa are in a s tate o f suspended animatio n. Okinawan peo ple fiercely o ppo se
relo catio n o f Futenma Air Base to  Heno ko . The Prime Minis ter o f an impo rtant allied natio n was  driven to  res ign o ver the US bases
(Abe). US bases  co ntinue to  be a huge po litical is sue. As  the US no  lo nger has  o verwhelming po wer, and canno t do  witho ut the
co o peratio n o f its  allies , it is  no t in US interes t to  co ntinue press ing the base is sue.

We o ften hear the threat that ‘if the Heno ko  relo catio n fails , Futenma will remain as  is ’; but it wo uld take o nly o ne airplane crash to
put the US go vernment in a very diff icult po s itio n. Clo s ing do wn risky Futenma as  so o n as  po ss ible and res to ring the uns table
Japan-US relatio nship mus t surely suit US natio nal interes ts . If Japan adheres  to  the exis ting lo gic – no t to  mentio n its  Chief
Cabinet Secretary asking Okinawa to  accept the burden o f the bases  – Japan will no t find a so lutio n to  the Futenma pro blem. It
deserves  to  be criticised fo r its  syco phantic diplo macy fo llo wing the US. Fo urteen years  after the agreement to  return Futenma base
land to  the peo ple, with abso lutlely no  pro gress , the s ituatio n is  ripe fo r change. If we link the new defense trends  in the US with the
‘all-Okinawa’ o ppo s itio n to  relo catio n ins ide the prefecture, it is  natural to  co nclude that it is  time fo r reco ns ideratio n o f the
Futenma pro blem.
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