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Okinawa and the US Forces Realignment: Struggle of Okinawans to Stop New Base Construction

Hiroaki Yoshizawa, Lawyer(Okinawa),

Vice-President Japan Lawyers International Solidarity Association (JALISA)

Introduction

Before Okinawa’s reversion to Japan, Okinawans conducted a grand struggle with a noble goal: Keep Okinawa from becoming a springboard for aggression against Vietnam, close US military bases that are used for the war of aggression, and make this a true reversion without nuclear weapons or bases.

Democracy-minded people on the Japanese main islands joined this struggle, and in combination with the power of international solidarity, they threw off the yoke of the Treaty of San Francisco’s Article 3, and won the reversion of Okinawa in 1972.

Even after reversion the US military maintained its presence in Okinawa, and bases continued expanding, but Okinawans kept up their struggle.

Now Okinawans are taking up a new struggle with Japanese who desire the abrogation of the US-Japan Security Treaty, to oppose the realignment of US forces and not allow new base construction.

I would like to take this opportunity to report on the current situation and struggle of the people in Japan, and in particular Okinawa.

1. US Forces Realignment and the Construction of a New Base

(1) Final Agreement on Realignment of US Forces in Japan

The final report on US military realignment in Japan (“US-Japan Road Map for Realignment Implementation”) was released on May 1, 2006.

In Okinawa, Futenma Air Station is to relocate to Henoko, Nago City, in the northern area of Okinawa Prefecture’s main island. There a permanent base of the newest type with two runways is to be built. If that base is not built, the Marine relocation to Guam and the total return of bases south of Kadena Air Base will not come about.

Overall, there is no mistake that the base burden would be mitigated, but because that would involve construction of a permanent air base of the newest type in the north of Okinawa’s main island to replace the aging Futenma Air Station, it is evident that Okinawa would continue to be an island of bases.

The scheme to build an offshore base by reclaiming the marine area off Henoko, which was based on the Special Action Committee on Okinawa (SACO) agreement, was quashed after a struggle of over 10 years.

But the government learned no lesson from this, and in response to the US forces realignment agreement of 2006 now wants to build a new base along the shore at Cape Henoko with two runways in a V shape and a large military port.

2. Problem-Riddled Guam Agreement

After the Obama administration took the reins of government, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and Japan’s Foreign Minister Hirofumi Nakasone signed the “Agreement Between the Government of Japan and the Government of the United States of America Concerning the Implementation of the Relocation of III Marine Expeditionary Force Personnel from Okinawa to Guam” on February 17, 2009.

Amid public opinion opposed to the agreement, including a statement of opposition from the Okinawa Prefectural Assembly, the Liberal Democratic Party and Komeito pushed through approval of the agreement in a House of Representatives plenary session.

The agreement has many problems. Following are the major ones only.

(1) Japan pledges to provide a maximum cash contribution of $2.8 billion for a command office building, personnel housing, and school-related facilities in connection with the Guam relocation plan. There is no precedent anywhere in the world for payment by Japan to build up a base on US territory. It is not something that an independent nation does.

(2) A condition of the agreement is the construction of an advanced type of Marine base in Okinawa at Cape Henoko and its peripheral waters.

(3) The reduction of Marines in Okinawa by 8,000 troops was a lie. There are currently between 12,000 and 13,000 Marines in Okinawa. Of those, 10,000 combat troops would definitely remain, and more would be transferred in from other places.

What are the aims of this agreement?

According to Professor Emeritus Moriteru Arasaki of Okinawa University, the first aim is to show the strong will of the Japanese and US governments to Okinawans, who vigorously oppose the US forces realignment and new base construction. And second, to bind the new Japanese administration to this course of action.

Is the Obama administration also heading in the direction of reinforcing the US-Japan military alliance?

3. The Okinawans’ Struggle

(1) Eight Years of New Base Construction Stoppage, and “Sit-Down Protest and Fifth Anniversary Gathering”

For the eight years following the 1996 SACO Agreement, the local community formed the “Society for Protecting Life,” held sit-down protests on the shore and conducted opposition actions. On April 19, 2004 the government set to work on a boring survey. On that occasion the opposition set up a tent village and their sit-down struggle began.

On April 18, 2009 the Helicopter Base Construction Opposition Council hosted a “Sit-Down Protest and Fifth Anniversary Gathering.” As of April 19, the sit-down opposition to new base construction has continued for 1,827 days.

(2) Stopping the Helipads, the Takae Struggle

Also important is the struggle to stop the construction of helipads in the Takae area of Higashi Village, which is north of Henoko.

Under the SACO agreement, over half of the Jungle Warfare Training Center (Northern Training Area), from its northern side, is to be returned, but as early as July 2007 the government tried to build helipads in Takae in spite of objections. The people of Takae are trying to stop the helipad construction by sitting in the construction area’s entrance. Their action is totally peaceful and nonviolent.

The government (Bureau of Defense Policy) claims that their action is obstruction of traffic, and on November 25, 2008 it asked the Naha District Court for a provisional disposition to cease and desist.

It is unprecedented for the government to use the power of the court to repress local people opposing base construction, and the local people are now nearing a crucial juncture as their struggle receives support from throughout Japan and other countries for victory in court.

(3) Struggle of Ishigaki Citizens Opposing Unwanted Port Entry by US Warships

Although there was no ground fighting on Ishigaki Island in the Pacific War, the islanders had the harrowing experience of forced relocation to the mountains and remote islands by order of the Japanese military. Ishigaki Island residents therefore fervently desire peace.

On March 3, 2009 two US minesweepers entered the port against the islanders’ wishes.

The mayor of Ishigaki City strongly protested, saying that the port entry ignored opposition by the city, which had issued a “peaceful port declaration.”

The government justified this port entry in defiance of local opposition by citing the stock explanation that municipalities have no authority to refuse port entry because of the US-Japan Security Treaty and the Status of Forces Agreement. While the unequal treaty that is the Status of Forces Agreement must be revised as soon as possible, even though it is not yet revised, the government must respect the wishes of municipalities.

Conclusion

In the 1960s Okinawa was a base for air missions against Vietnam. B52 strategic bombers first came to Kadena Air Base on June 18, 1965, and were permanently stationed there starting in February 1968. Many Okinawans including me passed our days in mental anguish because those B52 bombers, which are capable of carrying nuclear weapons, were going on missions to Vietnam day after day.

The Vietnam War ended, thanks to the struggle of the heroic Vietnamese people who resisted the US and saved their country, and to the support by conscientious efforts from around the world.

But the fires of war still burn in places throughout the world, and because of the US-Japan Security Treaty, Japan is obliged to cooperate with the wars started by the US. In particular, Okinawa is still a huge military base that threatens the people of the Middle East and Asia. It stands to reason that Iraqis called Okinawa “the devil’s island.”

My appeal and pledge here, as a citizen of the country that has Article 9 and Hiroshima and Nagasaki, is to try and extinguish the causes of war, to rid Japan and Okinawa of military bases for war as soon as possible, and to work with all of you to abolish nuclear weapons.
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