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INTRODUCTION: A NEW WORLD POSITION

For more than forty years Japan has dwelt in the shadow of the United States
and handled questions of defense policy almost entirely through the US-Japan
Security Treaty. Yet, Japan is now the world’s largest donor of foreign economic
aid. It is the world’s largest creditor and leading exporter of capital. Its trade
surpluses and corporate wealth are well publicized. Japanese business has a
substantial presence throughout the developing world and this presence now
reaches far beyond the Pacific Rim to South America and some parts of Africa. In
addition, Japan’s armed forces have been steadily rehabilitated and improved.
Forty years after the inauguration of Japan’s Self-Defense Forces (SDF), and almost
fifty years since the complete dismantling of the Imperial Army and Navy, Japan
has a substantial military establishment. If measured in US dollars, Japan’s defense
expenditures are the third largest in the world.! Japan’s regular army is now larger
than Great Britain’s, though still overshadowed by several larger armies on the
Pacific Rim.> And Japan now keeps military attaches in twenty-nine embassies
around the world, including most of the Pacific Rim nations.?

Given Japan’s great economic success, the Japanese are likely to become
more frequently the target of violence or, at least, suffer the consequences of
violence abroad. The Japanese are rich, and a struggling, impoverished, and
envious world knows it.

Given Japan’s rejuvenated military establishment and increasing suscepti-
bility to international conflict, Japan’s domestic debate on appropriate defense
postures and plans will continue with vigor. Given the strange fate of the former
Soviet Union and the great stature of Japanese economic interests around the world,
Japanese defense planners must consider a complex variety of threats to Japanese
territory, Japanese nationals, and Japanese business. The purpose of this article is
to explore the recent and potential responses of Japan to low-level military threats.

PAST AND PRESENT PROBLEMS
Low-Level Attacks

Modern Japan is no stranger to low-intensity violence, including terrorism,
banditry, piracy and other low-level military attacks. In November 1983, North
Korea took prisoner two Japanese crewmen from the freighter Fujisan Mara after
their vessel entered the port of Namp’o. The crewmen remained incarcerated for
five years before their trial ended in 1987. They were subsequently sentenced to 15
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years in prison. The Russians too are jealous of their territorial waters and fishing
rights and from time to time seize Japanese fishing boats.*

Further south in the East China Sea, Japanese fishing boats have become a
favorite target of pirates who from time to time open fire on the fishermen. In one
such attack by a ship flying the PRC’s flag, ten men, some of whom were in military
uniform, boarded and searched a Japanese boat for twenty minutes.’

Beyond the South China Sea, in the busy straits in and around the Indonesian
archipelago, piracy has thrived. In 1991 alone, Japanese ships suffered 18 acts of
piracy in and near the Malacca-Singapore straits. A record high that year of 50
reported piracies in the Malacca Straits prompted demands from Japan and others
that Indonesia, Singapore and Malaysia patrol the area more effectively.®

In Japan itself, the Chukakuha terrorist faction has steadily improved its
capabilities for violence. Using alaunching tube only 40 centimeters long, they now
are able to shoot metal projectiles up to 32 centimeters long and four centimeters in
diameter. The range of this projectile is estimated to be 3.5 kilometers and it will
hold up to 600 grams of gunpowder. The launching tube can be easily concealed
in an automobile. Chukakuha has twice succeeded in hitting Prince Hitachi’s
residence, the projectiles “threading their way through a valley of buildings.””

In addition to these chronic, albeit low-level threats, Japanese businessmen
traveling abroad have become the object of attack by both armed bandits and
guerrillas looking for easy money. In one attack in the Philippines in the summer
of 1990, Philippine bandits netted an estimated $17,000 in cash and jewelry after
ambushing four Japanese businessmen in their car outside Manila.

In Peru guerrillas of the Shining Path attacked the Japanese Embassy on the
very day that President Fujimori, the son of Japanese immigrants, attended a
conference of the Inter-American Development Bank—in Nagoya, Japan.® In the
following months three car dealers offering Japanese cars were bombed by the
Shining Path. In July 1991 guerrillas murdered three Japanese engineers and
bombed a research center funded by the Japanese government. When they
murdered a Japanese tourist they explained “he is Japanese like Fujimori.™

Indeed, the Japanese presence is now so encompassing and Japan’s foreign
policy so closely identified with that of the United States that Japan is considered
aworthy target by governments as well as bandits and insurgents. Between January
1987 and July 1988, ten Japanese-owned merchant ships were attacked in the
Persian Gulf. Four of the ten ships flew the Japanese flag. During the next Gulf
crisis 790 Japanese citizens were stranded in Kuwait and Iraq after Saddam’s
invasion of Kuwait. In the tense months that followed the invasion, 200 Japanese
hostages were used as “human shields” alongside American and British hostages.!°
In response to the economic sanctions brought by the West and which Japan had
joined early on, Saddam Hussein explained:

We will never allow anybody, whomever he may be, to strangle the
people of Iraq without having himself strangled. If we feel that the
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Iraqi people are being strangled, that there are some who will deal a
sanguinary blow to it, we will strangle all who are the cause of this."

Japan’s good relations with Iraq before the war were of no account. Following the
lead of its largest trading partner and principle ally, Japan had levied sanctions
against Iraq and voted with the United States in the UN Security Council. Japan had
reached a point where it could not be exempted from either the responsibilities or
the costs of international influence.

The Japanese preference for maintaining a low-profile in foreign operations
is well-known. But threats to Japanese commerce, businessmen, investments and
vital interests are likely to escalate as Japan continues to prosper at home, while at
the same time investing abroad in unstable or potentially unstable countries.

Territorial Disputes

Japan has a number of territorial disputes outstanding with her many
neighbors on the Pacific Rim. Best-known among these is the dispute over the
Kurile Islands formerly controlled by the Soviet Union and now the inheritance of
the new Russian Republic. Occupied by Soviet troops at the end of World War 11
and occupied still by a Russian army division, the four islands are a constant source
of irritation between the Japanese and Russian governments.'2

Another and perhaps more dangerous dispute exists over the Senkaku Islands
in the East China Sea. These tiny coral islets two hundred miles north of Taiwan
are controlled by Japan and claimed by Taiwan and China. The islands are so small
and seemingly insignificant that they do not appear on most maps. Yet, the
possibility that the seas around the islands contain rich oil deposits means that
interest the islands remains very keen."

As recently as October 1990, the contesting claims to the Senkaku Island
group were made manifest in diplomatic circles. First, Japanese ultra-nationalists
installed a lighthouse on Uotsuri Island (in the Senkaku group) in order to show their
support for Japan’s claim to the islands. Shortly thereafter, two Taiwanese boats
attempted to land on one of the islands, presumably to demonstrate their own
country’s claim to the islands. The Taiwanese were intercepted by patrol boats of
Japan’s Maritime Safety Agency. In public, the incident was discussed in the
sternest tones. China announced that the island group “has always been part of
Chinese territory, and Chinahas indisputable sovereignty over the islands.” Japan’s
Cabinet Secretary, Misoji Sakamoto, replied that the “Senkaku Islands belong to us.
There is no change in our position.”"* Two years later, in 1992, China announced
a new Law of the Sea which explicitly named the Senkaku (Diaoyu) Islands a
territory of China and asserted that the surrounding waters were under China’s
jurisdiction.?

China’s interests, of course, are not limited to the Senkaku islands. With a
littoral of 18,000 kilometers, China has nearly 6500 islands off its coast. In
preparation for pressing some of its island claims more vigorously, China is
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building a military air base on the Paracel Islands in the South China Sea and buying
military aircraft from Russia. !

Further north in the East China Sea, Japan and its neighbors have not yet
resolved their overlapping claims to the submarine continental shelf. In addition,
Japan and South Korea both claim the uninhabitable island of Tok Do.!” For the time
being, Japan and South Korea have established a Joint Economic Development
Zone within the intersection of their maritime claims. However, the zone,
established in 1974 to last until the year 2014, left China out of the bargain. Inearly
1993 Chinese patrol boats twice fired at Japanese ships in the East China Sea and
twice apologized for their conduct. If the undersea territory proves to have great
mineral resources, the disagreement between these poorly endowed neighbors will
surely intensify.'®

Asian Conflict

Even if Japan does not become directly involved in territorial disputes or
inter-Asian conflict, Pacific Rim conflict will be of great concern to the Japanese
government. Like the United States, Japan is insulated by the sea. But unlike the
United States, whose overseas rivals and conflicts have always been distant, Japan’s
well-armed neighbors are close by. Not far across any sea are found large military
establishments, potentially unstable governments, and historical enmities. Japan’s
Defense Agency demonstrates this precarious situation by carrying a map in its
annual Defense White Paper showing Japan’s armed forces surrounded and
outnumbered by foreign armies and navies on the Pacific Rim. Subsequent maps,
charts and diagrams in the defense report show: Russian troops as well as warships
and air forces deployed around northern Japan; how the operational radii of Russian
fighter planes extend over the Japanese islands; Russian and Chinese troop
deployments along their northeast Asian frontiers; troop deployments on the
Korean peninsula; and military postures in Indochina. If Japan is in some way “the
Switzerland of Asia,” then its security position is more analogous to the Switzerland
of the 1930s than to contemporary Switzerland.

The list of potential military problems is a long one. The new Russian
Republic is, to say the least, unstable and bordering on the chaotic. Moreover, the
situation is not likely to be rectified soon. The Chinese government is stable for the
time being but many Japanese analysts fear the consequences of domestic disorders
in China’s future as well as their many territorial disputes with Asian neighbors.'
China’s military spending has increased enormously over the past decade as has its
indiscriminate arms sales.”® North Korea suggests other murky scenarios. Even if
the military situation on the peninsula has long been stable, the death of North
Korea’s President Kim II Sung may lead to a turbulent transition of power.
Whatever happens, Pyong Yang’s hardline government has too many military
forces for the comfort of its neighbors as well as a nuclear weapons program.”
Further, North Korea has a substantial inventory of Scud missiles and sells them by
the hundreds to customers in southwest Asia, Iran being the most interested buyer.?
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Thus, Japan’s near neighbor may contribute to warfare on the other side of the Asian
continent, where 55% of Japanese oil transits the Straits of Hormuz.

Further from Japan but still of concern are the actual and potential problems
of Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, Cambodia, the Philippines and Myanmar. In this
region of substantial Japanese business activity are ominous signs of instability.
Cambodia, despite the recent peace settlement and elections has heavily-armed
factions. Thailand is subject to military coups and has dubious control over its
hinterlands in the north. Burmese rebels as well as Cambodian factions use
Thailand as a sanctuary. Indonesia, with its burgeoning population, ethnic strife,
and militarism never far from the surface, is another potential crisis area. Likewise,
the Philippines cannot be considered stable over the long-term.?

Given Japan’s substantial economic interests in the Pacific Rim countries,
threats of government instability, economic disruption, and military conflicts in the
region will be of increasing concern to Japan. Given the extraordinary volume of
seaborne trade that passes through the region on its way to and from Japan, the
Japanese government cannot be unconcerned.?* Japan’s vaunted economic power
is the product of a stable international order. Its investments, income, economic
influence, supply of raw materials and domestic luxuries depend on stability abroad.
Japan will actively encourage and ensure international order. Itis merely aquestion
of how.

PAST AND FUTURE RESPONSES
Military Intervention

The most interesting of possible developments is that Japan will shed, by
degrees, its long-standing moral and legal obligation to refrain from military
intervention abroad. Attempts by the United States to coax Japan out of its rigid
adherence to the constitutional prohibition of sending military forces abroad have
actually met with some small success. The United States continues to press and may
eventually succeed when Japan has the proper equipment, broader domestic support
for intervention, and the right political circumstances.

United States requests for some form of Japanese military assistance in the
past have revealed subtle changes in the nature of Japanese non-interventionism. In
September 1965, the United States informally requested help from Japan during the
Indonesian upheavals when thousands of people were being killed across the
archipelago. Japan flatly refused to become involved. But that same year, Japanhad
supplied at least ten million dollars worth of material to American forces operating
in Vietnam.»

Ten years later, in 1975, the United States requested Japanese help in the
evacuation of Saigon. The Japanese government determined that it could not use
military aircraft or military pilots to meet the request but that it would be willing to
send the private, commercial jumbo-jets of JAL. In this case, the effort failed
because JAL pilots refused the dangerous mission.
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A decade later, the United States requested Japanese assistance in the Persian
Gulf action of 1987-88. It asked Japan to send some of its 42 minesweepers to join
American and West European naval vessels policing the vital oil routes of the
Middle East. The request, although seriously considered in the Japanese Cabinet,
was refused, but Japan did decide to make direct cash payments to the United States
to defray the costs of the American deployment of escorts in the Persian Gulf. More
importantly, while the Cabinet debated how to respond to the American request for
minesweepers, the Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) made studies of and
contingency plans for escort duties abroad.*

In August 1990, the United States once again petitioned Japan to send naval
vessels to the Gulf, this time to support the international blockade of Iraq. Once
again, after some deliberation Japan refused direct military participation. However,
the Cabinet soon decided to offer several billion dollars of assistance both to the
United States, again to help defray the cost of military intervention, as well as to
Jordan, Turkey and Egypt, which were suffering economically from lost trade with
Iraq. In addition to this financial aid, which amounted to $13 billion, Japan
eventually sent 100 physicians to Jordan to help cope with the refugees who had
flooded across the border from Iraq.

Then, most spectacularly, although largely unnoticed in the West, Japan sent
a flotilla of minesweepers to the Persian Gulf in April 1991, after the war. Despite
Western criticisms that Japan was slow to respond to the crisis and should have
participated sooner and more directly in the allied effort, the dispatch of the five
minesweepers and one ship tender to distant, and potentially dangerous waters was
an important step in the use of the SDF. The government took great pains to make
the argument to its public that the mission of the ships was peaceful and was only
to “remove obstacles” to “make the Persian Gulf safe for navigation.”?” Once the
minesweepers were on station, they were explicitly allowed by the Defense Agency
to give “fuel, lubricants, fresh water and food” to allied naval vessels, thus lending
support to foreign warships in foreign waters and setting another precedent.?® It was
perhaps this successful dispatch of these 510 officers and men to the Persian Gulf
which smoothed the way for the subsequent dispatch of nearly 700 troops to
Cambodia under UN auspices in 1992 and another 50 troops to Mozambique in
1993. Indeed, the Gulf War was the catalyst for the passage of landmark legislation
that will change Japan’s military profile around the globe.

UN Activities

Extending the trend toward military action was the UN Peacekeeping
Operations bill passed in June 1992 after much debate in the Diet’s upper and lower
houses. The bill allows Japan to participate in UN peacekeeping activities only
under stringent conditions. For example, the dispatch of SDF personnel must have
prior approval by the Diet; the actual participation of SDF personnel in any given
operation must be regulated under separate laws passed by the Diet; and the prime
minister must gain the Cabinet’s approval for operational plans. Furthermore, the
bill itself must be reviewed by the Diet in 1995.%
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For those who criticize Japan as a “free rider” in security affairs, the vocal
opposition to the bill, its slow progress, and restrictive clauses have been, at the
least, exasperating. These commentators view the peacekeeping bill’s limitations
as more foot-dragging and further evidence of Japan’s uncooperative nature in
international affairs.

Another way to see the bill’s introduction and passage is as an important
evolutionary step in Japanese defense policy. Whatever the particulars of the bill,
the mere fact that it was approved was an important departure from past policies.
Passage of the bill was followed shortly by legislation that allowed 600 SDF troops
and 75 civilian policemen to join UN peacekeepers in Cambodia. Most of the SDF
troops were engineers whose tasks were limited to road construction. However, the
real test came in May 1993 when one of the Japanese police officers was killed and
four more injured in an ambush of their convoy. At home, critics demanded the
withdrawal of the Japanese contingent. But the government’s determination to let
stand the precedent of a Japanese killed on active duty abroad was characterized by
the foreign minister who stated that Japan cannot be “the first to say goodbye and
leave Cambodia just because there is some fighting in some areas.”* Before the
Japanese contingent returned from Cambodia, another 48 SDF personnel, carrying
rifles and pistols for self defense, were ordered to Mozambique for traffic control
duties alongside other UN troops.”! Thus, however many difficulties the govern-
ment had with its peacekeeping legislation, it set Japan on a new course thatincludes
sending uniformed and armed troops abroad. In the future, Japan may go even
further to relax its definition of intervention. Meanwhile, there are many ways of
intervening without direct intervention.

Military aid and weapon exports

Superpowers and others have long intervened in distant conflicts by export-
ing arms and war materiel to beleaguered governments. Japan has generally resisted
suchlow-level, though overt, intervention. Japan’s post-war arms exports officially
could go neither to Communist governments nor those under UN embargo, nor to
countries “involved in or likely to become involved in, international conflict.”* To
what extent Japan has adhered to these limitations has been the subject of contro-
versy for some time, especially among Japan’s left-wing political activists. It is
clear that Japan has become an arms exporter, though it is less clear whether any
motive other than profit has forced a liberalization of export restrictions. It has not
been difficult to justify the export of high-technology items, such as helicopters or
aircraft engines, to Sweden and Norway or to justify sales of high-technology
military components to the United States. Yet, now that a flourishing arms exports
industry has been established, and legitimated by various arguments, the govern-
ment has been forced to consider what effect those exports will have on politics at
home and abroad. In addition to constant scrutiny by opposition parties, the
government and the arms industry have had to face international scandals.*
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The issue is not likely to go away. To the contrary, as the arms industry
flourishes so will the question of where business ends and politics begins. Arms
exports to developing countries tend to be limited to low-technology items, such as
ammunition, revolvers, or a few larger dual-use items such as patrol boats, landing
craft, and transport aircraft, but the customers are Burma, Indonesia, Zaire, and even
Iraq and Pakistan. Japan has evenresold old American-built navy frigates to Taiwan
and the Philippines.* These arms exports to developing nations not only have some
effect on their strategic situation, but become to some degree the responsibility of
the Japanese government.*

Non-military intervention: use of ODA

Overseas development assistance (ODA) is clearly more than an economic
tool to support developing economies or a humanitarian gesture. Economic
assistance has been overtly linked by Japan’s government to political considera-
tions of insuring stability and reducing the risks of international violence.*® One
noteworthy example is the evolving Japanese position toward Russia and the
dispute over the Kurile Islands. Japan long insisted that economic aid to the Soviet
Union could not proceed unless the issue of the Northern Territories could be
resolved. However, following the Soviet coup in August 1991, Japan offered $2.5
billion in economic aid. The government suddenly cited the need for Japanese
“flexibility” as the precarious situation in the Soviet Union and Russia grew worse.*’

Evolving Japanese policy toward Cambodia and Vietnam is another example
of linking ODA with strategic concerns. Shortly after Prime Minister Miyazawa’s
new cabinet was installed in November 1991, Foreign Minister Watanabe sug-
gested that aid to Vietnam be restored. That Vietnam has an immense army and a
weak economy is cause for worry on the Pacific Rim. Japanese aid to Cambodia
following the peace accords in Fall 1991 was considered important because
Cambodia could act as a buffer state between Vietnam and Japan’s Southeast Asian
trading partners and ease concern over Hanoi’s military strength.

About 65 percent of Japan’s aid goes to Asian nations, with resource-rich
Indonesia frequently leading the list of recipients. Japan is also China’s largest aid
donor. These and other aid programs have been justified time and again as strategic
aid to foster not only economic prosperity but also political stability.® Indeed, the
Defense Agency makes it clear each year that Japan’s security must be ensured by
diplomatic efforts that foster political stability and that political stability is inti-
mately linked to economic prosperity. Thus, a typical phrase from the Defense
Agency as well as other ministries is that “stability and development in developing
countries located in Asia, the Middle East, Africa and Latin America can influence
the peace and stability of the international community.”* In sum, Japan is not
merely responding to pressures from the United States to lend greater financial
assistance where the United States cannot, but is using foreign aid more and more
as a political tool, intervening, albeit as a preventative measure, in developing
countries against possible threats to Japan’s interests.
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DISSIPATING JAPANESE RESISTANCE AT HOME
Incremental Interpretivism

Japan’s concept of self-defense, like the activities of its Self-Defense Force,
can be viewed over the long run as a slowly but ever-widening circle. As time
passes, nuances are added to old understandings and new, seemingly insignificant,
pronouncements, variations and SDF missions set precedents. It is not unreason-
able to expect this pattern to continue.

For example, Japan at first accepted only the defense of its territorial waters,
but in 1983 took responsibility for the defense of a 1000 mile radius from the main
island of Honshu in the event that Japan came under attack. Most of this maritime
defense responsibility is considered high seas. Some time later, Prime Minister
Nakasone explained that this defense could include assistance to and defense of
US naval vessels and even foreign merchant ships destined for Japan carrying
strategic materials.” A professor at Japan’s National Defense Academy explained
the next step:

the clause ‘when Japan is under attack’ can be stretched further to
mean a situation where, for instance, Japanese tankers in the Gulf and
the Indian Ocean are under attack.*!

More recent discussions of Japan’s role in the Gulf War and UN peacekeep-
ing activities demonstrate the same pattern of steady, incremental change. In 1987-
88 when Japan used “checkbook diplomacy” to support the US naval deployment
in the Gulf War, many in Japan objected because this money went to subsidize a
military effort. In 1990, when the Japanese government wanted to go beyond
checkbook diplomacy, the objection was that financial support for the allies should
be the limit of Japan’s role. When the government considered sending minesweep-
ers to the Persian Gulf, this was said to be well beyond the Constitution’s
boundaries. However, when the MSDF vessels were sent to the Gulf immediately
after the war, the discussion quickly faded away. The recurring disagreements over
definitions, methods and details for each of these new actions have masked the
fundamental change: Japan’s concept of defense has altered and will continue to
“alter. And while much attention has been focused on Japan’s UN Peacekeeping bill
and contributions, there have been yet other, more subtle discussions taking place
and changes taking root.

Maritime Safety Agency

While Japan-watchers and Diet members have focused recently on the
constitutional role of the SDF, one organization falls conveniently outside the
debate: Japan’s Maritime Safety Agency (MSF).*? This equivalent of the US Coast -
Guard is not governed by the SDF legislation, nor does its existence and duties raise
any constitutional qualms. Its duties, like those of the Coast Guard, are considered
peaceful and as necessary as any other public service. Yet the Maritime Safety
Agency has long been involved in low-profile, low-level confrontations at sea.
Japan uses the Maritime Safety Agency to enforce its territorial claims against
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Chinese pirates and Taiwanese ultra-nationalists. The Agency is the diplomatic and
constitutional instrument of choice for enforcing Japan’s maritime limits and
fishing rights as well as interdicting smugglers and refugees. In addition, it has
acquired the task of escorting the freighter Akatsuki Maru, which carries processed
plutonium from France, the United Kingdom and the United States to Japan.

There was also, for a time, the possibility that the MSF might carry out rescue
missions and evacuations of Japanese nationals abroad. With about half a million
Japanese living abroad, the government had no plans and no mandate for rescue
missions. Those who advocated the development of a rescue capability, suggested
that if the Diet would not allow the regular SDF to engage in such missions, they
might allow the Maritime Safety Agency.* Here was yet another consequence of
the Gulf War and the ensuing debates on Japan’s contribution to the world order.
Three months before the Peacekeeping bill passed in June 1992, the government
approved plans to allow SDF aircraft to be used for the evacuation of Japanese
nationals in the event of a foreign crisis. Two Boeing 747 aircraft were to be
transferred from the Prime Minister’s Office to the Defense Agency for this
purpose.* The transaction drew little interest among the public and few objections
from those preoccupied with the peacekeeping legislation.

Naval and Air Operations: past planning, future developments

Japan seems to demonstrate in defense affairs, as in other areas of political
and cultural behavior, a clear preference to act only after careful planning and
rehearsal. Kata, or form, is emphasized in every endeavor in contrast to the
American penchant for improvisation and innovation. This cultural generalization
may both explain the government’s decision-making during the course of the Guif
confrontation in 1990-91 and provide the basis for prediction.

The government’s preferred choice of military responses to the Gulf crisis in
the fall of 1990 — the dispatch of minesweepers — was favored in part because this
was an action which the government had previously considered and because it was
acontingency for whichthe MSDF had planned. During the hostilities in the Persian
Gulf in 1987-88, when oil tankers were subject to attacks from Iranian gunboats and
mines, the United States asked Japan to contribute to the international naval effort
to escort reflagged Kuwaiti tankers. The government considered the request and
during the debate the MSDF’s Maritime Staff Office prepared plans in case they
were called upon. The United States could reasonably make this request and Japan
could realistically consider it because the MSDF operates more than 40 of the
world’s most modern mine warfare ships.* Japan had been perfecting the kata of
minesweeping for several decades. Though the governmenteventually declined the
request for minesweepers, two retired admirals went aboard US escort vessels in the
Gulf and prepared a report for the Cabinet, concluding that the mission was well
within Japan’s capability.*®

When the next Gulf Crisis occurred in September 1990, the MSDF had
éontingency plans on hand for a Gulf minesweeping mission and thus was well
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ahead of plans by the Air Self Defense Forces (ASDF), which were not initiated
until early November, some four months after the crisis began. Moreover, of
the three branches of the SDF, only the maritime branch had substantial
overseas experience, since they had been allowed for almost two decades to
conduct overseas training missions. The government favored the minesweeping
mission all along simply because it was more familiar with the plans and more
confident of the prospect for success.*” The MSDF plans were ready and their
task was well rehearsed. The ASDF had begun its planning late and was not
convincing. The Ground Self Defense Force (GSDF) made only minimal
gestures toward planning. So, even though the political climate made it
impossible for the government to send MSDF minesweepers or ASDF trans-
port planes during the open hostilities of January and February of 1991, when
the war was over the maritime mission was selected as the next step in Japan’s
widening circle of military activities.

During the next crisis, the government will have not only more legal
options on which to base its military actions but more operational choices.
They have, first, the precedent of sending MSDF minesweepers abroad on
something more than a training mission.** Now there is also the precedent of
planning by the ASDF for a mission abroad and some substantial rehearsal for
such a mission. ASDF pilots were on alert for several weeks in January and
February 1991. They were briefed on air routes, procedures, possible dangers,
and desert survival techniques by US Air Force officers. The ASDF’s C-130H
transports were readied. Pallets with food, spare parts, medicines and other
supplies wére set out and ready to be loaded.*

Indeed, the participation of the ASDF in operations abroad gained more and
more currency as debate on the Gulf War and the UN peacekeeping bill progressed.
A survey of business leaders after the Gulf War showed much support for a greater
role for the SDF. Asked “how should Japan assist the transport of refugees,” 77
percent said “send SDF planes if asked.”® Given past debates and actions, it may
seem both innocuous and logical to use the ASDF’s C-130 transports to ferry
refugees and equipment for disaster relief teams.

On the other hand, the SDF has noted that its transport aircraft are inadequate
in both number and size to support SDF units dispatched to UN operations. As many
as 30 Hercules C-130 transports would be needed to airlift several hundred
personnel and their equipment.”* The SDF has only 15. Thus, the logistics of
disaster relief operations or UN peacekeeping activities may support arguments for
new acquisitions of equipment and new ASDF activities.

The public debate is enlarging the circle of acceptable SDF activities and
promises to enlarge it further. Wider support for a minimal ASDF role provides a
rationale to acquire more transports for the ASDF. A well-equipped and well-
trained ASDF then makes it all the more plausible that they be sent abroad on new
missions.
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Domestic public opinion: ca change

Commentators are quick to note that there is still strong resistance among
Japan’s public to military activities of any kind, especially overseas missions. The
furor in the Diet when the Peacekeeping bill was finally passed was spectacular
enough to be broadcast on news stations around the world. Yet, while this deeply
rooted resistance should not be overlooked, it is not altogether relevant to any one
incremental change in Japanese defense policy.

Even before the Gulf War, public opinion was quite sensitive to what kind
of missions the SDF might perform abroad. For example, a 1989 poll showed only
22 percent of respondents might approve of SDF participation in UN peacekeeping
forces while 46 percent would oppose it. But more than 30 percent of respondents
either “didn’t know” or could “not say in a word.” Moreover, only 33 percent
expressed outright approval or opposition leaving a great majority with weak
opinions. And in the same 1989 poll, 72 percent of respondents approved of SDF
participation in disaster relief activities abroad. Only 20 percent opposed such
activity, and only 8 percent expressed outright disapproval. This suggests that the
actual details of participation were important to the public and that there is much
room for change in this opinion. Indeed, when minesweepers were dispatched to
the Gulftwo years later, there was no public outcry though there was certainly much
criticism in the Diet.*

The public’s views of SDF participation in the Gulf War also reveal subtle
hints of future change. Most polls showed, unsurprisingly, a general opposition to
Japanese cooperation with UN military allies’ war effort. But more specific
questions revealed interesting variations. Opinion was evenly split over whether to
send transport planes to evacuate refugees and opinion was favorable toward
sending such civilian personnel as physicians or technicians. And again, a survey
of business leaders showed that 77 percent supported the idea of sending SDF planes
to assist in the transport of refugees. Almost 80 percent of the business leaders
agreed that the Gulf War raised the “need for laws and systems for emergencies.”?

In a yet more poignant example of changing attitudes, in September 1990, 40
percent of the general public opposed any use of SDF troops abroad. A year and a
half later, in contrast to the vocal opposition parties of the Diet, a national
poll showed that only 20 percent opposed any use of the SDF abroad. At the same
time, 68 percent approved of the use of Japanese troops for UN peacekeeping
operations.>

Japan’s public may be opposed to militarism, SDF involvement in combat
roles, and SDF support of foreign military forces engaged in combat. However, this
opposition does not necessarily extend to limited roles for the SDF abroad and
certainly does not preclude the incremental development of such roles. As in the
past, the public will be asked in the future to approve or disapprove not a speculative
long-range trend but specific measures.*
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In Opposition and Government

The caveat to incremental advancements made in defense policy in the
past decade may be that the conservative Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)
finally fractured and in the summer of 1993 lost its majority in the House of
Representatives. Elections can and do change policies. However, there is no
reason to assume that the opposition parties that came to power in a broad
coalition, can or will arrest the development of Japan’s slowly widening sphere
of defense activities. Like the public at large, the parliamentary parties have
significantly changed their views in the last several years on the use of the SDF
in foreign missions. In fact, it should be remembered that the LDP passed the
Peacekeeping bill with the help of two opposition parties in the upper House
of Councilors where the LDP did not control a majority of seats. Moreover,
three of the opposition parties that came to power in 1993 were composed of
former members of the LDP.*® The three splinter parties together won 104 seats
in the July 1993 general election, which was only slightly less than half the
number of seats won by their former colleagues in the behemoth LDP. Prime
Minister Hosokawa, elected to the Diet as the leader of the Japan New Party
(JNP), was formerly a member of an LDP faction headed by former Prime
Minister Tanaka. Tsutomo Hata, elected in July 1993 as the leader of the
Shinseito party and who became the deputy prime minister, was a member of
an LDP faction led by former Prime Minister Takeshita and served in several
LDP cabinets. Neither these men nor their followers had remarkable disagree-
ments with the LDP over foreign or defense policies but rather disagreed about
domestic political reform. It should not be overlooked that these three LDP
splinters together accounted for more than a third of the new governing
coalition in the House of Representatives.’’

To be sure, those parties which long sat in opposition until July 1993 before
coming to power are more dovish about defense policy than the LDP. Yet a close
look at these various parties does not demonstrate unmitigated opposition to the
development of roles for the SDF. Each of those parties has been willing to
contemplate some greater participation in international conflict (or international
conflict resolution as they often prefer to calt it).

The Social Democratic Party (SDJP), for example, which was vociferous in
its opposition to the UN Peacekeeping bill and whose members resigned from the
Diet in protest when the bill passed, has long insisted that the constitution does not
allow the SDF to go abroad under any circumstances and, in fact, that the SDF is
itself unconstitutional. However, the SDJP apparently would have considered
sending a civilian corps abroad provided that it was unarmed. Moreover, elements
in that party argued that it was time at least to accept the constitutionality of the
SDF.% The party’s adamant opposition to thePeacekeeping bill led to a resounding
loss in the summer elections of 1993, In opposition, the SDJP held 134 seats in the
lower house. It came to the coalition after the 1993 summer election with only 73
seats, fewer than it had held in its history, and agreed that it could compromise some
of its principles in order to participate in the new government.
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The Democratic Socialist Party (DSP) has had a more complicated series of
positions than the SDJP. From the beginning of the Gulf crisis, the DSP suggested
that the government could send unarmed personnel to the conflict area. The DSP
also allowed that these personnel could include members of the SDF so long as they
did not wear their SDF uniforms. A year later, by December 1991, the DSP was
seriously negotiating with the LDP over the Peacekeeping bill. Though the DSP
voted against the bill in the House of Representatives in late November 1991, they
voted with the LDP and for the bill in the House of Councilors. They extracted a
number of concessions from the LDP and ensured that the bill would be limited in
scope, but they nonetheless supported the evolutionary step of sending armed
forces abroad.*

Through all of this, Komeito posed as the responsible swing party, its leaders
willing from the first to negotiate the issue of sending personnel to conflict areas
abroad. Though at first they opposed including the SDF in any corps sent overseas,
they later not only accepted SDF participation but also that SDF personnel could
carry weapons. In the interim, Komeito voted with the LDP in the upper house to
pass the multibillion dollar aid package to support the United States’ and UN’s
forces. Komeito claimed this monetary support for the war did not violate the
constitution; to the contrary, it was Japan’s international duty. And, although
Komeito’s support for the Peacekeeping bill did not materialize in the early months
of 1992 as expected, this was due to a sudden increase of inter-party rivalry as trade
relations with the US were strained and financial scandals stirred the political
waters. Little noticed in the confusion was the support of Komeito and the DSP for
an LDP bill in early 1992 to allow the SDF to participate in disaster relief missions
abroad.®

. Control of the legislative houses by a coalition of small parties will no doubt
ensure that new measures come slowly. However, new measures would come
slowly anyway. Even with the LDP in the minority, there is ample evidence to
suggest that the government can continue to make new plans for the SDF. Komeito,
the DSP, Shinseito, the Japan New Party, Sakigake, and the LDP minority together
suggest a substantial bloc of support for new measures and missions. The Diet, with
or without an LDP majority, will be able to consider a greater role for Japan in
international conflicts even if this role is known in public debate as peacekeeping.
Moreover, no Japanese government will easily put aside aspirations for a permanent
seat on the UN Security Council, and such aspirations must coincide with a greater
disposition to intervene in global crises and, at times, to use the armed forces of
the country.®

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION: EVOLUTIONARY REVOLUTION

This analysis of Japan’s defense policies and politics emphasizes the
evolutionary nature of change. While many analysts seem to anticipate arevolution
in Japan’s defense policy, those who fear Japan’s military potential may be relieved
and those who look forward to a greater Japanese presence in international conflict
resolution will be disappointed. The evidence suggests that changes have been
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incremental and will continue to be incremental even as some of those incremental
changes imply revolutionary change.

Japan has long been prepared for aconventional, general war in the northwest
Pacific as the junior partner to US armed forces against the Soviet Union. However,
a combination of the implosion of Soviet power, the Gulf War, and dozens of other
irritants suggests a new scenario for the 1990s and beyond. But rather than
becoming either a military power to match its economic interests or remaining in the
shadows of US defense policy, Japan is likely to develop the role of its Self Defense
Forces on a case by case basis. These cases and situations are likely to be either low-
level threats to Japanese economic interests or muted territorial disputes on the
Pacific Rim. Ineither case, Japan will more and more engage indirectly and directly
in international conflicts.

The author owes his gratitude to many people in Japan who agreed to be inter-
viewed, including editors of Asahi Shimbun, SDF officers, officials of the Defense
Agency and the Foreign Ministry, and Fellows at the International Institute for
Global Peace.
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