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United States and Japan in Global Context
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By Zhuxuan Fang 
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(Source: IGU 2017 World LNG Report) 
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(Source: HIS Energy) 
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(Source: Cheniere Presentation, retrieved from http://www.ogfj.com/articles/print/volume-13/
issue-4/features/lng-price-sensitivity.html.) 
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(Source: https://www.mjmenergy.com/MZINE/2014/september14art.html.) 

(Source: Retrieved from the article Issues surrounding planned and proposed LNG procurement 
from the United States(2015), written by Shigekazu Horiike, Hiroshi Hashimoto, and Seishi 

Fukuoka. The figures are calculated by authors based on EIA statistics.) 
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(Source: Moyes&Co.) 

(Source: The US LNG Price and Beyond That, published by Global LNG Info in 2016.) 
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(Source: Moyes &Co.) 
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(Source: IEA (2016c), Oil Information 2016.) 
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(Source: JOGMEC, 2017) 
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(Source: Nexant, Global LNG Outlook, 2017. Retrieved from IEEJ.) 
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(Source: METI, 2016.) 

Source: Agency for Natural Resources and Energy, METI, 2015.)
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Mainichi Shimbun

44



45



(Source: EIA, 2018. Retrieved from https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=35512) 

Source: IEEJ Outlook 2018-Prospects and challenges until 2050: Energy, 
Environment and Economy, 2017.) 
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Source: IEEJ Outlook 2018-Prospects and challenges until 2050: Energy, Environment 
and Economy, 2017.)
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Source: : IEEJ Outlook 2018-Prospects and challenges until 2050: Energy, 
Environment and Economy, 2017.)
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A Japanese Perspective on the International Energy Landscape
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By Jon Foissotte 

Kim Jong-un and Moon Jae-in at Pyeongchang, April 27, 2018 (Source: AP)

53



54



North Korean missile trajectory (Source: Japanese Ministry of Defense, August 29, 2017)
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A Theory of Gradual Institutional Change

failure to adapt and update

layering

(Source: James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen, “A Theory of Gradual Institutional Change”)
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Table Layout for the Six Party Talks (Source: Wikipedia Commons)
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North Korean ICBM Launch, July 4, 2017 (Source: KCNA)
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Left: Trump’s Speech at the United Nations, September 19. 2018 
(Source: Associated Press); Right: Kim Jong-un (Source: KCNA)
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Kim Jong-un and Xi Jinping take a walk on the beach, May 8, 2018 (Source: 
Xinhua/Yonhap News)
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all weapons of mass destruction and ballistic 

missile programs

Left: Trump provides Abe assurances on the abduction issue, April 18, 2018 (Source: Associated 
Press); Right: Hagerty speaks with Japanese and US officials on topics concerning North Korea 

(Source: US Department of State)
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common goal complete
denuclearization nuclear-free Korean Peninsula

respective 
roles and responsibilities

denuclearization of 
the Korean Peninsula

New York Times
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Kim Jong-un and Moon Jae-in prepare to shake hands across the 
border, April 27, 2018 (Source: Associated Press)

(Source: Realmeter, April 30, 2018)
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until it results in concrete action

concrete actions

The diplomatically sensitive mango mousse served to Kim by South Korea during the 
Moon-Kim summit (Source: South Korean Government)
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Face the 
Nation

(Source: Japanese Cabinet Office December 25, 2017)
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(Source: Asahi Shimbun, September 11, 2017)

(Source: Nikkei Keizai Shimbun, April 29, 2018)
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Japanese Foreign Minister Taro Kono (left) and North Korean Foreign Minister Ri Yong Ho (right) 
(Source: Associated Press)
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(Source: Yutaka Hasegawa. International Conference on Sustainable 
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Source: Nikkei Sangyo. (2018, March 30). Opinion poll & results of Nikkei survey of 100 
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Source: APEC. Japan Overseas Infrastructure Investment Corporation for Transport 
and Urban Development. (2015, July).)
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新幹線

Source: Source: Business Roundtable. (2015, September 16). The Case for 
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(Source: Bank of Japan, Balance of Payments, II. Direct Investment by Region and Industry, 
2017 C.Y. (Figures that reflect the annual revision) ) 13
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(5)

•
(9)
Suspend “investment agreement” and “investment authorisation” and associated Footnotes (5 - 11)

•
a(i) B and C; (b)(i) B and C (investment authorisation or investment agreement), chausette, footnote 3

•
Footnote 32

•
(b) delete investment authorisation or investment agreement

•
•
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(Source: Nikkei Asian Review)6
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America’s Forward Strategy and the Okinawa Basing Issue 
By Jane Schott 

Introduction 

Since the end of World War II, the notion that the United States must maintain a large 
forward presence abroad with numerous bases and tens of thousands of military personnel has 
been the cornerstone of its national security policy. This belief, often referred to as the “forward 
strategy,” gained prominence during the Cold War Era and operated under the assumption that 
Soviet Union expansion could be contained by a large presence of American bases and soldiers 
right outside the USSR’s boarders, backed by a nuclear deterrence.  It has been almost thirty 1

years since the Soviet Union collapsed, and while China has risen to be a major economic power 
since the 1990s and more recently has expanded its maritime military presence in regional 
waters, no major superpower has taken over the USSR’s once formidable role as the United 
States’ primary aggressor. 

Despite the lack of another superpower rival, the notion that America’s foreign bases and 
troops are necessary to protect the country has, on the whole, remained unchallenged in 
Washington. When asked how many base sites the Department of Defense maintains overseas, 
the publicized count is a staggering 686.  While partisanship is a constant problem in United 2

States politics, the economic and defensive benefit of America’s forward force appears to be one 
of the very few areas where Republicans and Democrats alike agree. For example, in its “2010 
Quadrennial Defense Review Report,” the Obama administration maintained, “forward-stationed 
and rotationally deployed U.S. forces continue to be relevant and required.”   3

Moreover, even though President Donald Trump gained notoriety during his election 
campaign for his damning criticism of the economic disadvantages of American security 
commitments abroad, especially in regards to the NATO countries and Japan, his vitriolic 
rhetoric has  resulted in no real defense policy changes during his first year and a half in office. 
Indeed, there has been a strong push back from Department of Defense officials and Hill 
Republicans and Democrats alike.  While it is possible base realignment and closure policies 4

may gain movement in the US political arena in the future, for the present, maintaining the status 
quo appears to be the mostly likely course of action. The defense budget in fact has been 
increased significantly under Trump, and there is no sign of fiscal frugality when it comes to 
overseas bases and personnel. 

US policymakers often portray America’s military presence abroad as a double gift to 
base-hosting communities, offering both economic and security benefits. However, while this 
stance may win approval in America, worldwide problems surrounding bases -- environmental 
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damage to local ecosystems, military personnel crimes against local populations, and the 
displacement of local people from their lands -- paint a very different picture. Time and time 
again the debate between these two contrasting theories has played out in the politics of base 
hosting communities throughout the world. 

There has perhaps never been a basing debate quite as intense or drawn-out as the one 
that surrounds the Marine Corps Air Station (MCAS) Futenma in Okinawa, Japan. Established in 
1945, Futenma Air Station has, over the last twenty-five years, become the focal point and 
symbol of Okinawan grievances towards the American military presence on their island. 
Futenma gained this notoriety after a plan was adopted in 1996 to relocate the helicopter-
functions of the base from the center of the densely populated southern Okinawan city Ginowan 
to the rural northern village of Henoko. Large aircraft stationed there would be moved to another 
base in Kyushu. 

Since then, a fierce political, social, and legal three-way battle between the people of 
Okinawa, the Japanese central government, and the American military has erupted on the 
subtropical island chain. As the 2010s draw to a close, a solution to this issue, and the systematic 
problems it represents, seems to be as unachievable as ever, with political forces in Okinawa 
lined up against the central government in Tokyo. After years of expended political capital and 
economic resources on this issue, Futenma remains open for business.  The impasse seems to call 
into question the ultimate legitimacy of the United States’ Forward Strategy approach and the toll 
it has on its ally relations. For Okinawa residents, a base located in the midst of a densely 
populated area where accidents have already occurred is a liability that should be removed as 
soon as possible to someplace outside of the prefecture. 

Okinawa’s Grievances and America’s Military Bases   

In 2003, as he flew over MCAS Futenma, then Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld 
looked down and declared it to be the “most dangerous base in the world.”  While this 5

categorization might have been an overstatement, it certainly highlights one of the primary 
problems with Futenma’s continued operations. The base, which is 480 hectares and includes a 
2,800 meter-long and 46-meter wide runway, is located directly in the center of Ginowan City 
and takes up approximately 25% of the city’s land space.  The base is also located just blocks, 6

and in some cases only yards, from ten elementary schools, five junior high schools, four high 
schools, the Okinawa International University, and a variety of hospitals and local institutions.  7

Futenma’s proximity to the heart of the city that hosts it has resulted in numerous incidents and 
accidents involving military personnel. Local residents have had to contend with the negative 
effects of the base’s daily operations, such as noise pollution and equipment failure. These 
irritants at best result in a lower quality of life for the local population, and at worst, incidents or 
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accidents have resulted in the injury or death of local people. It is within this context, Futenma 
Air Station has crystalized into the symbol of the anti-base movement in Okinawa, which traces 
itself to the end of World War II. 

While a large portion of news regarding the Okinawan base issue focuses on Futenma, 
Okinawa has installations from all four US military branches scattered throughout its main 
island. In fact, even though Okinawa only makes up less than 1% of Japan’s land area, the 
prefecture hosts 73.9% of the United States Forces Japan’s (USFJ) exclusive-use areas and over 
half of the US military personnel stationed in Japan.   8

Map of U.S. Military Bases in Okinawa 

(Source : http://www.pref.okinawa.jp/site/chijiko/kichitai/25185.html)

Okinawa’s Military History 

The large imbalance between the burden placed on Okinawa to host US bases, compared 
to the rest of Japan, has added to the historically ingrained notion there that its well-being has 
been, and continues to be, sacrificed for the good of the mainland. Okinawans see the over-
presence of US bases as discriminatory. Originally the independent Ryukyu Kingdom, Okinawa 
has been a prefecture of Japan since 1879. Yet, there remains a cultural and social divide between 
Okinawa and mainland Japan that stems from years of historic oppression and discrimination. As 
Izumi Wakugawa, a researcher at the Rebuild Japan Initiative Foundation who was born and 
raised on Okinawa, put it, it is not uncommon for Okinawan people to first identify with their 
island’s distinct culture and heritage before identifying with their Japanese nationality.9  This 
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separation has fed into the “othering” of Okinawan citizens and is only exasperated by the 
United States’ military presence on the island. 

The United States military first planted its roots on Okinawa during and after the Battle 
of Okinawa in 1945. While memories have faded about this three-month long battle in the United 
States, Okinawans remain keenly aware that it was the Pacific War’s largest and deadliest clash, 
resulting in the deaths of up to 150,000 Okinawan civilians, or about one third of the island’s 
population.  For the American forces, Okinawa was seen as a potential launching point for the 10

invasion of mainland Japan, while Japanese strategists hoped to stall the Americans long enough 
on the islands in order to build up their forces and capabilities on the mainland. The ensuing 
clash resulted in the destruction of ninety percent of the city of Naha , and after the conflict, the 11

immediate construction of American military bases atop the razed villages and towns of 
Okinawa. Within a year, the conquering American forces had seized control of 20% of the 
island’s arable land.   12

After the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki ended the war in 1945, 
Japan came under US occupation, but when the country finally regained its sovereignty in 1952, 
American negotiators insisted on retaining control over Okinawa. Even though Japan at the time 
had residual sovereignty over the prefecture, the US government retained the right to establish 
military facilities on the island and essentially govern it as they wished. This was particularly 
useful to the American forces in the 1950s and 1960s as Okinawa was used as an important hub 
for the American military during the Korean and Vietnam Wars. While there were scattered 
Okinawa protests during the onset of the occupation, because Okinawa was neither protected 
under the American Constitution nor the new Constitution of Japan, there was little that 
Okinawans could do to stop the military buildup.  

By the mid-1950s, the American military had displaced half of Okinawa’s population 
from their lands and gained control of almost fifty percent of its farmland by either negotiation or 
force.  This, coupled with the lack of economic development on the islands in comparison to 13

mainland Japan, highlighted the high level of inequality and lack of opportunity for Okinawans 
during the American occupation. Furthermore, resentment towards the occupying presence of the 
American military reached a peak in 1955 over the highly publicized “Yumiko-Chan” incident, 
which refers to the horrific rape and murder of a six-year-old Okinawan girl by an American 
serviceman.  The way the US side handled the crime further alienated the Okinawan people 14

because the perpetrator, due to extraterritoriality enjoyed by Americans in Okinawa, never 
underwent an Okinawan trial but was court martialed instead. (He was sentenced to death but 
this was later reduced to 45 years, after he was returned to the US, without informing Okinawan 
officials.) This incident, and others later on, encouraged the Okinawans to pursue reunification 
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with the Japanese mainland, which they achieved in 1972, twenty-seven years after the end of 
World War II. 

The years leading up to the reversion were crucial in creating the pacifist attitude and 
activism still prevalent on the island today. Having experienced military domination by the US, 
many Okinawans aspired to reversion with the mainland because it would mean access to and 
rule under the Japan’s peace Constitution. Okinawans also strongly opposed America’s nuclear 
policy, convinced that nuclear weapons were stored at US bases, and they opposed the use of 
Okinawan bases to stage operations during the Vietnam War. Many Okinawans believed that 
reversion to Japan would lead to Okinawa’s demilitarization.  This, however, was not to happen, 15

for after Okinawa was returned to Japan under the Okinawa Reversion Agreement of 1971, the 
years that followed actually saw an increase in the proportion of United States bases in Okinawa, 
compared to the rest of Japan. In less than a hundred years, Okinawa, once an independent 
kingdom, had become a de facto colony of two countries against its will. Even though Okinawa 
has essentially integrated into Japan over the last fifty years, while retaining much of its culture 
and customs, its history of oppression and discrimination continues to color many of its 
interactions with both the central government and the US forces stationed there. 

Okinawa’s Strategic Significance and Futenma’s Importance 

Even while Okinawa was an independent kingdom, the islands that later became a 
prefecture of Japan were recognized as a major strategic point in the Pacific. It is centrally 
located in the East China Sea and is surrounded by other key locations such as the Korean 
Peninsula, Taiwan, the Philippines, and Guam.  

During the Occupation, General MacArthur coined the term for Okinawa as being the 
“Keystone of the Pacific.” Since then, the US forces in Japan and the central government of 
Japan have adamantly defended that categorization. As mentioned above, throughout the Cold 
War, Okinawa was primarily used as a bulwark to contain the Soviet Union’s Pacific fleet and as 
a staging point for military operations during the Korean and Vietnam wars. 

Okinawa’s location, however, has again become strategically important over the past few 
decades as East Asia contends with the potential rise of North Korean aggression under the 
leadership of Kim Jong Un and the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy increases its 
assertiveness in the South and East China Seas. The United States’ military presence in Okinawa 
allows it to fulfill its obligations to defend Japan and maintain security in the Asia-Pacific region 
under the 1960 Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security.  Furthermore, as the Senkaku/16

Diaoyu/Daiyutai Islands territorial dispute continues to intensify, the rationale for the 19,000 
marines stationed on Okinawa, including those at Futenma Air Base, has been reinforced greatly. 
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And while the United States Marines’ role in a hypothetical altercation over the uninhibited 
islands remains unclear, it cannot be argued that their operational capabilities are well suited for 
the job. 

Okinawa’s Strategic Location Relative to Other Countries  

(Source: https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/us-should-stay-firm-implementation-okinawa-
force-realignment)

It is with these ideas in mind the United States’ State Department  and Japanese Ministry 17

of Foreign Affairs,  maintain that the Okinawan Marine Corps and Futenma Air Base are and 18

always have been strategically significant and essential components of the United States’ and 
Japanese’s defense program and strategy. Futenma Air Base itself remains essential because it is 
the launching pad for the Marine Corps, which is the fastest tool the Alliance has to response to 
counterinsurgency issues and conflicts in the Asia-Pacific region if they occur. While the Marine 
Corps’ potential uses during a conflict are numerous, their primary purpose on Okinawa is to act 
as a deterrence to dissuade any state or non-state actors from disrupting the peace of the Asia-
Pacific region.  

Modern Day Views on Military Bases in Okinawa 

The opinions surrounding the United States military bases today remain as complex and 
tangled as the history that sculpted them. Because the bases have been on the islands for so long, 
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they have become ingrained in the cultural and historical identity of the Okinawan people, 
making it very hard for them to gain a clear view of the basing issue without having it 
confounded or diluted by other problems. While there are many residents of base-hosting 
communities, such as base employees or local business owners who serve American customers, 
who appreciate their economic benefits, there are also a number of residents who dislike the 
bases due to the negative impact they have on their environment and quality of life. Furthermore, 
opinions on the bases change dramatically based on a variety of factors including age, economic 
background, occupation, and geographical location. 

 In August of 2017, Japan’s national public broadcasting organization NHK, conducted a 
survey tracking Okinawan views of the military bases and how they compared to the rest of the 
Japan. The survey showed that there is a strong generational gap in Okinawa; people who were 
born after the reversion are less negative about the U.S. military presence than people born 
before the revision. However, despite this age gap, when asked what they thought about the U.S. 
bases in Okinawa in the context of Japan’s security, Okinawa’s public opinion was almost 
equally split between the options “accept” and “not accept”. It also showed that while most 
nationwide participants believed that the military bases were indispensable to Okinawa’s 
economic growth, most Okinawans did not agree with this sentiment and over 70% of them 
believed that those living outside of Okinawa did not understand their feelings.  19

However, in an interview with Yukie Yoshikawa, Representative of the Okinawa Base 
Issue to the United States government under then Governor Nakaima, she suggested that while 
the bases are extremely embroiled in Okinawan politics, a large portion of Okinawa residents, or 
the “silent majority,” remain quite neutral on the topic.  Despite this fact though, the anti-base 20

movement remains strong and vocal in Okinawa. For many who protest the bases, their concerns 
are split into two distinct groups. The first is generally concerned that America’s presence 
degrades their local quality of life in terms of personal safety, noise, crime, and the natural 
environment.  The second is concerned with pacifism and anti-militarism. This second group 21

generally believes that the U.S. military bases make Okinawa a target for America’s enemies. 
They remember the Battle of Okinawa and do not want to be in another war. However, they 
believe that as long as there are bases in Okinawa, they are in danger and will be forced to carry 
the burden of another country’s battle one more time.   22

Incidents and Accidents 

Even though the majority of Okinawan people may not have a strong stance towards the 
base issue, this is often only in the context of times when relations between the local people and 
soldiers are good and relatively conflict free. Okinawans have long taken note of what they call 
“incidents and accidents” that occur on the island because of the U.S. military presence and they 
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help to feed into the anti-base movement’s anger. These incident and accidents range all the way 
from petty crimes committed by soldiers during a night of drinking at one of the many nightlife 
districts developed specifically for their use, to more serious offenses, such as rape or murder, 
and military equipment failures. For example, in 2004 a helicopter from Futenma Air Base 
crashed at a university in Ginowan close to Futenma, injuring three crewmembers, and in 
December 2017 a window fell from a U.S. military transport helicopter on to the grounds of an 
elementary schoolyard when physical education class was in session.   23

While only a minority of troops are involved with these “incidents and accidents,” (in 
actuality American soldiers in Okinawa commit fewer crimes per capita than the general 
population ), they are never seen as isolated events and spark resentment across the prefecture. 24

The Okinawan government condones these feeling by keeping an up to date record of every 
reported incident or accident that has occurred on the island since the reversion. While each new 
crime is a separate occurrence, to the people of Okinawa they are just more problems that top off 
a long list of earlier misconduct. 

▪ Number if accidents involving U.S. Military Aircraft*25

*From Okinawa’s reversion to Japan (1972) until 2016
▪ Number of criminal arrests of U.S. military affiliated personnel*26

*From Okinawa’s reversion to Japan (1972) until 2016

Whenever one of these accidents or incidents occurs, anti-base sentiments spark 
throughout the islands. Okinawan feelings towards the bases, while complex, have been likened 
to magma. Local communities can experience long periods of harmony and relationship building 
with their bases, but as soon as a more serious offense occurs anger and protests explode 
throughout the island nullifying any sort of progress made. Policymaker and scholars alike admit 
that the modern-day view of military bases on Okinawa is like a volcano: fine when everything is 
going well and explosive the second problems occur. 

Crashes Forced Landings Other Total

47 518 144 709

Felonious 
Offenses

Violent 
Offenses

Larceny 
Offenses

Intellectual 
Offences

Moral 
Offenses

Other Total

576 1,067 2,939 237 71 1,029 5,919
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Why Futenma Airbase? 

The grievances in Okinawa against the military bases are immensely complex and depend 
greatly on individual people’s interaction and relationship with the soldiers, as well as their 
local government’s efforts to build relationships with the military. Why, then, has Futenma 
become such a contentious case in Okinawa? The incidents and accidents recorded by the 
Okinawan government are not solely related to Futenma alone and the issues the people 
of Ginowan contend with on a daily basis are similar to those that any base hosting 
community deals with. Why has Futenma specifically crystalized into the center point of 
Japanese base politics? And why, after 22 years and enormous resources spent, has the 
Japanese government and U.S. military been unable to create a solution to Futenma that 
satisfies the will and wishes of the Okinawa people? 

The furor over Futenma began in 1995 after three American servicemen, two Marines 
and one Navy Seaman serving at Camp Hansen in northern Okinawa, kidnapped and brutally 
raped an elementary schoolgirl. After the incident became publicized, public outrage erupted 
over the attack across the nation and tens of thousands of people gathered to protest the 
incident in the biggest political rally Okinawa had ever seen.27 The anger over the rape 
was particularly explosive because of a provision in the US-Japan Status of Force 
Agreement (SOFA) that allowed the military to deny the Japanese police custody of the three 
servicemen until a formal indictment went through: “The custody of an accused member of the 
United States armed forces or the civilian component over whom Japan is to exercise 
jurisdiction shall, if he is in the hands of the United States, remain with the United States 
until he is charged.”28 While the suspects were brought daily to the Naha police for 
questioning, it took almost a month before they were transferred to Okinawa police custody, 
thus highlighting the inequalities that underlay Japan’s SOFA agreement. 

In response to the protests over the rape, a bilateral Security Consultative Committee, 
composed of the United States’ Secretaries of State and Defense and their Japanese counterparts, 
established the Special Action Committee on Okinawa (SACO) in April of 1996 to 
alleviate base-hosting communities’ overall burden. The arrangement reached by the 
1996 SACO included measures to “realign, consolidate, and reduce U.S. facilities and 
areas, and adjust operational procedures of US forces in Okinawa consistent with their 
respective obligations under the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security and other related 
agreements.”29 The final report mandated the return of thousands of acres of land that had been 
used by the United States since World War II back to the Okinawan people, including MCAS 
Futenma. The report also stipulated that Futenma’s land area would be returned within 
five to seven years and a replacement facility would be built somewhere on the main 
island of Okinawa. After much deliberation, it was later decided that an offshore runway off of 
Henoko Point in the northern part of Okinawa island would be constructed in its place. 
Although the work to implement the plan was slated to begin immediately, political 
gridlock and local resistance prevented any real 
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progress on the agreement, which would become a pattern in the subsequent twenty years. The 
plan for the runway also was changed several times until the current one of a V-shaped runway 
on Henoko Point adjacent to Camp Schwab. 

The Policy Behind The Relocation of MCAS Futenma  

In 1996, in order to decrease the burden on the Okinawan people, the SACO Final Report 
mandated Futenma Airbase’s closure and its return to roughly 3,000 private landowners. But 
little attention was given to the base’s actual closure until 2002, when a bilateral initiative to 
enhance the alliance called the Defense Policy Review Initiative (DPRI) began. It was spurred on 
in 2004 when a Futenma-based helicopter crashed into the grounds of the Okinawa International 
University near the base. No one was killed. The two events forced US and Japanese 
policymakers to speed up progress towards Futenma’s closure, and in 2005 a Security 
Consultative Committee (SCC) Joint statement finally solidified the alliance’s plan to realign a 
portion of the Marine Corps from Okinawa to Guam and relocate Futenma’s operations to a new 
base off the Henoko shoreline. 

The implementation for Futenma’s relocation plan, known as the Futenma Replacement 
Facility (FRF), was laid out in the May 2006 “U.S.-Japan Roadmap for Realignment 
Implementation.” The document ultimately linked certain aspects of the 2002 DPRI to Futenma’s 
successful relocation to Henoko. The Roadmap stipulated: 

1. The Third Marine Expeditionary Force’s relocation to Guam was dependent on the
tangible progress of the Henoko base construction.

2. The land return for [five] areas south of Kadena Air Base was dependent upon the
completion of the Marine Corps’ relocation to Guam and Henoko.   30

This roadmap plan was endorsed by three subsequent SCC joint statements but again due to 
political interference, including the machinations of DPJ Prime Minister Yukio Hatamoto in 
2009-2010 to cancel the project and move Futenma off Okinawa, it did not see any real action 
until April 2012. At that time, Washington and Tokyo signed an agreement that reconfirmed their 
endorsement of the Futenma relocation to Henoko but removed the linkage between the 
construction of a new facility and the relocation of the Marines (up to 9,000) to Guam because of 
their inability to make progress on the FPF plan. 

Besides the slow progress in relocating Futenma, due to political controversies over the 
past decade, the DPRI initiative has been fairly successful. For example, within the last few 
years, the U.S. military has returned several plots of land to the Okinawans including 125 acres 
that were formerly the West Futenma Housing area. In addition, Futenma’s squadron of KC-130 
cargo aircrafts were relocated in 2014 to MCAS Iwakuni in Kyushu.  Moreover, following the 31

decision in 2012 to delink the Marine relocation and Futenma issues, the US and Japanese 
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governments have been able to start the process. Currently, approximately 19,000 US marines 
are stationed on Okinawa, but the United States plans to start moving about 9,000 of them off the 
island by the first half of the 2020s.  By the time the relocation is complete, about 4,000 marines 32

will be moved to Guam, while the rest will be on rotational deployment to other areas such as 
Northern Australia, Hawaii, and the US mainland.  33

Since the early 2000s, US basing policy regarding Futenma’s relocation plan has been 
straightforward, clear-cut and consistent. But, as we will see below, the issue over the years has 
been muddled considerably by political maneuvering at the local and central government levels.  

Issues Surrounding the Move to Henoko 

The 1996 schoolgirl rape incident led Washington and Tokyo to reexamine the presence 
of US bases in Okinawa, resulting in the decision to close and relocate MCAS Futenma. The 
reputation of the base as dangerous was further reinforced over the past twenty-two years as 
military equipment failures occurred one after the other, with one helicopter crashing into a 
neighboring university in 2004. 

Okinawans’ anger towards the long-festering Futenma issue goes beyond the delay in the 
base’s closure. Indeed, the Okinawan government has already created blueprints for what they 
will do with the land once it is returned and how it will boost Ginowan’s economy.  The vexing 34

issue has been the plan to move the helicopter functions of the base to another location in the 
remote northern part of Okinawa Island, Henoko, instead of to mainland Japan. Okinawans see 
this as the creation of a new base in the prefecture and perceive this as another unequal burden 
the central government placed on them without their consideration or consent. 

In April 1996, when Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto and US Ambassador to Japan 
Walter Mondale announced Futenma’s closure, there was no specificity of where it would be 
relocated or what type of facility it would be.  In November, Defense Minister Fumio Kyuma 35

presented Okinawa with a plan to build a sea-based facility with a 1,500 meter runway off the 
coast of Henoko to be built on top of the coral reefs in shallow waters there.   The off-shore 36

location would be adjacent to the Marine Corps’ Camp Schwab. Although Nago City in a 1997 
referendum rejected this proposal, the relocation plan was not changed. Ultimately, though, 
protests at the site by environmentalists and other activists delayed the project.  

Since that initial skirmish, it has been a constant battle between the Okinawans, who do 
not understand why Futenma must be relocated to a different part of their island instead of to 
another part of Japan, and the Japanese and U.S. governments that claim Henoko was chosen as 
the only option for the replacement facility after many alternatives were considered.  While 37
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outside experts throughout the years have proposed alternative plans to the Henoko Replacement 
Facility, not only have their suggestions been ignored, the plans for the Henoko base have been 
reviewed and changed from the original single sea-based runway off the village’s cost to two 
short runways built in a “V” formation on top of 395 acres of reclaimed land.  38

Planned Futenma Replacement Facility off the Henoko Cape’s Coast 

(Source: http://dc-office.org/post/640) 

Opinions in Okinawa on the replacement facility at Henoko are divided. Henoko itself is 
a poor, rural village cut off by mountains from the main part of Nago City, where significant 
economic development has been going on. The northern part of the island where Henoko is 
located has fallen behind other areas in Okinawa in terms of wealth and development.39 This was 
one of the main reasons why it was chosen for Futenma’s relocation. Its isolated location would 
limit the Marine’s footprint on Okinawa, while improving the district’s economic situation. For 
some villagers, the economic benefits of having more US military personnel will bring cash to 
local businesses and base-related employment have convinced them to support the replacement 
facility plan, but others worry that the disadvantages associated with living near a new base will 
disrupt their lives.40 There are also major concerns across Okinawa that the new base will ruin 
the natural environment of Oura Bay, which is home to a variety of endangered and unique 
species and beautiful coral reefs.  

Gubernatorial Politics and the Futenma Issue 

In the history of the US-Japan alliance, the tendency in negotiating security 
arrangements, including basing decisions,  has been to widely ignore local concerns and 
opinions. Moreover, the Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) provides US military personnel a 
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maximum amount of extraterritoriality. Even when the anti-base movement in Okinawa grew 
stronger in recent years, Tokyo has been unable or unwilling to spend the political capital needed 
to truly reduce the strains and resentment building toward the presence of US troops in Okinawa. 
Communication between the central government and Okinawa actually worsened during the 
three year rule of the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), particularly when Prime Minister 
Hatoyama tried in vain to force the US to relocate Futenma outside the prefecture. Distrust of the 
central government has only been exacerbated in recent years by the hardline stance the Abe 
administration has taken towards maintaining the status quo in Okinawa, including the Futenma 
relocation plan. To Abe’s credit, however, other planned reversions to Okinawa like part of the 
Northern Training Ground have been carried out. Still, Futenma basing issue has remained as a 
lightning rod for political activists opposed not only to the Henoko plan but also to the over-
presence of US troops in the prefecture. 

Since 1996, it has been the governor of Okinawa who has set the tone and pace of 
sparring between the prefecture and central government over the basing issue. The governor’s 
office has a great deal of political and legal influence over development in Okinawa. For 
example, the governor alone has the authority to approve or reject offshore landfill 
construction.  This meant that for years the Okinawa Prefectural Government (OPG) was able to 41

effectively stall the central government’s plan to move MCAS Futenma to Henoko Cape because 
the replacement facility depended on a reclaimed land project that would push the coastline out 
into the bay. 

This stonewalling, however, finally came to an abrupt end in 2013 when then Governor 
Hirokazu Nakaima approved the central government’s bid for the landfill. Nakaima, a career 
bureaucrat who was born in Osaka and grew up in Naha, was elected as governor of Okinawa in 
2006. In 2010, he ran for his second term in office on an anti-Futenma Relocation Facility 
platform to remain competitive against his radical opponent, Yoichi Iha.  However, in what 
proved to be his last few months in office, he suddenly reversed his campaign promise and 
approved Henoko’s landfill permit. While many members of the international community saw 
Nakaima’s decision to approve the landfill permit as a breakthrough that would resolve the long 
political Futenma stalemate that had plagued the Alliance for years, Okinawans, who voted him 
out of office, felt that his pragmatic decision, made for the overall economic benefit of the 
prefecture, was an ultimate betrayal of their trust.   42

Governor Nakaima, due to his unpopular decision, ultimately lost his bid for reelection in 
2014 to Takeshi Onaga, a hardliner on basing issues. Onaga, who was the Naha mayor prior to 
becoming governor, ran on a campaign promise to “stop the new base construction using every 
possible and legitimate means”  and so far he has tried to keep this promise, though 43

unsuccessfully so far. Despite the Abe-administration’s icy treatment of him, Onaga, over the last 
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four years, has filed a number of legal actions, all of which have failed, and to plead his 
prefecture’s case in not only Tokyo, but in Washington D.C. and at the United Nations’ Human 
Rights Council as well.  In fall of 2015, after his negotiations with the central government to 
reconsider the landfill project failed, Onaga appointed an expert commission to study Governor 
Nakaima’s approval of Henoko’s landfill permit. The commissioner determined that the approval 
had been illegal, which allowed Onaga to use to its findings as the basis to revoke the landfill 
permit.   44

Since Onaga revoked the landfill permit in October 2015, there have been four lawsuits 
with the Japanese central government over the legality of the revocation. In December 2016, the 
courts reached a final decision in favor of the central government, forcing the Okinawa 
prefectural government to agree to comply with the decision of the Supreme Court and retract 
the revocation of reclamation approval.  However, while the Supreme Court’s verdict was 45

undoubtedly a political win for Tokyo, the court’s decision only covers the approval for the 
landfill off the Cape of Henoko and not the rest of the new facility’s construction procedures. 
Once the landfill is complete, the central government must once again approach the Okinawan 
prefectural government to gain approval for the base’s actual construction. While policymakers 
in Tokyo are currently hopeful that the landfill approval is a sign that Okinawa is gradually 
beginning to accept the Futenma Replacement Facility in Henoko, it is highly unlikely that their 
goal will ever come into fruition as long as Onaga, or another anti-Henoko plan governor, is in 
power. Onaga is up for reelection in the fall of 2018. If he wins, the battle will continue. 

The central government in 2018 has gained another significant political breakthrough 
with election of the Nago mayor going to the Liberal Democratic Party’s candidate. For years, 
Nago was under the leadership of anti-Henoko relocation advocate Susumu Inamine. In 
February, however, Inamine lost to the Komeito and LDP backed candidate Taketoyo Toguchi by 
a little less than 3,500 votes.  Toguchi ran on a platform that empathized developing Nago’s 46

local economy, while Inamine continued his anti-base stance.  To many observers, this shift from 
Inamine to Toguchi signifies a change in the Nago populations’ priorities that suggests they are 
now more interested in their city’s economic development than continued stonewalling of the 
Futenma Relocation Facility. 

Although it is still too early to tell whether Nago City is finally starting to accept the 
reality that a new facility will be built at Henoko as planned, opinion toward US bases there, as 
well as in the rest of Okinawa remain as divided as ever. This spring, Nago experienced a six-day 
demonstration with over 500 people joining to protest Henoko’s land reclamation process.  47

Furthermore, while Toguchi’s election suggests that the central government now has an ally 
leading Nago City, Toguchi has not publicly announced what his stance towards the relocation 
project will be. He has only noted that he was “aware that citizens have complicated views and 
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feelings (about the issue),” and that he “needed to maintain a certain distance from the central 
government (over the issue)”.  This opaque approach is a common tactic LDP politicians have 48

used in the past to gain favor because it is generally accepted that a pro-base candidate cannot 
win an Okinawan election. Therefore, while the central government may have deluded itself into 
believing Nago City will accept the Henoko Base in the near future, it is highly unlikely that 
until the issue is discussed directly with Nago’s citizens, any real or useful ideological reversal 
regarding the bases will materialize.  

MCAS Futenma and The Trump Factor 

Since his election in 2012, Prime Minister Abe, who is a strong supporter of the Alliance, 
has taken an unbending stance toward completing the Futenma relocation plan. In fact, it is 
widely believed that Governor Nakaima’s decision to approve the Henoko landfill application in 
2013 was the result of the Abe administration’s carrot and stick approach to the FRF project. The 
prefecture received increased funds when Nakaima accepted the plan. The previous Obama 
administration and now the Trump administration share the same policy view, seeing the Henoko 
replacement plan as the only option for Futenma’s closure. Whether any replacement facility is 
now even necessary has not been considered. 

The Trump endorsement of the plan came out on April 18, 2018, when the White House 
released a statement following Prime Minister Abe’s latest meeting with President Trump at Mar-
a-Lago. The statement reconfirmed that the relocation of MCAS Futenma to Henoko remains the 
only solution that avoids the continued use of Futenma Air Station while ensuring the Alliance’s 
ability to provide for peace and security in the Asia-Pacific region.  Chief of Staff John Kelly 49

briefed Trump on the relocation project before his summit with Prime Minister Abe and when 
Kelly explained that the plan benefited the United States’ interests and the Japanese would pay 
for most of the cost, Trump reportedly said: “This is a very good deal.”  The President may 50

know little about the historical controversy surrounding MCAS Futenma, but under his watch, he 
already has overseen a strengthening of the US-Japan alliance relationship, focusing as a priority 
on the North Korea threat. Moreover, Futenma’s relocation, which will mostly be paid for by 
Japan, falls in line with his “America First” policy of encouraging the United States’ allies to pay 
more for their defense. 

Conclusion 

Twenty-two years have gone by since Japan and the United States agreed in 1996 that the 
Marine Corps Air Station Futenma must relocated. Ten Japanese Prime Ministers, four American 
Presidents, and four Okinawa governors have become involved in the issue, but the relocation 
issue as far as Okinawa is concerned is just as far away from resolution as before. In the 
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meantime, as trouble continues to dog the project, legally through the blocking efforts of the 
governor and politically through protests and campaigns, Futenma Airbase continues its daily 
operations and remains a danger and inconvenience to the citizens of Ginowan City. The 
question remains, when if ever will that base be finally closed and handed over to Okinawa? 

The United States and Japanese governments continue to stand by their 1996 conclusion 
that the Marine Corps need to have that base relocated within Okinawa for logistic purposes – 
helicopters and combat marines that use them need to be located close together -- in reality the 
global order and warfare have changed dramatically since the Cold War Era that created 
Futenma. This has led a growing number of military analysts to question not only the Alliance’s 
logic in moving Futenma to Henoko, but also the Marine Corps’ presence in Okinawa itself. The 
Marine’s last amphibious landing was more than half a century ago in the Korean War and as the 
United States’ adversaries in the Pacific continue to develop the range and accuracy of their 
missile programs, the need for a large, amphibious armed service presence in Okinawa seems to 
have little, if any strategic value. Interestingly, the Self-Defense Forces is developing its own 
amphibious assault capability that will be based on Okinawa’s islands. Such units could replace 
the US Marines at some point. 

As defense expert Joseph Nye put it in 2014: “Fixed bases are still of value. But with the 
increase in Chinese ballistic missile capabilities, it means you have to be aware of their 
vulnerability, and if you put all your eggs in one basket, you are increasing your risks.”  The 51

United States’ decision to move 9,000 Marines off of Okinawa shows that it understands this 
threat. However, if the Marine’s main purpose in Okinawa is to, as the United States government 
states, “act as a deterrence in the region” what good are they if half of them are not even there? 
There thus would seem to be a need for a new articulation from Washington of the true rationale 
for keeping so many Marines in Okinawa. While the Futenma Relocation Facility represents a 
short-term political solution to reducing the American military’s footprint in Okinawa, whether 
the facility is even needed now or in the future should be addressed. It may prove not to be a 
long-term solution that will benefit the Alliance’s defense capabilities or safety in the future. 

In short, Futenma’s relocation ceased to be a security issue long ago and is very much 
only a political one today. Though the Futenma relocation project seems to be moving forward 
again, after so many fits and starts, additional progress depends greatly on the upcoming 
Okinawan gubernatorial election this November. If Governor Onaga, or a candidate with similar 
views, wins, the governor will continue his tactic of using every legal effort to block the FRF 
plan over the next four years. However, if the Nago City trend continues and an LDP backed 
candidate wins, the Henoko plan will most certainly move forward and may even be completed 
by its 2022 target date. One must assume that Futenma then will finally be closed. Regardless of 
path the Okinawan people choose to take in November, this author hopes that the United States, 
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Japanese, and Okinawan governments are able to somehow reach a mutual understanding on 
closing Futenma even earlier, because remember, this is “the most dangerous base in the world.”
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The [UNCLOS] Convention defines the scope of maritime entitlements in the South 
China Sea, which may not extend beyond the limits imposed therein. 
China’s claims to historic rights, or other sovereign rights or jurisdiction, with respect to 
the maritime areas of the South China Sea encompassed by the relevant part of the ‘nine-
dash line’ are contrary to the Convention and without lawful effect to the extent that they 
exceed the geographic and substantive limits of China’s maritime entitlements under the 
Convention. The Convention superseded any historic rights or other sovereign rights or 
jurisdiction in excess of the limits imposed therein
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（Source: Annual Freedom of Navigation Report Fiscal Year 2017）
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Japan and India’s Evolving Strategic Partnership 
By Yiou Zhang

Introduction 

Over the last decade or so, the security environment around Japan has been changing, 
calling into question the continued peace and stability of the Asia-Pacific region.  China’s rapid 
economic growth and military modernization, along with its growing resource demands, have 
increased the potential for conflict over its long-standing territorial dispute with Japan.  In 
addition, the existential threat from North Korea has posed an enormous security challenge for 
Japan, the US, and South Korea.

China’s rise as a regional power has sparked Japan to expand its ties with countries of 
strategic interest. India has received special attention, with a bilateral pact signed in 2006 that 
added a security dimension to the long-standing friendly relationship. Economic ties also have 
been growing between Japan and India, as the second and third largest economies in Asia. Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe has long had a personal interest in India and has built close ties to Prime 
Minister Narenda Modi through multiple rounds of summit meetings effused with warmness and 
congeniality, as well as a flurry of joint statements and signed agreements. Since 2014, the two 
countries have elevated their relationship to a “Special Strategic and Global Partnership,” 
accompanied by an accelerated pace of bilateral cooperation and coordination. Glamorous as the 
phrase sounds, whether the partnership has serious contents of a security nature is a question that 
has yet to be thoroughly answered. 

Japan and India have a long history of cultural exchange dating back to the sixth century 
when Buddhism made its way across the Asian continent to Japan. The two countries have 
viewed each other in favorable light throughout their long history. While Japan carries heavy 
historical baggage in the eyes of most Asian countries owing to World War II, that negative 
legacy is largely absent from relations between Japan and India. Many Japanese, in fact, still 
remember and honor Radhabinod Pal, the Indian judge at the Tokyo war crimes trials who was 
the dissenting vote in the judgment against Japan’s wartime leaders.  After the war, Indian Prime 1

Minister Jawaharlal Nehru is famous in Japan for donating an Indian elephant to the Ueno Zoo in 
Tokyo in 1949, which “cheered up a physically devastated and morally dispirited postwar 
Japan”.  The two countries signed a peace treaty and established diplomatic relations in 1952, 2

immediately after Japan recovered its sovereignty from the US Occupation. 

Since then, Japan-India relations have had their ups and downs and eventually 
progressed steadily, but never to any level comparable to what exists today. The honeymoon 
period between Japan and India did not last long after 1952 due to the ideological divide that 
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prevailed during the Cold War. Bilateral relations were generally subdued until the end of the 
Cold War and India’s economic reform in the early 1990s. However, India’s failure to join the 
Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in 1996 and its testing of a nuclear bomb in 1998 
pushed Japan-India relations to a new low. The rapprochement between the two countries did not 
come until the early 2000s when the United States led the way to improve relations with India. 
The bilateral relationship has since then boarded a fast track, starting when Prime Minister 
Manmohan Singh visited Japan in December 2006 and signed an agreement elevating ties to a 
“Global and Strategic Partnership”. The latest addition of “special” to the prefix of the 
partnership was made in 2014 under Prime Minister Abe.  

While existing literature mostly focuses on the evolvement of Japan-India relations as a 
whole or a particular aspect in the bilateral ties, an overall examination of the strategic 
partnership under a set framework has been rare. This paper aims to fill in the gap by first 
proposing a general framework of evaluating strategic partnerships based on current discussions 
in the field of international relations and then examining the Japan-India partnership against this 
background to obtain an initial understanding of how the partnership fares in reality. The paper 
will also discuss the constraints facing the Japan-India partnership in both the short run and the 
long run and probe the prospect of the partnership amid recent political developments in Japan.

Defining Strategic Partnerships 

The use of strategic partnerships to manage bilateral relations has become increasingly 
prevalent among countries in the Asia-Pacific since it first emerged in 1993 when China and 
Brazil reached agreement on establishing a “long-term and stable strategic partnership”.  The 3

idea has since then proliferated in the region with China and India having more than 60 and 30 
strategic partners, respectively. ,  While a considerable amount of literature discussing the 4 5

various strategic partnerships exists, a standard definition of the term “strategic partnership” has 
yet to be constructed. It is nevertheless possible to identify some of the common features of a 
strategic partnership that could act as a basic framework to evaluate the Japan-India partnership. 

In general, scholars agree that while a strategic partnership transcends the normal 
bilateral ties, it still offers enough flexibility in commitment as compared to a formal alliance.  6

This nature of the partnership is reflected through the following aspects: 
• Shared long-term national interests. The two countries engaging in a strategic partnership 

have common interests and concerns in international affairs. They work together to address 
long-term opportunities and challenges, rather than specific short-term emergencies.  7

• Institutionalized cooperation mechanisms. Both parties have gradually developed regular 
meeting and collaboration mechanisms across different levels in the government agencies, 
such as annual leadership summit and various ministerial level dialogues.  8
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• Deepened economic relationship. Both countries will further expand their economic ties, 
creating an intertwined network of interests and sustainable growth momentum.   9

• Emphasis on political, security and defense cooperation. Countries will develop their 
security ties through “joint military exercises, having naval vessels make ports of call, and 
working on confidence building measures”.  However, there is no binding defense 10

commitment.  11

• Multi-level/multifaceted exchange. The relationship is not only restricted to top-level 
engagement, but also expands across different sectors and localities.  People-to-people 12

exchange on education, culture and youth is a key element that contributes to the diversity 
of the engagement.

The Japan-India partnership, examined through these angles, has yet to emerge as a full-
fledged strategic relationship. While both countries have been driven into this partnership by 
strong commitments based on a wide convergence of interests, the depth of cooperation varies 
substantially from sector to sector, with economic initiatives moving much faster and further 
when compared with defense and people-to-people exchanges. The following sections will 
utilize this five-element framework to examine the Japan-India partnership in detail.

Convergence of National Interests 

Japan and India have witnessed an increasing convergence of their national interests as 
the bilateral relationship develops and deepens. In the Joint Statement of Japan and India Vision 
2025 Special Strategic and Global Partnership, both sides acknowledged that the partnership 
“reflects a broad convergence of their long-term political, economic and strategic goals.” This 
convergence is mainly manifested through the synergies between India’s Act East Policy (AEP) 
and Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy (FOIP), the shared desire to safeguard their 
regional influence and national interests amid China’s rise and the complementarities exhibited 
through their economies.

India’s AEP and Japan’s FOIP are highly aligned in terms of their geographical coverage 
and strategic goals. While India has long upheld the Look East Policy since the 1990s, it further 
expanded the policy’s scope and focus in 2014 when Narendra Modi came to power and 
rebranded the policy as “Act East”. Different from the Look East Policy, the AEP emphasizes 
closer ties with countries in the broader Asia-Pacific region rather than Southeast Asia alone, and 
gains political, strategic and cultural dimensions in addition to the original focus on economic 
partnership.  Meanwhile, Japan’s idea of FOIP emerged from Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s 13

speech in 2007 to the Indian Parliament titled “Confluence of the Two Seas” in which Abe 
pointed out the importance of connecting the Pacific and Indian Oceans “as seas of freedom and 
of prosperity”.  Under the FOIP, Japan desires to improve “connectivity” between Asia and 14
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Africa and promote stability and prosperity of the region as a whole. The interests of both 
countries to foster closer connections among Asia-Pacific countries, in particular Southeast Asia, 
and to expand existing economic cooperation for greater prosperity make the two strategies 
nicely dovetail with each other.  

The other alignment of interest between Japan and India emerged amid China’s rise as a 
regional power. Backed by its economy, China has been investing actively in Southeast Asia 
countries, with bilateral trade between China and ASEAN reaching a record high in 2017 of 
$514.8 billion. This increasing economic influence is often perceived as having the potential to 
translate into future political clout, providing greater support to China’s role as a regional leader 
— a status that Japan itself would like to have. How to maintain their bilateral ties and influence 
in Asia without their being eroded by China’s expanding power reach has therefore become a 
strategic goal for both Japan and India.

China’s growing capability is also reflected in the security aspect. Both Japan and India 
have witnessed increasing assertiveness of China on territorial issues over the past decade. 
According to statistics from the Japanese Coast Guard, since September 2012 when the Japanese 
government purchased the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands from private owners, the appearance of 
Chinese vessels in waters surrounding the disputed islands has significantly increased.  Last 15

year’s Doklam standoff in the border area between China and India also made India worry about 
China’s intention. In addition, China’s continued investment in port facilities along the sea lanes 
from the Middle East to the South China Sea – the so-called “String of Pearls” strategy (Figure 
1) – has also raised concerns of encirclement in India. With Japan and India both relying heavily 
on the maritime trade routes that pass through these regions, ensuring maritime security and the 
openness of the sea lines of communication (SLOC) is another long-term objective that both 
countries have in common to guard their national interests.

Finally, pursuing continued economic growth is still high on both countries’ long-term 
agenda. The high degree of complementarity between Japan and India’s economies set a sound 
foundation for a robust cooperation over the long run. Unlike Japan whose population is rapidly 
aging with people over 65 years old constituting 39% of the total population by 2050,  India 16

possesses an abundant young labor force which is projected to grow to over 1.08 billion people 
in the next 20 years. Japan has already launched initiatives to train Indian students for future 
employment in Japanese firms in India. Moreover, Japan is abundant in capital and technology 
know-how, especially in manufacturing and infrastructure such as the high-speed railway. India 
on the other hand is in need of upgrading its capability in these two areas. Indian Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s “Make in India” aims to make India a global manufacturing hub. The Indian 
government also estimates that it will need $1.5 trillion in infrastructure investments over the 
next ten years.  These features of the two economies imply that there is huge potential for 17
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economic gains over the long-term through deepening bilateral cooperation. 

Figure 1: China’s Infrastructure Investments and Oil Shipping Lanes 

(Source: U.S. Naval Institute) 

Well-Institutionalized Cooperation Mechanisms 

Since the elevation of bilateral ties to a strategic partnership in 2006, Japan and India 
have established several high-level exchanges. At the summit level, the prime ministers of Japan 
and India annually meet and discuss progress in advancing the strategic partnership. The two 
leaders alternate visits to each other’s country. At the cabinet level, there are annual strategic 
dialogues by the foreign and defense ministers, respectively. Other official meetings include the 
Two-Plus-Two Vice-Ministerial Dialogue, Dialogue of National Security Advisors, the Defense 
Policy Dialogue and other official meetings take place on a less regular schedule. In addition, 
there has been an annual India-Japan Business Leaders Forum since 2007 to discuss expanding 
bilateral economic exchanges.

Both countries have also set up corresponding local offices of key cooperation agencies. 
New Delhi now hosts local offices of the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), Japan 
Bank for International Cooperation (JBIC), Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO), Japan 
Foundation, and the New Energy and Industrial Technology Development Organization (NEDO). 
These agencies are crucial in providing on-the-ground support for major development and 
investment projects that Japan is carrying out in India. Both governments have also set up “Japan 
Plus”, a specialized team of Indian and Japanese representatives to facilitate and fast track 
Japanese investment proposals in India. 
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Deepening Economic Ties Highlighted by Strategic Investments 

Prior to the rise of Chinese influence in the region, Japan’s interest in India had solely 
been economical, given India’s huge market potential and the complementarities of the two 
economies. Economic cooperation gradually expanded, and increasingly Japanese private 
investments in India have kept pace with public investment. India has long been a priority 
recipient of Japan’s official development assistance (ODA), overshadowing the slow pace of 
bilateral trade. Even though both countries signed the Japan-India Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement (CEPA) in August 2011, bilateral trade has not grown. India’s share of 
Japan’s total trade amount is only around 1% while Japan’s share of India’s total trade is not 
performing any better, merely at 2.1% in 2016-17.  This lag is mainly caused by the expansion 18

of Chinese exports to India, a lack of mutual horizontal trade, and India’s underdeveloped market 
for pharmaceutical products.  19

While signing the Special, Strategic and Global Partnership in 2014, Abe also 
announced the goal of doubling Japan's direct investment (FDI) and the number of Japanese 
companies in India by 2019. Since then, Japan’s FDI to India has more than doubled from $1.78 
billion in fiscal year 2013 to $4.71 billion in fiscal 2016,  while the number of Japanese 20

companies in India grew by 18.43% to 1,369.  In terms of cumulative capital investment 21

inflows into India, Japan is now India's third largest source of FDI.  

Figure 2 & 3: Japanese FDI and Companies in India

(Source: Indian Embassy in Tokyo; JBIC) 

In particular, development cooperation between Japan and India is where many of the 
strategic elements of the partnership are found. Japan started providing ODA to India as early as 
1958, and India has been the largest recipient of Japan’s ODA since 2003. Cumulative ODA 
commitment to India by fiscal 2015 reached 4.6 trillion yen ($41.9 billion).  22
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Japan’s ODA to India has been playing a vital role in financing the multiple ambitious 
infrastructure projects laid out in bilateral partnership talks, including several industrial corridors 
and a high-speed railway between Ahmedabad and Mumbai. The Delhi – Mumbai Industrial 
Corridor (DMIC) is the flagship project under the Japan-India partnership. With an estimated 
total investment of $100 billion, it is one of the largest infrastructure projects in the world. JICA 
has already committed $4.5 billion to invest in projects along the DMIC, which is expected to 
triple industrial output and quadruple exports from the region in eight or nine years.  The 23

Ahmedabad-Mumbai bullet train is the latest manifestation of Japan’s commitment to developing 
India’s infrastructure. The first high-speed rail in India is crucial to Japan, acting as a stepping-
stone to the hugely untapped Indian high-speed rail market with 10,000 kilometers of 
construction planned.   24

These projects, requiring significant capital input and potentially long delivery time, 
highlight Japan’s long-term strategic planning in expanding overseas markets to seek alternative 
sources of business and economic growth to compensate for Japan’s slowing economy. 
Improving India’s infrastructure has also been identified as a leading factor in attracting more 
Japanese business to invest in India, according to an annual survey by JBIC.  The potential to 25

gain from a more prosperous, connected and industrialized India propels Japan’s continued ODA 
commitment.

Japan’s ODA to India also is based on geopolitical considerations, as reflected in Japan’s 
involvement in projects in India’s northeast region and the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. 
Located at the border between India and Southeast Asia, northeast India has long been a region 
of crucial importance to India. It is also a sensitive area, as China still has unsettled border 
disputes with India in the state of Arunachal Pradesh. Traditional international organizations such 
as the World Bank have been unwilling to get involved in investments in disputed areas.  Japan 26

is among only a few countries that India allows to have an economic presence in the region.

JICA has been involved in multiple projects, including road connectivity, energy, water 
supply and sanitation and forest resources management. In May 2017, JICA signed an agreement 
to provide 671.70 billion yen ($614.7 million) to improve the connectivity in India’s northeast 
for regional socio-economic development. On the one hand, improved road connectivity will 
facilitate the transportation of military supplies to border areas for India.  On the other hand, a 27

more connected northeast India also works in Japan’s interest in tapping into the broader markets 
of Southeast Asia. Economic attaché Kenko Sone at the Japanese Embassy to India saw the 
region sitting at “a strategically and economically important juncture” between India, Southeast 
Asia and the Bay of Bengal and therefore “Japan has placed a particular importance on the 
cooperation in the northeastern region.”   28
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Japan’s investment in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands is another example that 
showcases the geopolitical calculation in Japan-India economic cooperation. Sitting at the 
entrance of the Malacca Straits, a major gateway of trade to and from Asia, the island chain hosts 
India’s first and only tri-service command—the Andaman and Nicobar Command (ANC). Japan 
is now engaged in developing a 15-megawatt diesel plant on South Andaman Island, which is 
perceived as a significant move since again it is India’s first time to “allow another country to 
develop infrastructure in these strategically important islands.”  With around 60% of Japan's 29

total oil imports currently passing through the Malacca Straits, it is natural for Japan to invest in 
the Andaman and Nicobar Islands in attempt to secure shipping lanes in the Indian Ocean in the 
future.

Figure 4: Andaman and Nicobar Islands 

(Source: Institute for National Strategic Studies) 

None of Japan’s current investments in India’s northeast or the island chain have been 
made for security purpose, but the very fact that India has allowed Japan to have a presence in 
these regions opens up space for future potential. Satoru Nagao, a Japanese security expert, also 
suggested that developing connectivity and infrastructure projects in the Bay of Bengal region 
could help “translate the partnership into concrete security cooperation”.  30

Economic cooperation between Japan and India will soon expand beyond the 
geographical borders of each country. In May 2017, Japan and India jointly launched the Asia 
Africa Growth Corridor to promote development, connectivity and cooperation between Africa 
and Asia. The two countries are also expected to jointly tackle Sri Lanka’s Trincomalee port, the 
Dawei port along the Thai-Myanmar border, and Iran’s Chabahar port.  These projects so far 31

have been slow in starting. 
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Last but not least, another economic cooperation milestone between Japan and India is 
the signing of the Agreement for Cooperation in the Peaceful Uses of Nuclear Energy in 2016. It 
is the first time that Japan signed such a pact with a country that is not a signatory of the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty. Prime Minister Modi hailed it as “a shining symbol of a new level of 
mutual confidence and strategic partnership in the cause of peaceful and secure world”.  While 32

reflecting the trust between Japan and India, this deal also benefits Japanese nuclear companies 
by opening up a brand new market with huge energy needs. Until now, the prospect of domestic 
sales has been diminished by the Fukushima nuclear plant accident in 2011.  

Emerging Defense Ties 

Cooperation between Japan and India on the security front began in 2008 with the 
signing of a joint declaration. Japan is only the third country that India maintains security ties, 
after the US and Australia. Cooperation occurs in such areas as information exchange, policy 
coordination, coast guard exchanges, monitoring safety of transport, and disaster management. In 
addition to meetings of defense ministers, high level military-to-military talks of the services, 
including navy officers, have been regularized.  

The two countries have also engaged in regular joint exercises between their coast 
guards, and between Japanese maritime Self-Defense Force (SDF) and the Indian Navy. Japan 
and India conducted their first bilateral navy exercises – Japan-India Maritime Exercise (JIMEX) 
– in 2012. Japan also started to participate in the India-U.S. Malabar exercise in 2007 and 
became a permanent member in 2015. Japan’s participation in Malabar has often been perceived 
as a major progress achieved under the partnership.

In addition, Japan and India also demonstrated their commitment to defense cooperation 
through personnel appointments in their respective capitals. In 2015, two more defense attachés 
– one from the air force and one from the coast guard – were added to the Japanese Embassy in 
New Delhi, making India the fifth country in the world to which Japan sends its attachés from 
the three services and the Coast Guard. This, according to former Japanese Ambassador to India 
Takeshi Yagi, highlighted “how much importance Japan attaches to the defense and maritime 
cooperation between Japan and India.”  Meanwhile, India also stations a naval officer at the 33

Indian Embassy in Tokyo, underlining the importance of maritime cooperation.  34

Security cooperation between Japan and India received a major push in 2015 when two 
important agreements were signed, namely the Agreement concerning the Transfer of the 
Defense Equipment and Technology and the Agreement concerning Security Measures for the 
Protection of Classified Military Information. The former opened the door for potential sales of 
Japanese defense equipment to India, while the latter could facilitate more robust intelligence 
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exchange between the Indian Armed Forces and Japan’s SDF. These two agreements, according 
to the joint statement by Japan and India, “further strengthen the foundation of deep strategic 
ties.”   35

The potential deals in the pipeline under the agreement on defense equipment and 
technology transfer are widely perceived as promising fields for monitoring. Under this 
agreement, Japan is now trying to sell India its ShinMaywa US-2, a large short-takeoff-and-
landing (STOL) amphibious aircraft designed for air-sea rescue work. Japan first offered the sale 
in 2013, but negotiations bogged down. This deal, if successfully concluded, would mark another 
significant progress for Japan-India security cooperation. 

The sale would become Japan’s first military equipment deal since the 2014 lift of 
Japan’s 50-year ban on defense exports. Japan, as a newcomer to military exports, has a defense 
industry that has been struggling to stand on its feet. It failed to win the bid to build Australia’s 
new generation of conventional hunter-killer submarines in 2016, so this deal with India would 
be the first step for the domestic defense industry to expand overseas.   36

India is the world’s largest importer of weapons, with 68% coming from Russia 
(2012-2016). This is followed by 14% from the US and 7.2% from Israel.  Japan’s sale of the 37

US-2 could be an opportunity to tap into India’s huge weapons import market. The latest update 
on this deal is a recently signed (April 2018) MOU between India’s Mahindra Defense and 
Japan’s ShinMaywa Industries on setting up maintenance, repairs, and overhaul (MRO) services 
in India, as well as undertaking manufacturing and assembling of structural parts and 
components for the US-2. This might indicate that both governments are still working hard to 
push through the transaction.

The Missing Link on People-to-People Exchange 

Although relations between Japan and India at the official level are warm and friendly, 
people-to-people exchanges have yet to take off. Bilateral visitor flows remain low compared to 
other major Asian countries, and the Japanese public’s affinity level toward India has stalled 
around 47% (since 2012).  While both governments have started to install programs and 38

mechanisms to promote grassroots interaction and cooperation, increased civil exchange 
activities and the subsequent positive impact on overall bilateral relations will take time to 
materialize. In the most recent Abe-Modi summit meeting in Gujarat in September 2017, in 
which 15 agreements were signed, both leaders agreed to strengthen people-to-people ties by 
promoting more Japanese language teaching in India, two-way tourism, and skills development. 
The past year (2017) was designated as the Year of Japan-India Friendly Exchanges to further 
enhance people-to-people exchanges between Japan and India.
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At the Gujarat meeting in September 2017, Abe announced that Japan plans to launch 
Japanese language certificate courses at 100 higher educational institutions in India and to train 
1,000 Japanese teachers over the next five years. The promotion of Japanese among Indian 
students and professionals will help foster closer industrial cooperation especially given that 
many of the manuals at Japanese manufacturing companies are still written in Japanese.  39

According to a survey by the Japan Foundation on Japanese language education overseas, India 
ranks 12th globally in terms of the number of people learning Japanese in 2015. However, despite 
the absolute large size of the learner population, India is not even among the top 60 countries and 
regions when ranked by learners per 100,000 population. Only two out of 100,000 Indians are 
learning Japanese as compared to 49 in Sri Lanka and 36 in Maldives. The number of institutions 
teaching Japanese also dropped by 9.8% from 2012 to 2015.  The survey observed that though 40

Japanese learners in India have increased in secondary education in recent years due to the 
inclusion of Japanese language to exam subjects in 2006, overall growth of learner population 
has been fairly flat.

Figure 5: Japanese Public’s Affinity Towards India 

(Source: Ministry of Foreign Affairs) 

Both governments have also carried out measures to promote travel and tourism 
between the two countries. The number of tourists from India to Japan was only 49,714 in 2016, 
falling far behind China or ASEAN countries. This is largely due to the long travel distance 
between Japan and India, the relatively low per capita income level of India, inconvenience of 
staying in Japan (lack of vegetarian restaurants and low English penetration) and visa 
requirements.  To promote Indian visitors to Japan, the Japanese government set up a local 41
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office of Japan National Tourism Organization (JNTO) in Delhi in March 2017, and in 2018 the 
government relaxed the visa requirements for Indians including the simplification of visa 
application documents, expansion of eligible applicants for multiple entries visa and the 
simplification of visa application procedure for single entry visa for Indian students. For its part, 
India has also granted Japanese visitors Visa-on-Arrival treatment since 2016. Japan is now the 
only country that receives this treatment at this stage. Whether these measures will boost the 
tourist flows remains to be seen.

In terms of professional training exchanges, Japan has promised to train 30,000 persons 
over next 10 years with Japanese style manufacturing skills and practices through the Japan-
India Institutes for Manufacturing (JIM) set up in India and the Japanese Endowed Courses 
(JEC) in engineering colleges designated by Japanese companies. As of September 2017, four 
JIMs have been set up in India by Maruti Suzuki, Toyota Kirloskar Motor, Daikin Air 
Conditioning and India Yamaha Motor.  Japan is also using the Project Indian Institutes of 42

Technology (PIITs) and the Technical Intern Training Program (TITP) to invite Indian students 
and working population to receive training and work in Japan, though not on a long-term 
permanent basis.

As of June 2017, there were 30,048 Indians residing in Japan. Over one third of this 
population is living in Japan as engineers, specialists in humanities and international services, 
intra-company transferees and skilled labor. India is in general one of the top 10 countries with 
the largest populations in these categories. However, the gap appears to be in the areas of 
students and technical interns. The number of Indian students studying in Japan stood at 1,298 in 
mid-2017, constituting less than 0.5% of the total foreign student population in Japan. There 
were only 46 technical interns from India in Japan as compared to 79,959 from China and 
104,802 from Vietnam.  Language and cultural differences seem to be the major barriers for 43

Indians to study and work in Japan.   44

Despite all these efforts on both sides to promote people-to-people exchange, it should 
be noted that Japan’s strict immigration policy remains a major obstacle for Japan and India’s 
civil exchange to reach the level of that of India and the US. Although Japan rolled out a relaxed 
“green card” policy that would allow foreigners to obtain permanent residency after staying in 
Japan for only one year, the new policy would only apply to professionals deemed as “highly 
skilled”. According to statistics from the Ministry of Justice, the number of Indian residents in 
Japan under this category was merely 263 as of June 2017, less than 1% of the total Indian 
population in Japan. While numerous Indian media have hailed the move as another career venue 
for Indian talents, how effective this policy will be in attracting Indian professionals to Japan 
remains unclear. Indian resident statistics going forward will be worth monitoring. 
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Constraints in Materializing and Deepening the Partnership 

Under Prime Minister Abe, the Japan-India partnership has built momentum, thanks 
largely to ambitious projects promised on numerous fronts. But it is to soon to tell whether the 
envisioned potential between the two countries will be realized. In the near-term, challenges with 
on-the-ground implementation of infrastructure projects and unfamiliarity with the local business 
culture make it hard to secure a quick delivery of desired outcomes. Over the long-term, the 
partnership will still face the constraints of priority mismatches, divergence in perceptions of 
regional relations, and the looming presences of China and the U.S.

Delays in On-The-Ground Implementation 
Ambitious as the various projects are, a rough review of the current progress under each 

project will yield a less promising picture. Given that most of Japan’s investments are dedicated 
to infrastructure construction and upgrades, land acquisition has become a major obstacle to the 
timely commencement of projects. In fact, Japanese Ambassador to India Kenji Hiramatsu 
acknowledged in an interview with The Hindu that “land acquisition is the biggest problem.”  45

Various media reports from India have documented the protests and legal difficulties of obtaining 
land for the development of the DMIC. The first phase of the DMIC, which was originally 
planned to be finished by 2012, is now delayed to 2019.   46

Red tape and India’s complicated bureaucracy is another factor bogging down project 
implementation. Japan’s offer to construct a power plant in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands 
was delayed due to excessive paperwork in India. Japanese officials have yet to hear back on 
proposals to help build ports and airstrips on the islands. Kenko Sone, the economics attaché at 
the Japanese Embassy in New Delhi, admitted that “at the actual project level, we’re having 
difficulty figuring out the decision-making process” in the Indian government.  Things are 47

moving slowly on the ground in India while Indian politics and funding issues often mean that 
the projects can only move forward in baby steps.  48

In addition, officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs also revealed that there are 
frustrations from Japanese businesses operating in India, and requests for India authorities to 
remove excessive red tape and improve the investment climate.  This brings forward another 49

issue with India’s policy complexity between the central and state levels. Even though the central 
government might have reached an agreement with Japan on improving business environment, 
the level of commitment might not be equally transmitted down to the state level, making actual 
business operations even more challenging. 

Business Cultural Discrepancies  
Despite the willingness to cooperate, Japan and India face many differences in working 

257



culture when it comes to on-the-ground implementation. Japan is highly organized and imposes 
strict discipline onto business operations, while India as an emerging economy is much more 
dynamic and volatile. Japan’s pursuit of perfection presents itself in issues ranging from as trivial 
as arriving to work on time to degree of delicacy in production. One recent case of a Japanese 
business failing to fix quality problems at its Indian factory is Daiichi Sankyo. The company was 
not able to change working habits at Ranbaxy Laboratories, its Indian factory. The plant’s 
products were eventually banned by US Food and Drug Administration due to their poor quality. 
Even Suzuki Motors, often seen as the most successful Japanese business operating in India, is 
still having difficulties in running smooth operations at its Indian factory.   50

Japanese business also prefers thorough investigation and research, often taking a 
considerable amount of time before reaching a business decision. In contrast, India is all about 
immediate decision and quick action.  Moreover, in Japanese culture, silence is gold, but in 51

India people tend to think out loud.  While some of these issues might seem minor, the fact that 52

business culture is often ingrained and hard to modify could generate sustained conflicts that 
weaken the foundation of long-term business cooperation.

Priority Mismatch
Although Japan and India have a wide range of issues of common concerns, their 

different developmental stages and geographical regions they are in imply that there inevitably 
will be disparities in policy priorities. One prominent area is the focus on economic development 
versus regional security. While security is also a crucial aspect in India’s policy making, its 
current utmost important goal is to grow the economy. Therefore, India will naturally look to 
further exploit the economic gains from the Japan-India partnership. This emphasis on economic 
growth also means that despite territorial conflicts, India is hesitant to antagonize its largest 
trading partner China, which translates to a more reserved and cautious attitude when it comes to 
initiatives with Japan that could have an explicit counter China element.

Another priority mismatch relates to geopolitics. While countries such as Seychelles and 
Maldives matter to India’s foreign policy, given India’s geographical location and the local 
Indian connection ties, these regions are not at the core of Japan’s foreign policy focus. It is 
therefore challenging for Japan to justify any offering of help and support to India on these 
issues, despite India’s willingness to seek Japan’s cooperation. 

Divergence in Perception of Regional Relations 
Japan and India hold vastly different perspectives on foreign policy making and their 

relations with major players in the region. India has always viewed itself as an independent 
country capable of making its own decisions and creating its own influence. Its tradition of non-
alignment and independent foreign policy dictate that India prefers not to be entangled in 
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multilateral cooperation frameworks that could impose constraints on India’s ability to remain 
autonomous. In contrast, since the end of World War II, Japan has always perceived its foreign 
policy making in a much broader context, usually with US involvement, given the bilateral 
security alliance. This divergence in perception means that despite India’s shared interests and 
concerns with Japan, the country might find it hard to agree to every proposal from Japan on how 
to secure those interests. This issue has already manifested itself in the nonchalance of India in 
participating in the Quad (Quadrilateral Security Conference) actively promoted by Japan. It 
includes Japan, India, Australia, and the US. India also does not necessarily perceive greater 
U.S.-Japan-India strategic ties as the sure means to mitigate the threat from China.53

Influence from China and the U.S. 
As the two largest players in the Indo-Pacific region, China and the US each influence 

the Japan-India partnership in their own ways, with the former mainly through India and the 
latter through the US-Japan security alliance. On multiple occasions, India has exhibited extreme 
caution in handling aspects of its relations with Japan so as not to antagonize China. As early as 
2008, then Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh explicitly emphasized that “economic 
partnership and security cooperation between India and Japan are not at the cost of any third 
country, least of all China.”  Japanese scholars recall times when India remained hesitant to 54

agree to Japan’s proposal potentially due to concerns on China. For example, India was reluctant 
to upgrade the existing Two-Plus-Two Dialogue between deputy ministers for foreign and 
defense to ministerial level.  India also appeared sensitive toward China related issues while 55

negotiating with Japan the joint declaration on security cooperation.  This layer of subtleness 56

might become an obstacle for the partnership to cultivate truly in-depth strategic engagement 
since both countries will need to be very selective in the cooperation activities they conduct.

Meanwhile, the U.S. still exerts significant influence on Japan’s ability to act on its own. 
Historically, the US has played a key role in shaping bilateral ties between Japan and India. 
During the Cold War period, Japan and India had limited contact given Japan’s alliance with the 
US and India’s close ties with the Soviet Union. It was only after President Bill Clinton’s visit to 
India that Japan-India relationship started to improve, rising from a temporary low point caused 
by India’s 1998 nuclear test.  

Despite the recent uncertainties generated by the unpredictable policies of the Trump 
administration as they impact of security and trade, Japan is well aware that the US, as its sole 
ally, remains an inseparable part of its foreign policy decision-making matrix. The most recent 
reflection of this influence can be seen in Japan’s hesitation to invest in Iran’s Chabahar port 
project. Japan initially planned to participate in the port together with India when, in May 2017, 
Ambassador to India Kenji Hiramatsu revealed that Japan had already expressed its interest in 
the project. Yet, little has been heard about it afterwards. The project was not even mentioned in 
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the joint statement after the Japan-India summit in September 2017. According to media reports, 
Japan became cautious due to new sanctions imposed by the US on Iran in July 2017.  57

Sustainability of the Japan-India Partnership 

Much of the current rapport between India and Japan can be attributed to the unusual 
level of chemistry between Abe and Modi. Since Abe came to power in 2013, he has met Modi 
11 times, more than the total number of Japan-India summits from 2005 to 2013. Modi has 
always admired Japan and viewed Japan as a model for India’s economic and social 
development, while Abe’s affinity with India stems from his grandfather Nobusuke Kishi, who 
was the first prime minister of Japan to visit India. Abe recalled his grandfather’s engagement 
with India in one of his most important speeches that set the tone of Japan-India bilateral 
cooperation – Confluence of the Two Seas. However, with Abe and others in his government 
now mired in multiple scandals, it is worth examining how the Japan-India partnership will 
evolve if Abe should happen to lose in the upcoming party leadership election in the fall of 2018. 

Most observers of Japan-India affairs seem to favor the view that Abe’s leadership must 
be credited for the partnership having gained momentum over the past few years.  Both 58

countries’ shared long-term interests in foreign policy, national security and economic 
development have set a firm foundation for the partnership to further develop. The multiple 
dialogue mechanisms formed under the partnership also act as an institutionalized system to keep 
the conversation going. These factors, in particular the convergence of interests, imply that 
Japan’s political attitude toward India is unlikely to experience a significant deviation even if 
Abe loses power. In fact, past Japanese prime ministers, regardless of their political affiliation, 
have all shown favorable attitude toward forging closer ties with India. Annual bilateral summits 
between the two countries have not been interrupted despite the change of six prime ministers in 
Japan during 2007 to 2012. Moreover, the two countries’ relationship is not impeded by 
memories of World War II, which often function as a flash point for Japan in its relations with 
other Asia countries like China and South Korea. Therefore, sharp turns in the Japan-India 
partnership are unlikely in the near future. 

Though challenges of on-the-ground implementation exist, there is still a strong 
willingness both at the government and the business level to cooperate with India. An annual 
survey by the JBIC on Japanese businesses shows that India has ranked at the top for eight 
consecutive years as the most promising countries over the long-term. In a survey, 73.3% of the 
Japanese businesses responding expressed intention to strengthen or expand their operations in 
India in the next three years. Survey respondents overwhelmingly indicated future growth 
potential of the local market as the top reason for the country’s bright prospect. In the view of 
expert observers,  as long as India exhibits great potential for market and growth, investment 59
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interest from Japan will sustain, though the timeline from concept to completion of projects will 
likely be slow. 

Finally, in evaluating the future prospect of the Japan-India partnership, it is also worth 
examining past cases of success. The ability of Japanese players to establish themselves in India 
and to influence the Indian way of operations offers hope for future success. One prominent 
example is Suzuki Motors. Suzuki entered the Indian market as early as in the 1980s and the 
joint venture it built in India Maruti Suzuki is now in control of around 50% of the country’s 
passenger car market.  Suzuki was successful in shaping the work culture at the joint venture as 60

then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi praised Suzuki as having “transplanted Japan’s work culture 
into India.”   61

Another case in point is the Delhi Metro. Unlike any transportation means in India, the 
Delhi Metro presents visitors with clean platforms and timely service. An evaluation report from 
JICA regarded the Delhi Metro as a benchmark project due to timely completion and well-
managed cost. It also changes the lifestyle of Delhi and promotes women empowerment.  These 62

cases of success highlight that it is not entirely impossible for Japanese business and investment 
to actively shape and change the local culture, therefore achieving desirable results. Though the 
process might take time, as many scholars expressed, there is still huge unrealized potential 
between Japan and India. 

Conclusion

The relationship between Japan and India has been elevated to a historical high with the 
unveiling of the Special, Strategic and Global Partnership in 2014. The increasing convergence 
of Japan and India’s national interests on forging closer ties with Asian countries, in particular 
Southeast Asia, reinforcing their own security and influence within Asia amid China’s rise and 
pursuing continued economic prosperity has positioned the two countries well on their 
cooperation agenda. These factors, focusing on the long-term development trajectory of both 
countries, set the tone for sustained conversation between Japan and India regardless of the 
vagaries of domestic politics. The two countries have also institutionalized dialogue and 
cooperation mechanisms that facilitate and monitor the progress made under the grand 
partnership.

Ambitious projects and unprecedented initiatives have been put on the table, ranging 
from huge infrastructure investments to defense equipment procurement. Many of these projects, 
while commercial in nature, carry a strategic element that either relates to geopolitical 
consideration or the long-term economic growth opportunity that is core to a country’s national 
interests. It is through these joint commitments that the bilateral partnership manifests its special, 
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strategic and global features.

However, much of the rhetoric in the leadership talks has yet to bear concrete results. 
Project implementation has been delayed due to issues on the ground including land acquisitions, 
red tape and bureaucratic misalignments. Cultural mismatch and lack of reliable infrastructure 
also create obstacles to the smooth operations of Japanese business in India. People-to-people 
exchanges have yet to flourish given the economic disparity between the two countries and the 
fairly recent implementation of supportive policies. There are admittedly huge potentials under 
the partnership based on shared interests and the complementarity of the two economies, but 
these potentials are largely unfulfilled as of now.  

While it is unlikely that the bilateral relationship will experience a sharp turn, the long-
term prospect of the partnership will still be influenced by major powers in the Asia Pacific 
region including China and the US. How India and Japan react to the externalities created by 
these powers will become an important factor in the strategic equation. Meanwhile, policy 
priority mismatch and the perception gap of regional relations will also make the cooperation 
journey uneven from time to time. Whether the Japan-India partnership can truly deliver the 
promised outcomes is undoubtedly one area that is worth monitoring in the Indo-Pacific region 
going forward.
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