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The Japanese prefecture of Okinawa has witnessed a great deal of protest activity against
the U.S. military bases on the island. Antibase sentiment is regularly expressed by the
local press and the local cultural and educational institutions. A brutal 1995 crime com-
mitted by U.S. military personnel on the island inflamed public opinion against the bases.
Yet the U.S. base presence endures, and the antibase activity of the late 1990s was
defused rather quickly into tacit continuing acceptance by Okinawans of the base pres-
ence, even as U.S. bases elsewhere in the world closed in response to protest activity.
What explains this puzzle? The authors argue that the Japanese government’s unique sys-
tem of “burden payments” provides incentives to Okinawans both to highlight the nega-
tive effects of the U.S. presence and to support the continuation of the bases for economic
reasons. The trilateral base-bargaining relationship serves the interests of Washington,
Tokyo, and a politically critical majority of Okinawans themselves.
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n September 1995, three American servicemen stationed on the Japanese island of

Okinawa abducted a twelve-year-old schoolgirl in the local town of Kin. They
pulled her into their rental car, beat her, bound her with duct tape, and gang-raped her.
U.S. military authorities apprehended them shortly afterward.' The incident immedi-
ately propelled the U.S. military presence on the island into the national and interna-
tional spotlight. Okinawans were shocked at the incident’s brutality and further
incensed that U.S. officials refused to turn over the perpetrators to Japanese authorities
for more than three weeks afterward. Outraged community activists and Okinawan
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politicians reacted by challenging the legal foundation of the American military pres-
ence, outlined in the U.S.-Japan Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA). Washington and
Tokyo created the Special Action Committee on Okinawa (SACO) in response, to
develop plans for downsizing the U.S. base presence and for moving existing bases to
less heavily populated areas.” Street protests nevertheless became frequent and
increasingly large; in October, 85,000 demonstrators participated in the largest protest
action in the island’s history.® Peace activists from nongovernmental organizations
based on the island presented their grievances at international venues ranging from
UN conferences to U.S. congressional hearings and networked with advocacy groups
from a variety of other countries that hosted U.S. facilities.* The international media
picked up the story and followed its aftermath.

Emboldened by this groundswell of support, the governor of Okinawa prefecture,
Masahide Ota, launched an all-out political campaign against the U.S. base presence,
arguing that the United States should leave Okinawa by 2015. He organized Japan’s
first ever prefecture-wide popular referendum, asking whether the U.S. military pres-
ence on the island should be reduced. He also announced his refusal to sign the spring
1996 official lease renewals for the landholders in Okinawa whose property was occu-
pied by U.S. military facilities, an annual ritual that kept the American base presence
legal.® His refusal to sign the renewals plunged Tokyo’s relations with the prefecture
into crisis, leading to an unprecedented supreme court hearing on the matter and forc-
ing the government of Japan to exercise the Law for Compulsory Use and sign in place
of Ota.

These pressures cast serious doubt on the future of American bases in Okinawa.
After all, with the end of the cold war and the collapse of the Soviet threat, one of the
main strategic rationales for maintaining the U.S. military presence on the Pacific
island had been removed. Base closures elsewhere in the world had become regular
events as the United States reduced its armed forces and cut military expenditures.
Even installations that were previously thought to be indispensable to U.S. security
interests, such as those in the Philippines and Panama, closed in response to antibase
political opposition.

Yet the U.S. military presence on the island endured, and subsequent political
developments demonstrated that the Okinawan public was not nearly as opposed to
the U.S. basing presence as Governor Ota and the antibase movement had hoped. The
much-anticipated public referendum took place in September 1996. While 89 percent
of those voting did agree with the vaguely phrased proposition that the presence of
American bases in the prefecture should be reduced, voter absenteeism was an unex-
pectedly high 40 percent, despite an all-out media blitz by the prefecture government
to ensure a big turnout. This meant only 53 percent of eligible voters agreed with the
ballot proposition. Robert Eldridge, who specializes in Okinawan politics, finds this
result remarkable and argues that rather than vote “no” on the proposition, many
probase factions refused to vote.®

Even more remarkable, two-term Governor Ota was narrowly defeated in his 1998
reelection campaign by Keiichi Inamine, a candidate supported by the Liberal Demo-
cratic Party (LDP)—a party committed to preserving the U.S.-Japanese security alli-
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ance. While Inamine, like Ota, portrayed himself as antibase, his campaign criticized
Ota’s zealousness on the base issue. Inamine promised to look after Okinawa’s eco-
nomic interests and to usher in a more constructive dialogue between Okinawa and
Tokyo.” In November 2002, Inamine was overwhelmingly reelected and antibase pop-
ulism subsided. In October 2005, after years of consultations, Tokyo and Washington
finally agreed to reduce the number of Marines on Okinawa by 40% over a six-year
period, but even when this is completed in 2011, 11,000 combat Marines and thou-
sands of other U.S. service personnel will remain on the island.

The defeat of Governor Ota, the weakening of mass protest movements against the
bases, and the persistence of the U.S. basing presence throughout a period of political
and social turmoil during the mid-1990s present a puzzle. The prevailing analysis of
Okinawan culture and politics argues that strong norms of antimilitarism and paci-
fism, institutionalized by Okinawa’s unique historical experiences, lead Okinawans to
resent and actively oppose the presence of the U.S. bases.® Such beliefs are reinforced
by the prevailing antimilitarist norms and political culture of Japanese society more
generally—a topic that has been more widely studied by international relations theo-
rists.” Yet just three years after a horrific incident that symbolized the most negative
aspects of the U.S. military presence, Okinawa’s culture of antimilitarism was insuffi-
cient to sustain a popular campaign against the U.S. presence or even to reelect a once-
popular governor running on an antimilitarist normative platform.

What explains this puzzle? We argue that the economic payoffs and incentive struc-
tures that characterize relations among Tokyo, Okinawa, and Washington help sustain
the U.S. presence in a relatively stable political equilibrium. Material incentives, prop-
erly targeted at the micro level, have overcome the prevailing antimilitarist norms and
become the primary source of political interests in the base discussions. Using an elab-
orate set of both public goods and selective incentives, the Japanese mainland govern-
ment has secured Okinawa’s majority acquiescence to the continuing U.S. presence. '
This explanation of Okinawa’s “base motives” is consistent with the patterns of insti-
tutionalized bargaining and rational action observable in other cases where the United
States provided compensation packages to host countries in exchange for basing
rights."' But it also suggests that studies of basing politics, rather than exclusively
focusing on the bilateral relations between the United States and a host country, should
analyze in greater depth the incentive structures and interactions that characterize
center-periphery relations within the host country. This may be especially important
as the United States extends its global basing network into new countries in Central
Asia and elsewhere in the arc of instability.

Background on Okinawa

Analysts of Okinawa emphasize that the island’s distinct collective memory of con-
flict and occupation infuse its identity with a set of antimilitarist narratives and broadly
held antibase attitudes.'” Specifically, three distinct historical episodes—Okinawa’s
forced annexation by imperial Japan, its bloody experience during World War II, and
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its occupation by the U.S. military until 1972—inform contemporary Okinawan iden-
tity and norms, infusing its antimilitarist culture with a sense of betrayal by mainland
Japan, as well as resentment toward the contemporary U.S. military presence.

Okinawa’s culture of antimilitarism and its strained relationship with the mainland
can be traced back to the time when it was an independent island-chain kingdom
known as the Ryukyus. The kingdom’s economy was based on international trade, and
the inhabitants had a reputation for welcoming foreigners with gentle hospitality."
The Ryukyus had significant commercial relationships with both China and the
regional Satsuma Domain in Japan but lacked a large military force. In 1609, Satsuma
invaded the Ryukyus and easily overwhelmed it. After this, the Ryukyus retained titu-
lar independence but were forced to pay tribute in rice to the Satsuma regime and to
gain prior approval from Satsuma for all new trading arrangements made with China.
Then, in 1879, during the Meiji restoration, the islands were forcibly annexed by
Tokyo under the presence of a police force from the Japanese mainland."* Although
the Ryukyus tried to negotiate to remain an independent, tribute-paying state, the
kingdom was coerced into becoming the Japanese prefecture of Okinawa.'> Hence,
the society had long-standing historical reasons to suspect the intentions of large
foreign military forces.

Perhaps the most significant source of Okinawa’s modern antimilitarism stems
from islanders’ memories and oral accounts of the 1945 Battle of Okinawa. The bat-
tle—the most costly of the U.S. Pacific campaign in terms of American deaths—Ilev-
eled the island and killed somewhere between 150,000 and 200,000 Okinawans,
approximately one-third of the population. To this day, Okinawans accuse the Japa-
nese military of sacrificing their island in a bid to stall the American advance, without
offering any additional reinforcements for its defense. The Imperial Japanese army is
also accused of committing horrible atrocities against the Okinawan population.'® For
example, Japanese officers instructed the Okinawans to commit suicide rather than
allow the Americans to capture them as prisoners of war. A memorial stands to this
day to recognize 210 schoolgirls and their teachers who blew themselves up with gre-
nades given to them by the Japanese forces, when they found themselves surrounded
by American troops.'” As Japanese troops withdrew, they reportedly shot thousands of
Okinawans without trial, under the accusation that they had spied for the Americans.
Several legal battles have been waged against the Japanese Ministry of Education in a
bid to change history books to officially acknowledge this.'® In June 1995, the prefec-
ture commemorated the fiftieth anniversary of the battle by unveiling the Cornerstone
to Peace Monument, a memorial that has the names of the battle’s over 240,000
victims engraved on its marble walls.

A third source of Okinawa’s antimilitarism can be traced to the U.S. military’s
occupation of the island from 1945 to 1972." Immediately after the Battle of Oki-
nawa, while the war still waged between Washington and Tokyo, American forces
herded Okinawans into overcrowded detention camps to prevent them from aiding the
Japanese.® After the war, first fearing a Japanese military resurgence and then in
response to the perceived external communist threat, U.S. military authorities expro-
priated 85 percent of Okinawan lands for the construction of military base facilities,
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with scant regard for the needs of local inhabitants.?' Much of this land was gradually
returned, and today, U.S. bases take up about a fifth of Okinawan territory.*

The U.S. military occupation of the island continued for twenty-one years after
mainland Japan achieved sovereignty under the peace treaty. As with the Battle of
Okinawa, Okinawans perceive that Tokyo exploited and betrayed the island, this time
as a bargaining chip to secure Tokyo’s independence from U.S. occupation. Even after
the island reverted to being a Japanese prefecture in 1972, the U.S. military pres-
ence—with its rowdy soldiers, military exercises and training accidents, and environ-
mental and noise pollution—contributed to the radicalization of many of the island’s
social institutions.

Taken together, these three historical legacies endow Okinawa’s identity with a
broadly held collective norm against militarism and the current American military
presence. Several social and political actors invoke these antimilitarist norms in their
efforts to undermine support for the U.S. bases.

First, social actors, most notably, the media and the education sector, actively link
the imagery and experience of Okinawa’s past militarist “burdens’ with the continued
U.S. military presence. The island’s two major local newspapers—Ryuku Shimpo and
the Okinawa Times—are strongly antibase in their editorial stances and coverage of
U.S.-Okinawan community relations: each commands 200,000 readers, out of a total
circulation of 460,000 subscribers on the island, giving the antibase view great promi-
nence.” Okinawa’s educators are also prominently involved in antibase movements
and protests. The Okinawa High School Teacher’s Union organized an effort in the
1980s to compile data and local oral histories to challenge prevailing mainland
accounts of the World War II battle, while the union also has an established tradition of
developing peace education and curricular materials.”® Okinawan educators also
developed the now-popular “peace guide tours,” school study trips for mainland chil-
dren designed to promote awareness of the Okinawan viewpoint on World War II and
the basing situation.”

Second, the link between Okinawa’s antimilitarism and the U.S. base presence is
reinforced by a number of activist organizations that protest against mainland govern-
ment policies and the U.S. military presence. The most prominent of these is the Oki-
nawa Peace Network, which promotes antibase awareness and periodically organizes
antibase rallies and demonstrations. At the July 2000 G8 summit, 27,000 protestors
linked arms and surrounded the Kadena Air Force Base. Women'’s groups such as Oki-
nawa Women Act Against Military Violence, mobilized after the 1995 rape incident,
have taken their antibase message to the United Nations and networked with similar
organizations in other base-hosting locals such as South Korea, Puerto Rico, and even
certain military districts in the United States.”” Finally, the antibase “one-tsubo land-
owner” movement also frames its antibase activities in terms of Okinawan identity and
norms. The movement seeks to expand the number of Okinawan landowners with
claims on base territory by acquiring tiny plots of land (3.3 square meters) just big
enough for a single person to occupy, yet sufficient to symbolically connect each pro-
testor with the land and the pacific values held by the Okinawan social movement.*®
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Finally, members of the island’s major political institutions such as the prefectural
assembly and governor’s office publicly advocate these antimilitarist and antibase
norms in both their political campaigns and their high-level meetings with national
and foreign dignitaries. The Okinawan assembly on January 19, 2001, unanimously
passed a resolution calling for a reduction in the U.S. basing presence, critically sin-
gling out the U.S. Marine Corps, at a time when the prodefense LDP held a majority of
seats.” The LDP governor Inamine, in the course of a tense meeting with U.S. Secre-
tary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld on November 19, 2003, handed the secretary a
seven-point petition of grievances against the U.S. bases.*

Yet despite the prominence of the antimilitarism and antibase norm in Okinawan
identity and society, the overall policy preference of Okinawan society remains sup-
portive of the bases. This is primarily due to Tokyo’s use of selective economic incen-
tives to secure political support for the bases, a policy that has ensured that a critical
mass of Okinawan actors acquiesce to and support, albeit tacitly, the U.S. basing pres-
ence. Indeed, the appeal by local political actors to Okinawa’s norm of antimilitarism
has become an effective instrumental strategy to use in pursuit of material interests.
Local actors have incentives to highlight and exaggerate incidents meant to portray the
U.S. presence in its most negative light. In fact, many of the protests against allegedly
bad conduct by U.S. forces are scripted in a predictable manner. For example, one U.S.
commander maintains informal contacts with two of the three mayors whose town-
ships include his base’s land and says that these mayors usually apologetically inform
him prior to any political protests against the base.’'

This is not to imply that antibase sentiment and the resulting protests are all fabri-
cated; some crimes committed on Okinawa by U.S. personnel have been egregious,
and serious military accidents do happen. However, the incentive structure is such that
even a minor negative social incident or accident involving the U.S. military can be
blown out of proportion or made to follow a particular script for the sake of reward. As
a result, individual “norm entrepreneurs” actively link these new “incidents” with
long-standing negative symbols, powerful historical narratives, and images associated
with the U.S. military presence to extract material benefits from the Japanese central
government.

The Incentive Structure of Okinawa’s Bargains

The political economy of Okinawa’s base bargains is an intriguing variation on the
general pattern of cold war bargains that the United States made with overseas hosts.
In many cases, the United States had to provide substantial compensation packages—
even to NATO members such as Turkey, Greece, and Portugal—in exchange for secur-
ing basing rights.”> What sets Okinawa apart from this pattern are the nature of the
U.S.-Japanese security treaty and the trilateral nature of the Tokyo-Okinawa-U.S.
political dynamic.

The overall U.S.-Japan security relationship requires a U.S. basing presence.*
U.S.-Japanese defense relations are governed by a uniquely one-sided security treaty
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and also by Japan’s postwar constitution (put into place under heavy U.S. pressure and
guidance) that prohibits Japan from creating a military organization with offensive
capabilities.* While provisions of the pacifist Article 9 of the Japanese constitution
have been reinterpreted over time to allow Japan to create well-armed self-defense
forces, Japan still relies on the United States to come to its defense, while maintaining
that it is constitutionally prohibited from returning this favor for the United States or
for American allies like South Korea. Consequently, the United States provides Japan
with a security guarantee, and in return, the Japanese state contributes over 57 percent
of the annual direct stationing costs of the United States Forces Japan (USFJ).* This
means that Japan is an inexpensive place for U.S. bases to be located.

Second, the nature of the political relationship that governs the U.S. bases in Oki-
nawa is trilateral, as opposed to bilateral.*® The United States, the Japanese mainland
government, and the Okinawa prefectural government constitute three distinct actors,
each with separate identifiable interests. The quid pro quo arrangements in other U.S.
basing cases are usually bilateral, between Washington and the host government.
Here, in contrast, the key compensatory relationship is not between Washington and
Okinawa but between Tokyo and Okinawa. The Japanese government effectively
externalizes the permanent U.S. military presence on its territory by foisting it onto
Okinawa, which provides 75 percent of the territory for USFJ installations despite
being only one of forty-seven Japanese prefectures (and despite having an overall land
mass only about the size of metropolitan Tokyo). The main Okinawan island hosts
thirty-eight major installations covering 23,500 hectares, or about 18 percent of Oki-
nawa’s land mass.”” All four U.S. military services—including the huge facilities of
the Third Marine Expeditionary Force and the Kadena Air Force Base*®*—are repre-
sented on the island. The number of U.S. military personnel on the island at any one
time is about 25,000 (around a quarter of the entire U.S. presence in Asia), and the
combination of their dependents and U.S. civilian contractors brings the total Ameri-
can defense-related presence up to 50,000. Compounding this sense of bearing an
unfair basing burden, Okinawa remains relatively underdeveloped compared with
mainland Japan. Its per capita income is about 75 percent of the Japanese average,
making it the least wealthy Japanese prefecture.

In exchange for asking Okinawa to bear this “special” or “unequal” burden, the
Japanese central government offers public works projects and budget subsidies to
Okinawa’s prefectural and municipal governments and selective incentives to certain
of Okinawa’s economic sectors. Taken together, these economic payoffs are sufficient
to sustain Okinawan acquiescence for the U.S. military presence.

A key component of Okinawa’s political economy is the carrot-and-stick policy
periodically wielded by Tokyo over the prefecture in annual budget appropriations,
especially the awarding of massive public works projects that mushroom across the
island. Fiscal transfers from the center have steadily increased since Okinawa’s 1972
reversion to Japanese sovereignty and, by the late 1990s, totaled 900 billion yen, more
than the combined annual value of Okinawa’s other three big income sources—tour-
ism, agriculture, and direct base revenues.” Between 1972 and 1999, developmental
subsidies from Tokyo totaled in excess of 5 trillion yen.*’
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Providing these fiscal transfers is always a better strategy for Tokyo than renegoti-
ating the SOFA or the actual terms of the U.S.-Japanese security agreement, options
that antibase activists would prefer. The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs in par-
ticular perceives that too many SOFA demands could cause the United States to
leave.*' If the United States were to pull out completely, then Japan would have to cre-
ate a national military organization that could truly defend Japanese security interests
from potential threats—including those coming from North Korea or from instability
in the China-Taiwan relationship. This would require a difficult and drawn-out consti-
tutional revision battle in Japan to deal with the thorny Article 9, not to mention a
major shift in state budget priorities.

Consequently, Tokyo regularly offers large-scale economic inducements to Oki-
nawa to acquiesce to the evolving U.S.-Japan basing agenda. For example, funding of
the Western Okinawa Developmental Project, an ambitious plan by the Japanese gov-
ernment to landscape and develop a large strip of the island’s largely underutilized
western coast, is tacitly contingent on the successful implementation of one piece of
the SACO plan, namely, the relocation of the Naha military port away from the over-
burdened capital facilities area to the nearby Urasoe city piers.* Some commentators
also allege that Tokyo linked its surprising decision to make Nago (a relatively small
and isolated Okinawan town) the host of the 2000 G8 Summit to both the town’s and
the prefecture’s commitment to support the SACO-mandated relocation there of the
Futenma Air Base (a charge officially denied by Tokyo).** Even antibase Governor
Ota, prior to his electoral defeat, succumbed to Tokyo’s economic pressures. In
exchange for Ota’s dropping his opposition to renewing the base leases in 1996, Japa-
nese Prime Minister Hashimoto agreed to an economic package for the prefecture that
included 5 billion yen ($45.7 million) in developmental aid.**

Beyond Tokyo’s broad economic assistance to the prefecture government, the U.S.
basing presence also provides additional income and selective incentives to politically
important groups within Okinawan society. Perhaps the biggest material beneficiaries
from the U.S. basing presence are the private owners of the land where USFJ facilities
are located. Unlike the mainland, where the percentage of private base-related land-
ownership is just 9 percent, in Okinawa, 67 percent of the land used for military facili-
ties is privately owned.* Landowners receive direct rental payments from the govern-
ment of Japan for the use of their property, and in return, Tokyo provides it free of
charge to USFJ. Most of this land belongs to owners who have become dependent
upon these leases as a primary source of income.

In 2001, 31,704 landowners in Okinawa received base-related rental payments
totaling 85.43 billion yen.*® Of these, 16,590 (52.3 percent) received annual payments
of less than 1 million yen (around $8,000), 12,195 (38.5 percent) received between 1
and 5 million yen, and 2,919 (9.2 percent) received more than 5 million yen.*’ The rent
coming from Tokyo is generally agreed to exceed fair-market value. According to one
informed Okinawan observer, both local governments and Tokyo have an incentive to
hike the rental payments frequently: local governments get more tax revenue if the
property value appears higher, while Tokyo can appease both the local population and
the U.S. government by demonstrating that its contribution to U.S. basing costs has
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increased.*® Moreover, in many cases, landowners are permitted to work portions of
their land or to sublet it to others (the so-called tacit farmers) to do so, thereby earning
additional income from the property. On several Okinawan bases, U.S. military offi-
cials allow local farmers to use the ring of land immediately within the outer perimeter
fences to grow sugarcane, sweet potatoes, soybeans, and other crops.

Politically, landowners are organized into associations based on locality. The vast
majority of these associations are represented by the Okinawa Federation of Land-
owners of Land Used for Military Purposes, which negotiates and lobbies the prefec-
ture and central government on rent-related issues. The federation was strongly
opposed to the 1996 base-reduction referendum, and in areas with the highest propor-
tion of private landowners, voter turnout was lowest.* Plans for the reduction or clo-
sure of U.S. facilities usually precipitate a drop in the value of the related land prices.™
It is understandable why landowners, then, want to see the bases remain open.

Another category of targeted recipients of base-related funds is the communities
adjacent to U.S. bases, whose citizens can claim that their well-being has been dis-
turbed by the U.S. presence. The Japanese Defense Facilities Administration Agency
(DFAA) provides “burden-easing” funds to municipalities as a function of the number
of U.S. servicemen they have on their territory. These funds go to build such things as
city halls, public libraries, and swimming pools, which are often spectacularly luxuri-
ous in relatively small and economically disadvantaged towns.”' The DFAA also
makes compensation payments to individuals for noise pollution, environmental
countermeasures, and violations of fishing rights in traditional waters. Individual citi-
zens and local townships can petition the DFAA if they have a verifiable grievance that
is shown to be a direct consequence of the U.S. basing presence.

A related group directly benefiting from USFJ presence in Okinawa is local con-
struction companies, who build the agreed-upon public works and developmental pro-
jects. DFAA officials have no formal quotas for awarding projects to local companies,
but they face political pressure to choose Okinawan companies when possible. Con-
struction is the leading industry in Okinawa, and these companies are a key constitu-
ency in the island’s probase business lobby. In 2001, out of the 204 base-related con-
tracts granted to Okinawa Prefecture, 176 (86 percent)—valued at 14.6 billion yen—
were granted to contractors based in Okinawa.>* This percentage and total value would
be even higher if they were not constrained by the Japanese state’s strict contracting
procedures. According to the laws governing the tender process, any contract worth
over 240 million yen must be awarded to a “‘category A” firm, where category status is
based upon the number of employees and the structure of the corporate hierarchy. No
Okinawan construction company yet fits this profile.* Hence, the largest of these pro-
jects are undertaken, by default, by mainland companies that in turn, may subcontract
much of this work back to local firms.

Local base workers and small businesses receiving contracts from USFJ also bene-
fit from the base presence. USFJ facilities directly employ about 8,300 Okinawans,
making the bases the second largest employer on the island after the prefectural gov-
ernment. In 1998, base-worker salaries, paid by Tokyo, totaled about 535 million
yen.* In 1999, U.S. forces spent an additional $489 million in base-related contracts
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with Okinawan vendors.> Since the prefecture has historically had among the highest
unemployment rates in Japan, the question of reducing the base presence has created
severe political divisions within organized labor, which, in Japan, has traditionally
been linked with the anti-American socialist and communist parties. Prior to the 1996
referendum, approximately 6,300 workers were members of the Okinawa Chapter of
the All Garrison Forces Labor Union, a leftist organization that participated in cam-
paigns against the U.S. basing presence.’® However, this stance so dismayed certain
members during the run-up to the 1996 campaign that they formed a breakaway
group, the All Okinawa Garrison Forces Union, which proceeded to campaign openly
against the referendum and to network with other opposition groups.”’

Small retail business such as shops and restaurants located near the bases also sup-
port the U.S. presence and were among Governor Inamine’s most vigorous backers in
his successful election campaigns. By one estimate, local consumption by U.S. base
personnel and their dependents totals 477 million yen per year, including rental pay-
ments for off-base housing in addition to consumer goods and services.”® In 1999, U.S.
service members paid over 13 million yen in local road taxes and locally provided car
insurance alone.*® As a total contribution to economic activity, U.S. bases over the past
decade have directly accounted for about 5.5 percent of Okinawa’s annual gross pre-
fectural product.*

When one considers the sum of the selective material benefits that accrue to
Okinawan societal sectors such as landholders, construction companies, base work-
ers, and small businesses, as well as the financial support provided to the prefecture
and local governments for bearing this special burden, it is not surprising that Tokyo
has co-opted and maintained Okinawan support for the American military presence.
Many local economic actors are skeptical of attempts by antibase activists to promote
structural change away from the base-dependent economy. For example, an effort in
1997 to create a tax-free economic zone on the island, to encourage new business
activity unrelated to the bases, was strongly opposed by local business groups and
agricultural associations.®' By controlling material incentives through the funding and
administration of the bases as well as the national annual budget, the Japanese govern-
ment has successfully ensured that Okinawans’ political interests are driven by readily
identifiable material interests, and not by their collectively held antimilitarist norms.
As one Okinawan taxi driver who supported Inamine’s candidacy after twice voting
for Ota reasoned, “Ota has been a good governor, but I think Inamine will be able to
deal with Tokyo better to get more projects for Okinawa.”®

The Game of Compensatory Claims

The process of base-related claims in Okinawa is heavily politicized. Because Oki-
nawa is both geographically far removed and ethnically distinct from the Japanese
mainland, the Japanese public does not usually pay a great deal of attention to events
on the southern islands, and Okinawa is not normally covered in much depth in the
national media. However, when the local Okinawan press can make a base incident
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seem alarming, these reports will be picked up by the international wire services. In
turn, this will galvanize the national Japanese press to cover the issue. At that point,
members of the Diet who do not usually focus on Okinawa, but who may have other
related political points to score, can latch onto the reports and call the responsible
bureaucratic officials from the DFAA, the Japan Defense Agency, the Japanese Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs, or the prime minister’s office in for public questioning.** The
national authorities in Tokyo have an incentive to preempt this process by paying off
complainants before they generate too much negative publicity in the domestic or
international media.*

In general, Okinawan norm entrepreneurs are more likely to secure compensation
payments from Tokyo if they bring complaints about incidents that evoke the most his-
torically disruptive and socially offensive aspects of the American presence. The more
a complaint conforms to these negative stereotypes, the more likely it is that Tokyo
will provide some economic remedy. The payback pattern means that Okinawans have
an incentive to take what the U.S. military considers small issues and to blow them
seemingly out of proportion.

For example, a continuing concern of the local population is the danger that mili-
tary accidents might pose for the civilians living near the facilities. There have been
some serious accidents in the past, such as in 1965, when a parachuting exercise con-
ducted at the Yomitan airfield went wrong and a trailer was dropped off course, hitting
and killing a young girl in the yard of her home. Now, however, accident reporting is
taken to extremes. Across the street from Kadena Air Force Base, a multistory com-
plex is being built that American officials have dubbed “Spy Hill.”® One of the local
mayors whose township overlaps with Kadena property is officially building the site
as a tourist facility, so that interested locals can watch the planes take off, but accord-
ing to American and Japanese officials, it is also used by local newspaper reporters to
monitor radio traffic from the base. Reporters pay special attention to what are called
“in-flight emergencies communications,” transmissions that indicate a potential prob-
lem requiring an aborted mission for the sake of safety. Such transmissions are appar-
ently a regular occurring part of normal base activities everywhere in the world, and
most turn out to be either false alarms or minor problems that would not have actually
caused a crash. However, every one of these transmissions gets counted by the press
and used in complaints about the base presence.® In turn, antibase activists and com-
pensation claimants can count these events as U.S.-base-related “incidents” as they
tally the disruptive activities of the U.S. presence.

The Delay of the SACO Process

The structure of Okinawa’s base bargains makes locals reluctant to bid farewell to
U.S. installations in which they have strong, entrenched economic interests. The evo-
lution of the SACO proposals provides some of the most compelling evidence of this
self-interested reluctance. Formed after the 1995 rape incident as a bilateral Japan-
U.S. commission, SACO was charged with reviewing SOFA provisions and basing
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rules and with creating a phased plan to return over 12,000 acres of U.S. base land in
Okinawa to civilian use. This involves the relocation of some key U.S. military facili-
ties to smaller parcels of land located away from Okinawa’s main population centers.
Both Japanese and U.S. officials hoped that locals would embrace the SACO reloca-
tion process as it would ease concerns about safety and noise pollution, as well as
decrease the visible U.S. military presence in populated areas.’” However, local poli-
tics and bargaining over base-related compensation has hamstrung some of the most
significant of these relocations. In fact, relocations that should be favored by the
Okinawan public for normative reasons are severely delayed precisely because they
threaten to alter the prevailing base bargains and entrenched economic interests of
certain Okinawan groups.

One example is the scheduled relocation, noted above, of the 835th U.S. Army
Transportation Battalion from Naha Port to the neighboring coastal area of Camp
Kinser in Urasoe City. This port facility is the major embarkation point for deploy-
ments of the U.S. Marines stationed on Okinawa, as well as the movement point for
most military cargo on and off the island. Currently, the facility is in a congested com-
mercial area, so it is an inconvenience and potential hazard for the locals. It is also
located on a channel whose maximum width is 700 feet; because the configuration of
the channel requires that ships turn around before going back out to sea, only ships
under 700 feet can use the port. This requirement effectively excludes the biggest (and
fastest) U.S. transport ships from using the facility, significantly reducing transporta-
tion efficiency for the U.S. forces. By contrast, Urasoe is on open coastline in a much
less populated area.”® Yet the move, endorsed by the SACO process in 1996, has not
begun, even though the mayors of both Naha and Urasoe support it.*” Reportedly, the
landowners in Naha are holding up the transfer because they fear their rents on the
commercial market will not equal what they currently receive.

The proposed SACO transfer that has gotten the most publicity is one that has taken
nine years to put in motion: the movement of the Futenma Marine Air Station heliport
to an area off the coast of the northern Okinawan town of Nago. The 1996 proposal
was supposed to have been completed in five years, but no ground has yet been broken.
The October 2005 accords state that the transfer will now be completed within another
six years, a decade later than original envisioned. Once again, at least on the surface, a
quicker move would seem to have benefitted both Okinawans and the U.S. military.
Futenma is in the heavily populated town of Ginowan, where a helicopter crash could
be devastating; the proposed Nago site is off the sparsely populated village of Henoko,
a one-time relaxation spot for soldiers that has been in an economic slump since the
Vietnam War ended.” The fact that the base is on the books as moving imminently also
means that capital repairs and long-term maintenance have been put off; hence, the
U.S. would prefer the relocation to happen quickly.”

Several factors complicated the move. First was the ongoing concern about the
environmental impact of the new base. The area off Henoko contains a unique coral
reef that is home to the dugong or sea cow, a marine mammal found on southeast Asian
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shallow coastlines ranging from Okinawa to Australia. Environmental-protection
concerns have been subsequently incorporated into the U.S. base construction plans
because the United States is eager to make the move. Second was the question of what
the new facility should look like. Three proposals were circulated: that it be a floating
base offshore (the original SACO proposal), that it be sunk into steel piers, or that it be
built on landfill. According to one cynical Okinawan observer, this is how the politics
of the choice broke down: the floating-base proposal would benefit only the shipping
companies but was preferred by Governor Ota because the structures would be tempo-
rary and easily shut down in the future.”” Since the maintenance costs to be paid by the
Japanese government for the floating base would be huge (reportedly, it would have
cost Tokyo 100 times more per year than Futenma), Tokyo did not really support the
proposal.” The sunk-pier proposal would benefit only the steel companies who would
make the posts and would therefore never fly politically. But the landfill proposal
would benefit the local Okinawan construction companies because it required rela-
tively simple techniques that they could perform easily. Not surprisingly, the landfill
proposal was the ultimate victor, and it is presumably the option that will be
implemented.

The third complicating factor has been local electoral politics. Antibase activists
submitted a referendum question to Nago voters in December 1997. Despite massive
efforts by Tokyo to woo the voters with promises of great resources if the move took
place, a slim majority of Nago residents voted against it.”* The antibase activists
rejoiced, even though the referendum had no binding legal impact on SACO or Tokyo.
Yet just two months later, the population of Nago repudiated the referendum vote by
electing a new probase mayor, Tateo Kishimoto. It appeared that the first vote was an
effort to up the ante and get more payback from Tokyo.

Meanwhile, Okinawa Governor Inamine tried to chart a middle course on the
Futenma relocation issue, pledging he would ensure that the move is conditional on
the United States turning the new Nago heliport into a joint-use facility for civilian
planes within fifteen years of its construction. There is general agreement that this
statement is both safe and meaningless, however. Landfill sufficient to support the
kind of activity planned for the heliport reportedly requires years to settle before sur-
face construction can begin, and construction itself would not be instantaneous. When
the timing for the actual move is added, many observers say that the Inamine statement
implies joint use in three decades at the earliest—a time when he will be long gone
from the political picture and will not have to worry about whether his promise is ful-
filled by the U.S. and Japanese governments. When all these complicating factors are
sorted out, there still seems to be no clear explanation of why construction on the Nago
facility has been off to such a slow start. All of the actors involved seem to be either sat-
isfied with the move or powerless to do anything about it. So what is holding things
up? As in the case of Naha, it appears that the Ginowan landlords do not want to give
up their rent.”
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Conclusion

When the incentives are outlined, the behavior of Okinawan political agents
becomes readily explainable. Although antimilitarist and antibase norms may inform
the collective identity of a society, they do not necessarily generate actual political
interests. Collective identities are important but often remain politically indeterminate
when they are overridden by well-targeted material incentives to groups and individu-
als. Even in a society like Okinawa, where a strong and pervasive norm of antimilitar-
ism dominates local institutions and collective memories, the government of Japan
can secure tacit acquiescence to the continued U.S. basing presence through an elabo-
rate set of economic inducements. The triangle of interests held by Washington,
Tokyo, and local Okinawans has allowed the American base presence to endure
despite decades of protest, while other bases (such as those in the Philippines and
Puerto Rico) have been shut down in the face of seemingly similar activism.

These findings matter as the U.S. military grapples with basing decisions now and
in the future. As part of its Global Defense Posture Review, the United States is cur-
rently establishing an onshore network of bases, albeit individually smaller than the
Okinawa facilities, in areas where it traditionally has not maintained a military pres-
ence. The United States recently established military bases in Central Asia (Uzbeki-
stan, Kyrgyzstan, and Pakistan), Southeast Asia (Singapore), and the Middle East
(Qatar) and is negotiating for additional bases in Africa and the Black Sea area. In
addition, the U.S. military presence may become semipermanent in Afghanistan and
Iraq, countries where local politics will play an important role in these countries’ over-
all democratization and political consolidation. The Okinawa case would suggest that
if the United States wishes to secure local political support for an ongoing military
presence in these areas, it must offer both public goods and targeted economic incen-
tives in addition to security guarantees and/or promises of a democratic future.”® In
addition, U.S. planners should be careful that these base agreements and local induce-
ments do not exacerbate center-periphery tensions within a country to the point where
issues of bilateral and international politics become enmeshed in domestic political
bargaining.

If a wide variety of local actors benefit from the U.S. basing presence, antibase pro-
testors and populist politicians will have a harder time making a politically persuasive
case. Simultaneously, our findings also have something to teach antibase social move-
ments, including the Okinawan activists. If they want to generate enough political
momentum to expel the U.S. bases along with their associated social, environmental,
and safety problems, then they must find a way to satisfy the economic interests of the
locals who benefit from the base presence. Fundamentally, it is the political economy
of base bargains that maintains the ongoing U.S. presence in Okinawa.
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