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Challenges face US-Japan alliance
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(A version of this story appeared  recently in Weekly Toyo Keizai.)

The thrashing defeat of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party in the July 29 Upper House elections could have a big impact on Japanese foreign policy, particularly management of the vital US-Japan security alliance.

The most immediate dilemma involves legislation governing deployment of Japanese military forces close to Afghanistan and Iraq, where they provide logistical assistance to American and allied forces there. The Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Law will expire Nov. 1, followed shortly after by scheduled expiration of the legislation governing to provision by Japan of billions of dollars to help pay for US military facilities throughout the country.

In the longer-term, Washington and Tokyo will likely find it more difficult to coordinate policy on North Korea and China, perhaps the two most critical security issues facing Japan. For Tokyo, the North Korea and China issues raise fundamental questions about the durability of the bilateral alliance, specifically whether Japan can ultimately depend on the United States for its strategic defense.

Finally, the loss suffered by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe threatens to create a leadership vacuum in Tokyo that would make it more difficult for the two countries to conduct serious, in-depth dialogue on critical security problems. The election results portend a relative shift in power from the prime minister’s office to the Diet, where the opposition-led Democratic Party (DPJ) promises to complicate passage of critical legislation.

The DPJ, while internally divided on many security issues itself, raises legitimate questions about the direction of policy taken under the governments of Junichiro Koizumi, and then by Abe. The DPJ can not simply be ignored.

A political vacuum in Tokyo will exacerbate US-Japan communications problems that have emerged in recent years. The Bush administration is intensely focused on Iraq, and to a lesser extent North Korea. To the extent any high level officials are looking closely at East Asia, the focus is on China. Much to their consternation, Japanese officials in Washington are finding it hard to find anyone inside the Bush administration with whom to have meaningful discussions.


The new political landscape in Tokyo, combined with the Bush administration’s myopic approach to the world, will intensify disturbances in the bilateral diplomatic atmosphere.

The Abe shock

Many US officials, and ‘Japan Hands’ who remain active on policy issues from outside the government, were stunned, and even angry, as Prime Minister Abe’s troubles mounted.

“He had more bad luck than any politician I’ve ever seen,” said Jim Przystup, “but he certainly should have run the campaign with more focus on domestic issues.”

Stephen Yates, formerly an Asia specialist for Vice President Dick Cheney, stated flatly that is was difficult for anyone to know what vision Abe had for Japan’s domestic economy. “Does he have any real plan?”, Yates asked.

And anger toward Abe stems from disappointment. “We are all worried that Abe will not be able to carry through with plans for Japan to mature as a ‘normal nation’, Yates said. He was referring to efforts in Tokyo to expand Japan’s role in regional and security affairs.

To a large extent, Bush administration officials and Japan Hands were blinded by the luster over Japan-US relations during the five years that Abe’s predecessor, Junichiro Koizumi, spent in office. In the wake of the 9-11 terrorist attacks, Koizumi acted quickly to back the US and NATO invasion of Afghanistan, where the extremist Taliban had given support and shelter to the Al Qaeda forces of Osama Bin Laden. He also backed the US invasion of Iraq. Koizumi further pushed for policy adjustments, and perhaps even Constitutional revisions, to facilitate more deployments of Japanese forces on carefully circumscribed missions in collaboration with the United States.

Many Washington experts assumed that Abe would continue in Koizumi’s footsteps. He seemed to get off to a good start with his visits to Beijing and Seoul shortly after taking office, and many supported his apparent determination to push through adjustments in long-standing Japanese policies that would allow for the exercise of ‘collective self-defense.’

American officials were so politically sightless that US Ambassador to Japan, Tom Schieffer, had failed to meet with DPJ chief Ichiro Ozawa throughout his tenure in Tokyo. The prevailing attitude was: Why meet with the irksome Ozawa when Abe and the LDP would dominate policy? Even as Abe’s problems mounted, there was no contact between Schieffer and Ozawa.

Once the election results were in, and the DPJ had buried the LDP in the Diet’s Upper House, Schieffer had to scramble to catch up. He rushed to request a meeting with Ozawa. 

Today, the disappointed Japan Hands in Washington are struggling to express ‘cautious optimism’ that Abe will survive in office and revive pursuit of his security program.

Jim Auer, former chief of the Pentagon’s Japan desk and an Abe booster, says he doubts Abe will have to leave office soon. Michael Green, formerly the top Japan specialist at the White House, told a Washington audience recently that Abe has a decent chance of regaining his political stability.

Special Measures Law

It’s unclear if this optimism about Abe is based on wishful thinking or careful assessment. In any case, the next few months will certainly be challenging for Washington and Tokyo.

The first challenge will be the Special Measures Law. The DPJ has promised to use its new-found power in the Upper House to bloc the legislation. The United States is stunned by this development. The Abe government is scrambling to develop a political plan to win extension.

Some analysts have accused DPJ leader Ozawa of recklessly playing politics with this important legislation. But the DPJ opposed the legislation when it first came up in 2001, and opposed it again in 2003 and 2005. Ozawa is correct when he says the DPJ’s current stance is fully consistent with the past.

The DPJ view is that Japanese military forces can not legally be deployed abroad except on missions authorized by the United Nations. In the case of Afghanistan, the UN never voted one way or another on the military action taken by the US and allied NATO nations.

Among American officials, the view is widespread that Ozawa is actually hawkish on defense issues, but has submerged those views so as to wield the DPJ as a weapon against the LDP that he despises to much.

When Ozawa first published his book, “Normal Nation”, about 15 years ago, some US experts welcomed his stance on defense issues as a welcomed step forward toward a more realistic security policy for Japan, one better suited for the post-Cold War world. Other American specialists feared that Ozawa was too hawish.

But both views are wrong, says Daniel Sneider, a Japan specialist at Stanford University’s Asia-Pacific Research Center. “Both views fundamentally misread Ozawa,” Sneider says. The American doves thought Ozawa was a wild-eyed nationalist, while the specialists who welcomed Ozawa’s ‘normal nation’ concept failed to grasp that he was firmly committed to tying a greater role for Japan to UN-authorized activities.

When Ozawa first published his book, his views represented a dramatic departure from the traditional ‘pacifist’ perspective on defense issues long-maintained by Japan. Today, events surrounding Japan have pushed the country to look more carefully at military issues. Many influential Japanese leaders and opinion makers, have moved beyond Ozawa to advocate adoption by Japan of the right to ‘collective self defense’. In essence, this would mean a legal right for Japan to deploy military forces without or without UN authorization.

Ozawa believes ‘collective self-defense’ goes too far. Stanford’s Sneider, who knows Ozawa personally and has held extensive talks with him on these issues, points out that Ozawa’s “Normal Nation” book is filled with references to a UN-oriented Japanese foreign and security policy.

Ozawa has raised legitimate disagreements with Abe and his allies, disagreements that can not simply be dismissed. Ozawa’s starting point is UN-authorized “collective security,” while Abe and his allies believe Japan has, and should declare, the right to act on its own in collaboration with the US and other allies – “collective self-defense.”

Looking for compromise

There is of course a political component to Ozawa’s stance. He would like to weaken the alliance between the LDP and Komeito, which is relatively dovish on defense issues. Disruption of that alliance would hasten the fall of the LDP.

Still, the principle on this point is important to Ozawa. He is also pragmatic, and has no interest in causing a severe disruption in Japan-US ties of the sort that would likely follow a withdrawal of Japanese forces from the Indian Ocean and Kuwait. Withdrawal would be required should the law not be extended.

A compromise on the law is possible. One scenario is to extend the law for just one year, rather than two. Another would mandate greater Diet oversight of the deployments. The government is already trying to emphasize the UN-related aspects of the Air Self Defense Forces (ASDF) deployed in Kuwait. (The ASDF deployment does not fall under the law set to expire, rather a separate law that authorized deployment of a small contingent of Japanese ground troops to Iraq.)

The government, for example, has secured a letter from United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki Moon, praising the work the ASDF do in ferrying into Iraq UN staff assigned there. The ASDF provide the only means of transport in and out of Iraq for the UN, which plans to boost its presence there.

Should a compromise emerge, it will make clear that the government is bending to the demands of Ozawa’s DPJ.

Having to deal with newly-powerful critics in Tokyo will leave a bad taste in the mouths of Bush Administration officials, who have a track record of showing disdain toward allies who express disagreement, especially on Iraq policy.

Shortly thereafter, legislation governing the provision by Japan of billions of dollars in “host nation support” for US military bases will expire. Tokyo is looking to cut the total, which Washington is resisting.

A related issue is finding the additional billions of dollars from Japan earmarked to help in the agreed-upon realignment of US forces there.

Then there is the cantankerous issue of building a replacement for the US Marine helicopter facility in Futenma, Okinawa. Local opposition has stymied implementation for 12 years. Without bold leadership from the prime minister’s office, not much can happen.

Meanwhile, Japan must soon decide on an upgrade to its aging fleet of jet fighters, and would like to gain access to technology in America’s super-secret F22. Some American officials have outraged counterparts in Tokyo by stating that transfer of such strategic technology would anger China and South Korea and perhaps spark a regional arms race. The question heard repeatedly from Japanese officials is: “Are we allies, or not?”

Not mere rhetoric

That is not a mere rhetorical question. Japanese officials are extremely frustrated with recent American diplomacy toward North Korea, where chief US negotiator Christopher Hill, either inadvertently or otherwise, appears to have failed to sufficiently consult with Tokyo before launching new initiatives regarding North Korea’s nuclear weapons program.

As assistant secretary of state for East Asia, Hill is supposed to coordinate US policy toward all of Asia, including Japan. But Hill is almost entirely focused on dealings with Pyongyang, and Japanese officials are blunt in saying that Hill has lost their trust. “He prides himself on being a great negotiator,” one Japanese official in Washington said recently when speaking of Hill. “But he is not really concerned with the details of a final agreement. He wants to be able to say that he succeeded in creating the circumstances for a good deal.”

In the process, Japanese officials fear, Hill will shunt aside Japanese concerns about the abduction of many citizens by the North Korean secret services, and the continuing development of North Korean ballistic missile technology.

With Secretary of State Condi Rise tied down almost exclusive with Iraq and broader Middle East issues, Hill has a virtual carte blanche to pursue North Korea policy the way he sees fit. Japanese officials are frustrated they have nowhere to take their complaints about Hill.

Hill’s immediate boss, Deputy Secretary of State John Negroponte, is assigned by Rice to coordinate US policy toward China. But Negroponte lacks the view, so strong during Bush’s first term in office, that Japan is the center of US policy in East Asia, and that an ongoing, intense dialogue should be maintained with Tokyo on the rise of China.

To make matters worse, the National Secretary Council lacks a strong Asia team, and no high-ranking official there is explicitly assigned to maintain liaison with the government of Japan. For a while, deputy NSC chief JD Crouch performed that role, but he has returned to the private sector.

Crouch has not been replaced. Few high-ranking foreign policy specialists want to be deputy NSC director when the White House faces such a huge challenge in Iraq.

Defense Secretary Robert Gates, who has wide latitude to take initiatives, reportedly offered the deputy NSC director position to recently-retired Pentagon official Richard Lawless. Lawless, who has back troubles that required surgery, declined. At the Pentagon, he won extensive praise from his Japanese counterparts for trying hard to coordinate US-Japan defense ties.

Lawless, a former CIA operative in East Asia, knows Gates, a career CIA official, quite well. Lawless has agreed to be a personal consultant to Gates, working mostly on Okinawa and other military base issues involving Japan. His replacement, Jim Shinn, is highly-regarded, but new to many Japan-related defense issues.

The nuclear umbrella

The North Korea and China issues raise fundamental fears among many Japanese officials that the US commitment to fully defend Japan – the nuclear umbrella – may be weakening.

One top Japanese diplomat long involved in security affairs said recently: “If we can’t rely on the United States, we’ll have to reconsider the most fundamental aspects of our security posture. The options would be unarmed neutrality, closer ties with China, or an independent defense complete with nuclear weapons. None of those options are good.”

Japanese officials seem eager to engage the US in dialogue on these key issues. But weak leadership in the Kantei, combined with a US thoroughly distracted by Iraq, will make that difficult.

Now, having to factor the feisty DPJ into its calculations will not sit well with many in the Bush administration.

Alliance management will be increasingly difficult, at least until politics in Japan become more stable and a new leadership takes over in Washington starting in 2009.

