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Pressure builds for US shift on Okinawa by Peter Ennis 

Peter Ennis [ennisp@dispatchjapan.com] writes and publishes 

Dispatch Japan and the private newsletter The Bottom Line, 
covering US national and foreign policies of importance to 

US-Japan relations. This article previously appeared in 
Dispatch Japan. 

Pressure is growing on the Obama administration to 

significantly alter plans for US Marine basing arrangements on 

Okinawa, but chances seem slim for a policy shift at least until 

Defense Secretary Robert Gates departs office late next month. 

Several factors have converged to give the issue new 

urgency. Opposition remains strong on Okinawa to 

construction of a new facility in the Henoko Bay area, to 

replace US Marine Air Station Futenma, which has been slated 

for closure since 1995. There is no momentum in Japan to 

move forward with the project, a situation made more stark by 

the Great Eastern Earthquake of March 11. Tokyo is intensely 

focused on reconstruction efforts; neither the financial nor 

political capital is available to push the Henoko project 

through. 

Meanwhile, construction delays and cost overruns 

continue to bedevil a critical, related portion of the plan: the 

relocation of over 8,000 Marines and 9,000 family members 

from Okinawa to Guam. 

In Washington, an increasingly debt-weary Congress is 

asking whether it is worth the cost of building the new Henoko 

facility and the new Marine housing and related facilities on 

Guam, when cheaper force configurations more conducive to 

strategic needs in Asia might be found. 

Diplomats are under stress to find some answers because 

of plans for a “2+2” meeting of defense and foreign ministers 

from the two countries, to be followed by a summit meeting 

between President Barack Obama and Prime Minister Kan 

Naoto. With leaders in Japan tied down with reconstruction 

efforts, no schedule has yet been set for either meeting, though 

staging both by the end of June has been discussed. 

When those meetings do occur, it won’t be possible to 

simply ignore Futenma and related Okinawa issues. It is very 

possible Washington and Tokyo will agree to state the 

obvious: the 2014 deadline to complete the Okinawa and 

Guam force structure realignment will have to be pushed back. 

It is also possible the administration will accept a very low-

key statement of continued support for the Henoko plan, rather 

than a high-profile emphasis, so as to avoid the issue returning 

as a major irritant at the top of the bilateral agenda. 

There are pockets of hope within the Obama 

administration that White House will force the Pentagon to 

accept a review of the whole base realignment plan for 

Okinawa prior to the Obama-Kan summit, but that seems very 

unlikely. 

Secretary Gates remains adamantly opposed, and there 

does not yet exist within the administration the necessary 

correlation of political forces willing to force Gates to accept a 

new approach. The Pentagon’s rigid stance is worsened by the 

lack of a replacement yet for Gen. Chip Gregson, who retired 

recently as assistant secretary of defense for Asian affairs. 

Senior Pentagon officials continue to say the 

administration is committed to the Henoko plan. But with the 

Pentagon leadership in transition, with CIA director Leon 

Panetta set to take over once Gates departs, senior officials are 

reluctant to veer from established policy, even if they want to. 

Officials at this level are in a bind: aware of opposition in 

Japan, aware of the enormous investment the Marines and US 

diplomacy have in the existing policy, but not politically 

strong enough to push for, much less win, a policy change. 

Asia Policy Shift 

A resolution of the Futenma issue could have implications 

far beyond Okinawa and US-Japan relations. Evidence 

continues to grow that President Obama would like to see a 

major US strategic shift toward greater emphasis on Asia. The 

White House has tapped Obama confidante Mark Lippert to 

replace Gregson; one of the president’s closest advisors should 

soon be overseeing Asia policy for the Pentagon, assuming a 

few lingering qualms about Lippert’s readiness are resolved. 

Obama’s focus on Asia’s growing strategic importance should 

be particularly evident when he hosts the APEC summit in 

Hawaii next November. 

It’s notable that in a recent New Yorker analysis of 

Obama’s foreign policy, NSC director Tom Donilon, deputy 

director Ben Rhodes (Obama’s long-time chief foreign policy 

speechwriter), and Assistant Secretary of State for East Asia 

Kurt Campbell were all quoted outlining just such a strategic 

“rebalancing” of American foreign policy. The Pentagon’s top 

policy chief, Michelle Flournoy, outlined a similar policy in a 

recent talk at Johns Hopkins. 

The administration is looking to energize America’s role 

in East Asia by fomenting a system of open and transparent 

economic and security cooperation in the region, defining the 

terms of engagement to which China has to respond. The 

economic component, for now, is the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership regional trade initiative. And the security 

component involves building on America’s traditional bilateral 

security alliances in the region to include a network of 

overlapping bilateral, trilateral, and multilateral security 

relationships from India, through Vietnam and Indonesia, to 

Australia, and up to Korea and Japan. 

Japan is already cultivating security ties with India and 

Vietnam, and deepening ties with South Korea, including 
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discussion of formal military agreements involving 

information sharing and the exchange of military goods and 

services. China and South Korea both provided relief 

assistance to Japan after March 11, opening the door to 

expansion of the existing “Plus Three” dialogue between 

Tokyo, Seoul, and Beijing. 

Washington is supportive of these steps by Japan, as they 

indirectly extend the influence of the US-Japan alliance, while 

providing Tokyo a far greater degree of self-determination 

than possible through the exclusively bilateral US-Japan 

security alliance. 

The Futenma Dilemma 

The problem Washington faces is that continued focus on 

the Futenma dispute threatens to distract the US and Japan 

from this broader strategic goal, allowing a relatively minor 

base dispute to disrupt the whole alliance. Excess focus on 

Futenma also detracts from the absolutely critical role played 

by the naval facility at Yokosuka, where the US home ports 

the USS George Washington carrier group, and the role of the 

huge Kadena Air Base on Okinawa. Together, Kadena and 

Yokosuka allow the US to project enormous power throughout 

East Asia, and are the principle means to deter North Korean 

aggression, and to balance China’s rising military role in the 

region.  

Tokyo insists Japan fully backs the plan for a new facility 

at Henoko, fearful that admitting the plan is dead will cause 

tension with Washington. And Washington continues to back 

the Henoko plan, because no political decision has been made 

to abandon the bureaucratic status quo. With no decision yet 

made to abandon the Henoko project, none of the necessary 

talks about a new plan can proceed. That leaves the US-Japan 

alliance dangerously vulnerable to a crisis in the event of a 

helicopter crash at the Futenma facility, which is surrounded 

by civilian communities. 

Congressional Intrigue 

 Into this bureaucratic quagmire have stepped three senior 

and very influential US senators: Carl Levin, chairman of the 

Armed Services Committee; John McCain, ranking 

Republican on Armed Services; and, Jim Webb, chairman of 

the Asia subcommittee of Senate Foreign Relations. On May 

13, the three senators issued a joint statement calling for the 

Defense Department to “re-examine plans to restructure U.S. 

military forces in East Asia.” The senators said the US 

“strongly supports a continuous and vigorous US presence in 

the region,” but emphasized that they “believe the current 

DoD realignment plans are unrealistic, unworkable, and 

unaffordable.” 

While the statement was “joint,” Levin seemed to 

emphasize the need for restraint, and cost-effectiveness, in 

defense spending, especially in the construction of new 

overseas facilities. McCain tended to emphasize strategy, 

saying: “The Asia-Pacific region’s growing role in the global 

distribution of power requires us to consistently view and 

update plans for the U.S. military’s role in the region.” And 

Webb forcefully challenged the Marine Corps claims that 

construction of a new facility in Henoko Bay to replace the 

Futenma air station is indispensable to the Marine presence in, 

and thus the stability of, East Asia. 

With Webb taking the lead, the three senators proposed a 

dramatic overhaul of the US Marine presence in East Asia. 

The key elements would include: a) “abandonment” of the 

Henoko project at Camp Schwab as a replacement for the 

Futenma facility; b) integration of the Marine Corps assets at 

Futenma into Kadena Air Base, while dispersing some Air 

Force assets now at Kadena to other areas of the Pacific; c) 

 home-basing in Hawaii or at Camp Pendleton the 8,000 

Marines now scheduled to redeploy to Guam, and deploy 

those Marines on a rotating basis throughout the Pacific. 

Most intriguing is that retired Marine Corps Gen. Jim 

Jones, who was President Obama’s national security advisor 

until last October, played an important role in helping Webb 

craft these proposals. It will be difficult for the current Marine 

Corps leadership to argue to legendary Marine veterans Jones 

and Webb that their proposals would be harmful to the Marine 

Corps, and are otherwise operationally unrealistic. 

 The Skeptical View 

Some sources very close to the situation are skeptical that 

the Obama administration will shift Okinawa policy any time 

soon. According to this view, it makes sense that the 

administration would seek to kick the Futenma-Henoko issue 

down the road a while longer. Pushing back the 2014 deadline 

would amount to acknowledging the obvious, and 

acknowledging the difficulties to proceed so soon after the 

March 11 natural disasters would also buy more time to find a 

permanent solution. 

But Webb is proposing a wholesale rethinking of US 

strategy and force structure in the Western Pacific, and only 

the Secretary of Defense and/or the president himself can 

make those kinds of decisions. Without that heavy push from 

the White House, according to this view, it would not be 

possible to shake the bureaucracy out of its policy rut. 

From a strategy standpoint, opponents of a shift in 

Okinawa policy will argue that it would signal a US retreat 

from Asia, and reduce the US deterrence of China. 

The White House continues signal that it is serious about a 

shift in strategy toward Asia. A restructured US force posture 

would not be seen as retreat, but rather a region-wide “hedge” 

in the event China tries to throw its growing weight. Sources 

close to Kurt Campbell say that he is convinced that continued 

US and Japanese wrangling over Futenma will threaten the 

whole “shift” strategy, because it can’t work without a vibrant 

US-Japan alliance. 

Campbell is prepared to work with Webb and others in 

Congress on a new basing arrangement for the Marines in the 

Pacific. Once Panetta takes over as defense secretary, and 

assuming Lippert becomes his top deputy for Asia, the White 

House would have in place an administration-wide team to 

pursue an expanded role in the region. 
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