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The Okinawa Reversion and After:

An Assessment of the Record During the Past Ttvo Decades
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Irtroduction
There could be varying criteria for assessing

the significance of the ieversion of Okinawa
depending on what kind of exp€cbtions one had
about Oknawa s furure when u "as decided drar
the is lands would be returned to Japanese
adminrsEarion. Those e\pcclalion( are relared in
rum to shat one means by rhe $ord 'hondo.

nani" (mainland standard).
kt us focus on the following three cnteria

for the purposes of this essayr (1) the
improveoFor of liling standards of the ordinary
cir i /en of Okrnawa; (2, the reductron, r l  nor
complete withdrawal, of U.S. military bases in
Okinawa: and (3) the smoothing of difficulties in
the pol i t ical  management of the U.S.-Japan
alliance. What follows is a brief attempt by the
author to assess the achievements in Okinawa
during the past twenty years in these three
regards.

1. Eaonomiclmprovement
An overwhelmins rnajonry of the people of

Okinawa today assess the consequences of the
relersron rn very po\rfi\e rems The rea'on' are
multifarious, but the economic improvement of
their life is undoubtedly the mosl cogent one.
T h e  o p ' n r o n  ( u r \ e y  d a t a  s h o w  a  p r e \ a i l r n g
anxrety abour their economic plighr in rhe eaJlier
years of the post reversion period, which,
however. was replaced rather drarnatically by an
affirmative outlook in more recent years. (See
Table I ).

Table I How Okinawa Views the Twenly
Years Since Reversion

Sou@:4yt_ ! S/dnp., April 15, 1992.
Nole: An opinio. suvey rmenlly ondu.led by $e Oan@d
Irz,r Indcare dar 88.Y o'rhr rnr6iew*\ dponded in M
afnmdjve say to q@stio. on the smc tlEm. Ibe esons

I r ten  b)  rhem {ere  / l )  inc rear .J  e r !hange * i rh  rh r
najnland, (2) inlrovcnenr of public ia.ilirics, and (:
.ndu\lrlaldevclopmrr in Lhi. udrr The Ol'n@d riry'.

It would not be unreasonable lo attribule
thrs aarrudrnal change of rhe local pppularion ro
the effects of the two Ten-Year Development
Plans for Okinawa and other related measures
taken by the Japanese govenment during the
parr Iso decades The .ub. lanlr . l  amounl of
mone) 1Y3.4 l r i l l ion) that $a'  poured inlo the
islands from the national coffers could not but
have had marked effects. though not always
wholesome, upon the local economy of
Okinawa. As a result, the per capita income of
Okinawa Prefecrure rose from 607. of the
national average ro 70-15% nt recent years.
whrch. al though.hon ot rhe inrual lyaer raJgel
r80c ) .  can be regarded a1 a rea\onabl)  good

lhe most remarlable aLhre\emenl $a( In
rhe f ie ld or social  crpiral .  and rhinps l ike road
systems and harbor and airpoa facilities have
been much rmpr"veLl A. a result  Ot inawa
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surpassed the other prefeclures on some scores
such a\ the rare o! paremenr of roads ros+. i
the prefeclural roads arc paved in Okinawx as
comparcd to the national average of 45%, as of
A p l l  1 o 8 8 ,  l h e  o n l y  J a p a n e s e  p r e t e c l u r (
$ h i c h  h d 5  n o  r a i l w a '  s y s t e m .  O k i n a s a  r e l i e ,
hearr ly on road transporldtron. lhe impro\eJ
inliastructure was no doubt a factor contributing
to promotion of the tourist indusrry. The number
of incoming tourists increased from 4-{4,000 in
lq72 ro 2.345.000In 1q88. In which )ear income
from the tourist industry anounted to 15.5% of
total extemal receipts, whereas military-related
income cane to 97..

The Okinawan economy did not fare very
well during the first h3lf of the len-year term of
Derelopment Plan L bur ' r  begdn ro prcl  up
Llur ing rhe second half .  when rhe lapanere
economy ar a uhole enlered a penod of slo\ er
growth, Okinawa alone experienced a high
growth rate. and so is often described as a
latecomer to high economic lrowth. Although
gloqth soon le!eled on ir remaineJ ar a \liehrl)
hrgher rate rhan the nat ional arerage. $hi\h
helped f ie per caprta Income oi  Okina$a drds
somewhat closer to the national average.

whar wa\ not achie\ed, hoqe\e' ,  sa. rhe
.eLond rarpet of rhe ambir iou'  De\elopmenr
P l a n :  e r l a b l r ' h m e n r  o f  t h e  l o u n d a t r o n ,  r o l
a u r o n o m o u \  d e \ e l o p m e n r  o f  t h e  p r e f e c r u r a l
e r o n o m )  T h e . t i l l  u n u . u a l l )  h r C h  r a r e  o l
dependency on the national coffers is a symptom
of lhi, problem Mo\r Okinawan publi. worls
pr.iecrl hal tren findnced as much a 80-100c
by the central  governmenr, whi le the other
prefectures usually get no more than 607. of the
total cost subsidized by national funding. A! $e
r ime of re!er. ion, rhe ,rrucrure of rhe OLinaqd
e c o n o m y  s a \  s k e w e d  r o  r h e  e r t e n r  r h a r  r h c
secondary industry seclor conrributed only 18%
of the gioss product.

I r  \  a .  p l a n n r d  l h a r  t h e  s h a r e  o f  l h (
secondary industry sector would rise to 30% by
th€ end of the firsl decade of the Development
Plan. bur even roda] OUnr$d r(  a lone hom lhal
goal. The share of secondary industry in 1987
qa. )2t a.  compdred wrrh the narion. l  rrer.ee
of 16' :  Vore rmporranrly.  rhe breakdosn ul
these figures shows that manufacturing indusay

accounGd for less than 7% of the net product of
Olina$a wtule tl ac.ounted for more fian 274
oi Ner \alronal Producr Olinasa is ar present
i n  < e a ' . h  o I  a  d e r e l o p m e n r  p l a n  s h i c h  s i . .
enable the prefecture to stand on its own feet.
Thr' r' rhe lask facrng the authors ol rbe Thrrd
Ten Year Derelopment Plan. which wrl l  srart
rhi .  )ear.  (The Law for the Third Ten-Year
Development Plan for Okinawa was passed by
the Drer rn Apfll lao2. Ihe Obndwd Prefeclurai
Govemment is now prepanng its own proposals,
which are to be incorpoiated, after re-
examination by the national govemment. into a
concrete policy).

2. Milit ry B33€ Problems
T h e  p h r a ' e  ' b o n d o - n a m i  ( m a r o l a o d

standard) ofien heard around the time of the
rever\ ion. wai nor necessaf l ly def ined in an
unening way. k sas nor wi$our good reason.
however, that many of the people in Okinawa
had expeclations that reversion would bring
about some improvement in a si tuat ion
character ized by the unusual ly densely
concentrat ion of U.S. mi l i tary faci l i l ies in
Okinawa as compa.red to the rest of Japan.

The past twenty years have wiinessed some
reduct ion of U.S. mi l i tary faci l i t ies both io
Okinawa and in mainland Japan. Table 2
pre\enrs a summarv of rhe pasr record in this
regard.

Table 2 U.S. Military Bases in Okinawa and
on the Japanese Mainland
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of concentration of U.S milirajy facilities in
Okinawa {the Iand for U.S. mi l i rary use on
Okinawa accounled for 5oo? ot the lorat tand
area used for that purpose tbroughout lhe couniry
in 1972r ihe fi gure increased ro 7 5% nr $92I

Some of the U.S. mi l i rary faci l i i ies, the
\aha 4rr Base being aJrnonp (he mo.l rmpondnr.
were transfened to rhe Japanese Self-Defense
Forces. fius lunher reducine lhe ponion of rea
estate transferred ro ihe civilian secror. Th€
Makiminalo housing area (located wirhin the cily
l imi is of Naha) is among the mosl notable
examples of lhe second cat gor) lt !s ont) in
recenl years, however,  that a program for
redevelopmenr ot lhe land sas actuat l)  drawn
up. The long delay is explained by the exireme
difficully with which an agreement was reached
among the landowners concemed.

As this experience shows, rhe mere rransfer
o f  t h e  r i g h r  t o  u , e  l h e  l a n d  i s  n o t  e n o u g h .
parnsraking effons are n€eded befote the tand is
pul to actual use.

Table 3 indicates rhat as much as llq. of
the tolal land ljea of Oknawa Prefefiure rs no\,
procured for r lihry purposes. A large pan ol
this rs locare,l on the main i,land of Okrnawa, as
m u c h  a (  l a o ?  o f  w h i c h  r s  u s e d  b )  t h e  U  S .
mil i lary.  Inconveniences rhar rhe people
of Okinawa experience as a resulr  of  the
procuremenr ot.rgruficanr real estate by the U.5
rai  wel l  as Japaneser mrhrary force. \annor
therefore be overlooked.

Table 3 The Perceniage of rhe Tolal Land
Area Used by the Milirary

Sol@: Dala supplied by the Defcnse Agency.

H o w e \ e r .  t h e  r e r m  b a , e  d e p ( n d e n r
economy," once cornrnonly used in reference to
Okjnawa. is no longe' d accurate deccrjption tl
is Eue thar milrrar)-relared income rs sutt qurr.
substantial. Rent for land and Wages for workers

on rhe I's nxl|lart ha.es In Otinawa are amol8
the rmportant budget i tems of the Defense
Agency of the Japanese Governmenr. Both
i tems ha\e shoqn r drarnar 'c Increare during rhe
past |wo decadesirent increased fromY15 billion
ro Y59 billion, and wages fiom y500 million ro
Y31 billion. The accumulated Okinawa-retated
expendiiures of the Defense Agency (including
the above-menrioned two i tems) during the
p e r i o d  i ' u m  1 0 7 2  t ^  l o a l  c o m e (  r o  Y t . o o l
trillion. (This figure should be compared ro Y3.4
trillion for the |wo Ten-Year Developmenr Plans
for Okinawa mentioned e3rlier.)

Ne\ef lhele<s. lhe sha-re of mi l i rar)-retated
income in the prefecrure's gross expenditure
showed an impressive decline from 15.6% In
1972 to 5.3% in 1987. (It is signincanr thal rhe
receipr f iom rourism gres trom 6.1? t .  l0bc
of rhe !rocs prereclural  e\penditure dunng the
same period ofrime).

One cdn conclude t tus secr ion b) matrng
the fbllowing three points:
/ l l  The I- .S. mi l | |a4 presence rn Olrna*a. l i l l
remains \ery sub,rdnrial  physicdl l ) .  in 'ems of
t h e  I a n d  a r e d  o c c u p r e d  b y  r h e  m r l i l a r ) .
Psychologrcajly an,j economicdJl). h.werer. irs
impact on lhe local popularions has been much
reduced. The economi€ improvemenr of
Okinawa is undoubtedly an imporrant factor
e \ p l a i n r n g  r h r s  r h a n g e  I n  t h e  p s ) c h . l o e r c a l

,2' The rmponance ol rhe mrlihry tor rhe local
econom) rs a debalahle quesrron. The o\^ ners of
mihrary land 'abour )8.000 indiv'dualsr depend
mo\l drrecrly on income trom rhe nulira4 'more
precisely. the Japanese govemmenr). A large
maiority oflandowner. agreed lo an extenrion ot
r h e  l e a s e  $ h e n  t h e  ) 0  ) e a r  c o n l | a r l  e \ p r r e d .
while 585 of them refus€d to renew. The la(€r
group inclded some 500 "nominal" owners who
p o s . e \ ( e d  r i n y  r r a c t .  o f  l a n d  ( a b o u l  O ? m
altogetheo and refused io renew as a poliricat
gesture demonsFating thei obiection ro the U.S.
military preseoce. Significantly, however, while
the pol i l ical / ideological  objedors are losing
Sround. rhere are.rpns ot gr^wrne \en menr
d m o n g  p r d t m a r i c  a n d  c o m m e r f  i a l -  m r n d e d
citizens for an early transfer of the land lo the
civil sector. Apparenrly. the rising price of land

U.S,
Military

Japan
SDF Total

Okinawa
Mainland
Nationwide

1l.049o
0.02
0.09

0.29Ea
0.28
0.28

tt.33E
0.30
0.37



is a facror conaributing to rhis trend. And the
irony is ihat the same facbr. The high price of
land consutures dn obqracle lo the promo|lon
o f  m a n u f a c r u r i n p  i n d u s r r y  b e c d u . e  O k r n a $ -
cannor c.mpete $ ith orher prefecrure, (\uch u.
Kapo\hima. Kumamoro. l -ukuoka erc )  $hrch
can provide p'ospecrire rnve.rors wirh much
loweFpriced land for facrories. A solution to
this problen may be to creale an Okinawan
qonomy qhich; comparalrvel)  leq, dependenl
on land use by foster ing high-tech and
information industr ies, for example. An
Okioawan economy of such a type, one advocate
of rhis \ is ion mainlains, can co-exin with th(
U S nulitar) bases. Ar any rate. land policy wi..
inevitably assume a larger role in the future of
Okinawa hencefonh.
(1, Speculatton is nle abour the wilhdrawal ol
-  i f  nor the whole rhen ar leasl  a subsldnrial
ponion of- the U.S. military ftom Okinawa in
the not-too-distant future. An article in nrs
O k n a w a  l n c \  ( A p f l l  l o .  1 9 9 2 ,  r e p o r r e L
quoung lrom "drplornaric and mililar) sources'
in Washington, DC, that there exisrs wirhin the
Pentagon an influential school of lhought which
is in favor of an early pull-ort of the Marines
from Okrnawa. Accordrog ro the repon. a large
pan ot the Maflnes wrll be tran(lened lo Ha$air.
a n d  t h e  r e m a r n r o g  L l . S .  t o r c e s  s i l l  b e
reorganized. redu€ing the area of land used by
he U S. miltary lo about ooe-rhird of$e presenl
le\el by the end of thrs cenlury. I he role ol thi
Okinawan bases would be mainly that of logistic
support  and training for forward-deployed
t o r c e s .  B o r h  U . S  a n d  l a p a n e s e  a u l h o r i l i e .
d e n i e d  l h e  a u r h e n l i c i t y  o f  t h r ,  r e p o r r  f o r
under\ tandable rea"on.,  bur | |  would nor L.
unreasonable ro assume rhal rhe Depanment of
Defbnse is giving careful cmsideration to such a
plaD as one of rhe \cenarios lor rhe nexr decade
This being the case, il would be advisable for the
Japanese Government 10 map out a long-term
d e r e l o p m e n r  p l a n  f o r  O t i n a q a ,  l a k i n g  r n r o
consideration that possibility.

3. The Manag€m€nt of The Allia ce
The relercion of Olinawc wa! (onsrdered

necessary to facilitate the political handling of
rhe U.S.Japan al l rance \) \rem. The lpecial

arrdngemenr provided for the U S. mrl i lar)
pre\ence In Okrnatra lor a pef lod of abou'
twenty years af ler the San Francisco Peace
Treat]  had been ' r8ned. acrng as a burl t -rn
stabilizer of ihe alliance system, that is to say a
con!eruenr device by $hjch lhe manaeers of $e
al l iance. boih in Tokyo and in Washington,
could keep pol j r i ,a l  opposhion ro rhe al l iancc
wirhin boundr Japanese pol icy ma*er.  could
leipn innocence beiore the anri-military public
about rhe unlonlrollable beha\ror" ol |ne L.S
fbrces starioned in Okinawa, claiming that the
islands fel l  beyond their  jur isdict ion. The
American mil i iary leaders could enjoy a
rnaximum degree of fieedom ar far as their base
rights in Okinawa were concerned, thus
sorneqhar cornpensaring for whar rhey had "lost

after Japan regained iis sovereignty.
T h e  p o l i I l \ a l  a d \ a r r a g e s  o l  r h i '

drfangemenr gradual l )  diminished during the
twenty years after the San Francisco Peace
Treaty due lo lqo imponanl developmenls. th(
pol i r ical  r$aleninS of rhe people in Okinaw,
and the economic growtb of Japan. The people
of Okinawa began to think that it would be
unfarr lor them alone to be requrred ro make
special sacrin€es once again for lhe sake of the
U.S.-Japan al l iao€e, after a long history of
what appeared to be servile submission to the
mainlanders, - the Batde of Okinawa preceding
Japan s .urender berog pan of lhat long history.
wihessrng the remarlable economlc recovery ot
mainland Japan. rhey ceased !o be persuaded rhat
the only hope of an ecoromi€ally de€ent life for
them was continued Eliance on the U.S. mililary
bases. Under these circumstances, the mnnagers
of the U.S.-Japan al l iance tr ied ao save the
situation (a) by allowing lhe Okinawans a geate.
degree of pollica] auronomy $atr before and (b)
by altowinS them an opportunity to enjoy a share
rn the fru| ls of  Japan s economrc growth -
hence the growing importance of f inancial
assr. tance from the Japanese Covernment to
Okinawa dunng the l960s.i)

Years had passed before the managers of
the alliance began to realize that lhey could no
longer rely on these methods. A more dramatic
political gesture was needed. they thought, if
only for the purpose of stabilizing the U.S.
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military precence in Okinaqa. They could nor
have had decided to return the is lands to
Japanese administralion at a better moment. If
delayed, ihe political situation in Okinawa could
have had gorten our of conlrol .  Also, the
increasingly vexing issues of ecooomic friction
would have absorbed the minds of political
leaders on the both sides of the Pacific, divening
their attention fiom (he Okinawa problem. Even
if an agreement was achieved, Congress mighr
well have refused to give it its blessing.

A r  o u r  a n a l ) s r s  I n  t h e  p r e c e d i n !  t w .
sect ions shows, the twenty years af ler the
re!ersion \4as lhe period dunng which r f lonr
we.e made to handle the politically sensnive
problem of Okinawan bases within the new
frarne"orl, ol ajornr. und€naking berween Japan
and the Unrred Stares. as opposed a unilaleral
U.S. undenaking. By 6trng over the legal and
financial burdens ftorn the U.S. authorities, the
Japanese govemment has succeeded in reducing,
lo a signi f icanr degree. lhe p.ychologrcal and
ecoromic impact of the U.S. militsry presence
on the daily life of the people of Okinawa.
Having seized just in time the oppo(unity to ride
on rhe coartarls of La\r Asia s mosl e{onomically
advanced counlry, Okinawa now enjoys fairly
good living standards compared with the other
e.onomies of the region. (SeeTable4 below.)

Table 4 A Comparison of GNP per Capita
(1988)

Conclusion
The balance she€t for the reversion is. one

can plausibly claim, in favor of ftose who are
concerned $rrh 3nd responsible for.ucceqsful
management of the U.S.-Japan alliance. ltwould
be dangerous. however, for the managers of the
alliance ro indulge in complacence. They are
going to face a real challenge in the nexi decade
in lhe.en\e rhar i l  $r l l  require rheir  loncened
effon. to find rhe meanr b) shich the alliance
\m adjusr r l \e l l  to rhe new real l ]  ot  lhe posr-
Cold War era and by which the U.S. military
'and $e (h.uld ddd J8nan . SDF a1 $ell) cdn ger
a l o n g  h a r m o n i o u d '  $ i t h  a  s o u n d  O k i n a w a n
e.onom) The achre!ernenl\ during fie past rwo
decades are indeed ercouraging, having
established a good foundation for this future
rasl. Bur rhe rask rs yer !o be accompl'shen. and
in rhar sense rhe Okjnawa problem is sr i l l  wrrh
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Okinawa l'7.537
Hong Kone s.637

Taiwrn I  6,147
Korei | 4,082
Malayr ia |  2,047
Thailand | 1,062
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