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This paper descr ibes ihe process of
decisioo-making in the Amedcan govemment on
lhe reversion of Okinawa to Japan. It focuses on
lhe period 196fu9 and is writlen as a memoir.

From 1966 to 1969I served in the Office of
the Secretary of Defense and had re,sponsibility
for the Okinawa reversion issue. In 1969 I
Jo'ned de sraff ot the Nalonal Security Council
in lhe Nixon Admioistration with responsibility
for plann'ng and NSC operal ionr There are
disadvanrages as well as advantages in w.iting
dbour lhis subjecr from rhe per(pect i !e of a
participant. The disadva ages are that only the
events lnown ro the author are digcussed and the
role of other panicipants is not given its full due.
The advantages are that one is writing from
personal e\pe, ience. and rhe reader getq an
understanding of the thinking and planning of

I preienl this paper nor as he finai wmd hul
as a contr ibut ion to understanding borh the
decision-making process within the American
govemnent on Okinawa reversion and the more
general subiec{ of American decision-maling on
nat ional .ecuri ty i .sues. M) objecl ive is lo
explain my view of what took place within the
bureaucracy between 1966 and 1969 which
permitted lwo American Presidents to act on the
r e \ e r s i o n  ' s s u e  w i r h o u r  p r o v o k i n p  a  m a j o r
contsoversy within the govemment.

Th€ Blue Sky Period
Before going inro Ihe 4merican po\ernmenl

I raughr ar Har!d-rd Uni\e'rir) and did resexrch
al the Harva-rd Center for Inlemational Affairs.
Between 1963 and 1966 I had visited Japan a

number of times and had been exposed to the
Japanese concern that failure to move on the
Okinawa issue could provoke a cr is is in
U  S  - J a p a n e s e  r e l a t r o n s  I n  l o 7 0  w h e n  t h e
Security Treaty was open to cancellation by
either nation. Thus, lhe reversion question was
high on the list of issues on which I wanted to
sorl shen I Jorned lhe Depanmenr of Defense
in 1966. One advantage of this issue was that it
was not a matter which was receiving attention
from lenior oflilral! In conlrae ro issues such
as Vietnam. this meant that I could seek to
influence policy on this question without the
frustration of not knowing what was being done
at higher levels of the goveroment to which I

Shonly after I anived at the Depanment of
Defense, I was assigned by Adam Yarmolinsk,
rhen lhe Principai Deputy Assistant Sdcrerary of
Defense (lntemational Security Affair9. to sewe
on an rnreFagency la5k lorce on olinawa Th(
mandate of this group was not to consider the
quest ion of possible reversion. In fact.  the
explicit premise of the task force mandate was
that rcversron would not occur unril the'\k) wa(
blue. thar is. until there were no clouds in the
sky, no threats to peace and secudty in Asia.
Obviously. ihat was nor expected to occur any

The mr,sion of rhe rask Iorce \ a5 ro find
$ays ro ameliorare the Okina$a \iruadon unJer
the assumption that rev€rsion was impossible.
Th€ rnler-agenc) group sas. as I recall. iocusrd
on such r.sue, d\ permrrt |ng greater Japanese
!overnmenr panjcipat ion in Okina$an malter\
such as educat ion. I  v iewed this task as
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es..nt ial ly hopele,s.  l rom my perrpec0!e rhe
value ofthe task force was in gening io know the
key governmenl player.  sho $ere \oncerned
with reversion. setting lhe stage for more serious
eflbrts. and leiming what was ne€ded to change

The mo'r rmpon/nr paflrcipant in rhe tark
tbrce was ils chat, Richard Sneider. Dick. as
be was universal ly known. was the State
Deparlmenr counrr)  dire(ror tor Jupan. and he
sas d !er)  unu\ual foreign (enrce of l icer.  He
believed thal he was in charge of all dealings
$irh rhe govemment ot Japrn and succeeded tar
more rhan morl  counry direclors tn tmpo\ing
that view on the oiher agencies of lhe
govemment. Dick and I immediately established
not only a close working relationship bur also a
fr iendship $hrch was to lasl  unul hr\  unumet)
dea(h a few years ago.

To my surprise and pleasure, rhe task force
repon did male some p.ogres\ in begrnning lo
open up the i'rue of reversion We were able ro
get agreemenr thar lq70 sa: a crilrcal dare and
lhat preserving rhe secuf lry relar ion qrth lapan
was more imponant ftan preserving the status
quo on Okinawa. The American Ambassador ro
Japan aIId the High Commissioner for Okinawa
lby lradilon an Arrn) General, sere inslrucred
to work together and to report  regular ly lo
washingron on de mounfinp local pre\sures fol
reversion and their  suggest ions for how io
respond. (Shonly thereafter U. Alexis JohnsoD
was appoin@d lo be Ambaslador to Japan. and
t h e  A r m )  c i v r l i a n i  * h o  $ e r e  r n  c h a r g e  o l
Okinawa and had worked on the rask force
appointed a new high cornmissioner who was
open to reversion.)

After ihe lask force complered its work, I
met privatety with Dick Sneider to discoss how
to proceed. Dick ooted rhat neither rhe Se€relary
ol  Slare nor lhe Presrdent wa\ l ikely lo be q r l l rnE
ao move on this issue over opposirion from the
Joint Chiefs of Staff. Moreover, the foreign
service had a stong tradirion of not challenging
the e\peruqe oI other caieer se^rces. especrajly
the mi l i tary.  Thus. as long as rhe Penragon
bel iered lhat re\er, ion $a, Incompdrjble $ h
Amencan .ecurir) .  l i t r le p'ogress could be mdd(

R c a l  m o ! e m e n r  l o w d r d  e a r l )  r e r e r s r o n

depended on changing the view of lhe Joint
( 'h ief '  Once therr $a. \ome movemenrj  w(
could (on.rder ho$ (o advance lhe procer\ b,
gel l ing rhe Japdnese go\emmeDl and then lhe
Slare Depanmenr ro express the need for earl,

Revising the Milirary Position
The first step was ro inform rhe Secretary

.l Defense of our plan' and Inrention( Roben
McNamara gave substanrial rcope lo those wbo
uorked fo' him in rhe Ofice ot rhe Serrerary of
Defense. and he backed up ihe posirions they
took. However.  he expecred to be ful ly
c o n r u l r e d  b e f o r e  a n y  o f  h i '  s u b o r d r n a r e "
undenook to make najor changes In Arnencan
policy which would require his backing.

Wrlh rhe supporr ol  my boss. Assistanl
Secretary or Detense John McNaughron. who
had been In rhe ba[le ol Okinawa. I prepared a
memorandum for the Secretary. In this
memotandum I laid out the situation as I saw it
and sought the Secretary's approvai for setting in
rrain a process designed io lead to American
acceptance of reversion prior to 1970.

Tbe memorandum, qhrch wa\ sent lo rh(
Secreiary on August 7. 1967, descr ibed the
dangers which would result  f rom fai lure to
conclude an agreement betore 1070 ll argued
thar the ulrimare nrl wds setrin8 oll a senes ol
events in Japan which would jeopardize lhe very
e x i \ r e n c e  o I  r h e  s e c u r i r y  r r e a l y .  T h e  m o s l
prudent course of act ion was to agree to
reversron, whicb would guarantee the
c o n r i n u a t i o n  o f  l h e  S e c u n r )  [ r e a t y  t o r  t h e
indelinite future. With one significant exception,
il argued fiat reversion would not mean giving
up rhc ha'es on Otinrsa In 'read, $e could
conunue ra u'e rhe bases on the rame terms lhal
we used bases in Japan

NuLlear $eapon, were 3,pe(ial  problem
Cjven anlr-nuclear senriment rn Japan.  

 

sould
be impossible lo get special permission to store
nuclear weapons in Oltnaqa afrer re\ersron.
t \en i f  rhe Co\ernment ol  lapan *ere ro be
willing, the public outcry would rhrearen the
Securi ty Treaty i rsel f .  Fortunarely,  rhe
memorandum argued rhar giung up F ri8ht ro
' tore nuclear weapons on Okrnawa would nor
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adversel) affecr our ,ecurir) inreresrs. Nuclear
weapons could be stored further back in lhe
Pacific and still be flown to anwhere they might
be needed in a very shon dme.

Finally. the memorandum noted, we would
need special transition rules to protect current
mi l i lary operat ions in support  of  the war in

The memorandum ended wrrh d reque,t tor
a meelng srrh fie Secretary ro dircul( the issue
McNaorara scribbled a handwriuen note which
said. in effecr: No meeling is nece'sary. Just do
it. I had my mandate, but it was up to me to
figure out what to do.

The la5l torce which had prepared lhe 6rsl
repon was continued and was now charged with
considering lhe consequences of reversion. Thrs
inter-agency requirement provided lhe basis for
inaugurat ing a process within the Defense
Depanmenr desrgned ro ger rhe Joint Ch'el' ot
Staff to (ake a s€rious new look at the question of
whether milibry requirernents could be met by a
reve'sion process which $ould permir conunued
operalion of rhe Olinawa bases ar rhe hom€land
level.

To do lhi(  in a senous $ay we needed lo
d e ! e l o p  a  m e t h o d o l o g y  f o r  a n a l y z r n C  r h e
cons€quences of losing use of a specific mjlitary
base. Working with researchers ftom the RAND
Corporat ion (wi lh which my off ice had a
conrracl) .  se began to develop rhis needed
m€thodology and to apply it to the Okinawa base
issue. Our objecti\e war to understand the cosl
of losing the base complele'y versus the cost of
losrng onl) those special righrs which we had .n
Okinawa. the bases on Okina$a $ere nuL
subiecr ro rhe hmiLanons shich rhe Un ed Sbre(
had accepted on orher American hasrs in Tapan.
including ihe need for prior consultation before
undertaking military aciion.

We began the process of informal ly
educating fie Amencan nnlitary on $e need to'
early reversion and. hence, the need to rake a
hard look at the mi l i tary consequences of
reversion, at  the lask force meetings which
included represenErives of the Joinr Staff Thr.
process continued al regular lunch meetings
wluch I held s h Jornt Slaff officrals and \rhich
permitted frank and informal conversaiions.

Throu8h rhe'e.hannel< we sere able Io argui
thar lai lure ro agree on early rerersion would
ieopardize cootinued access to bases on Okinawa
and in Japan.

Tbese informal contacb were augmented by
a formal proces. b) shrch rhe Secretary ol
Defense sohcrLed rhe \rc$s oi rhe lomr Chrefs of
Staff. First, the Secretary simply asked the
Chiefs for their  v iews on the mi l i tary
.onsequences of reverrron. Unfofl unalel). !hr.
fom of memorandum typically did not generate
a ca-refrl evdluation. Rarher. following srandard
practice. the Joint Slaff aciion omcer assigned lo
lhe problem .rmply pulled lrom lhe 6le shar the
.hreh had pret |ously \ard on the subjecl  and
repeale.d  

 

Thu'. rhe msser \us rhar reversion
would be incompatible with the mi l i tary
requirements of lhe Uniled States. Okinawa
should be thought of nol as an island with bases
but as an island base

A second memorandum was then sent iiom
rhe Secretary io ihe Chiefs asking a series of
\pecr6c quesrrons about lhe consequence( of
reversion for the var ious mi l i tary funct ions
performed on the base, In aespoose the Chiefs
began ro come ro gr ip.  *r lh rhe spe\rf i .  issuer

Finally. the Chiefs were sent a copy of $e
study of ihe mililary consequences of reversion
which my office had prepared with suppon liom
l}le Officr of S).rems Analy\is The Chiefs were
ther asked to cornment on this study.

A. a re.ull of rhi. process of both informal
c o n . u l t a r i o n  a n d  d e ! e l o p m e n r  o f  t o r m a l
ponuons. rhe lornl Stafl agreed ro include in rhe
la.l lorce repon d zs\e(\ment $ir it sould be
po'slble to u.e rhe bases af le,  re\erqion and.
lherefore. ear l)  reverr ion wnuld he c^nsictenl
with American security needs. The remainder of
rhe rask force repon delcf lbed the diplomaric

This significant progress in changing the
vieqr of rhe {merican mil i ra4 on rhe securi t }
r m p l r c a f i o n s  o f  r e \ e r s r o n  l e d  t h e  S t a l e
D e p a r r m e n r  a n d  r h e  A m e r i c a n  F m h a ( \ )  , n
Tokyo ro f€el more comtonable In assenrnp their
\ i e s  r h a r  e a r l y  r e v e r s i o n  w a .  n e c e s . a r y  t o
preserve the American Japanese securi ty



Tbic inreFagency procesr $a5 pan ot $hal
was then known as the SIGIRC sysrem. The
highest reponing level in this struciure was rhe
Under Secresry of State. There was no formal
process for moving a paper prepared by rhis
proce.s Io Ihe Presidenr lor hi ,  con.rderal |or l
Thus, al though the task force report  was
c o m p l e t e d  a n d  a v a i l a b l e  b e t o r e  r h (
Johnson-Saro summir planned lor No\ember, ir
was not sent to Cabinet off icers or to the
President.

A memorandum from rhe Secrelary ol Slar(
and the P.esideni ne€ded to be drafted which
would make specific recommendaiions about
what posture to rake at rhe summit meeting.
ksues came to Lyndon Johnson onl) on rhe basrs
o f  f o r m a l  r e c o m m e n d a f i o n s  t r o m  c a b r n e r
olficers Srnce Denn Rust. lhe Secretary ot Slar(.
had not previously been involved in these
deliberations, tlrere was no way lo predict how
he would respond. As Sneider and I  began
working on lhe memorandum. we recognrTed
dral the ke) to gefting fte Serretar) ol Stale aDd
the Presrdent lo rnake a bold mole was lo secur(
the vigorous suppon of rhe U.S. Ambassador ro
Japan, Alexis Johnson.

Johnson, stationed in Tokyo, did not fLrlly
comprehend how much progrcss was being made
in Wasbington. Like all effective ambassadors
he was concerned about being accused of
"localitis." Johnson did not wanr to argue for the
need to make a f i rm commitment ro early
reversion unless thar pot i t ion would be vieqed
as reasonable in Washington and slood a ch.nce
of beirg adopt€d. To securc his suppo( for our
memorandum, Dick and I decided to fly io
Tokyo fora ftank discussion wirh Johnson.

At the same time Dick and I had been
engaged in informal conversat ions with
Gaimusho officials about the reversion issue.
Iapanese officials were pe(\rng us ro leam whar
was feasible. Th€y did nor wani the Prime
Minist€r asking for things at the summil meering
thal were jrnpossible and which would be \ reweo
as umeasonable- In the end they underctood thar
the Japanese government would have to be
wil l ing to state forthr ighdy i ts need for a
comnitment fbr early reversion.

As the summir drew near,  senior

go\emment officials. includinC fie Secrerary of
Stare. rhe Secretar) of Defense and rhe Presrden,.
were chawn into the process. Ar the same rime
Prime Minister Sato began to make his needs
clear. Emboldened by reports he was receiving
hom rhe Gaimu\ho and fiom his owo emissarie\,
he decided to press for a commitmeni for early
rever.ion. Ho$erer lhe Amencdn governmenl
was not wi l l ing ro do rhis wi(hout a clear
understanding of how the bases would be used
after rever.ion. ond there was not enough time
left  before the meeting to conducr these
negot iat ions. The upshot was the famous
recognilion by the President of the need for
reversion wilhin a few years.

For Dick and me, and those working with
u s .  t h i s  $ a s  a  g r e d r  \ i c r o r ) :  t h e  B l u e  S k ,
porl|on wa, dead The Amencan goveromenr
h a d  n o t  s r a r e d  l h a l  r e r e r s r o n  w o u l d  b r
impossible until the security problems of Asia
were sett led. we knew we were clos€ to
agreermnr wiftjn rhe Amencan govemmenr on
procedures for using lhe baies for convenrional
operal ioos that would b€ acceptable to the
Japanese governmeot and sustainable in Japan
over opposition protests. The nuclear issues
remained to be finally resolved, but we were
conf ident that we were moving towatds
acceptance of the need to remove nuclear
weapons from the is land before reversion
funber ripnihcant progress would ne€d to awail
the Presidential election and the inauguraiion of

The Nixon Adminisaration Review
Following the election of Richard Nixon

and the appointment of Henry Kissinger as
National Security Advisor, both Dick Sneider
and I were asked to join th€ NSC staff. Dick was
lo be re.ponsible tor hasl  Asian affairs M,
duries $ould rnclude managing the new \arional
Secunty Council decision process. (At this tirn€
Alex Johnson came back to Washington as the
Under Secretary of State fo. Political Affairs.)

Kissinger and I had raught rogether at
Harvard, and he asked me to come lo New York
to work with him on the transi t ion. Ai  his
requesr I  sorked on a memorandum to tbe
Pre!ident-elecr wfuch proposed lhe fiearion ol a

Arerican Deisim M$
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new system for examining national security
rssue. The le) ro the ne$ approalh. qhich Ml
N,ron approved. was ro have rhe Presidenr direcl
$e bureaucra(y lo conduct \tudres on he) i{\ue:
and come up with a set of options wilh the pros
aDd cons ol each opt'on These optrons $ould hc
presenred to lhe Pre\ idenl and lhe \alronal
Se.uriry Council in the place of recommendations
f r o m  e a c h  D e p a r t m e n t  T h e  m e m o r a n d u m
idenuf ied nrne rssue' "wh'ch qr l l  require earl ,
a| leol ion b] the \SC The nine icsue( were:
vieroam. Mrddle Easr.  Europe. Inlemalronal
Monetary Polrc). Strategrc Forces. U S. Se{unr,
Policy, Contingency Planning, Japan, and AID.

The pnragraph of the memorandum on
Japan read as follows:

n idpo A numher it Fsue\ in U.S. Idpdncx
relations *ill rise during the next lwelve monrhs. and
the Japanese Prime Minisrer is likely to request a
neeing in the Fall. TherefoE. u Ad HN Working
Group should be sr up 10 elanine the iull mnge oi
U.S.-Japanese relations (including ihe issuc of thc
rcveBion of Okinawa, rhe future of the U.S. Iapanese
S e c u r i r )  T r e a r y .  U  S  b a s c \  i n  I a p a n .  a n d
U.S. Japanese economic relations).

t  h e  P r e s r d e n t - e l e c r  a p p r o \  e d  t h (
memorandum on December 30, 1968, and we
immediarely ser ro $ork ro drafr  rhe direcr i \ r .
necessary to put the new system into place and to
direct the first set of studies. On Inauguration
Day Henry Kissinger signed seven National
S e c u r i l y  S r u d )  M e m o r a n d a  { \ S S M i  o n
Viemam. l\4iddle Lasr. Vrlrtary Posrure. foreign
Aid, Japan, NATO, and Intemational Monetary
Poticy. Each NSSM directed an inler-agency
rask force to prepare a report covering ihe issues
ident i f ied in the NSSM and providing the
Pre.rdenl wrth a li'r of oprions and |he pros and
conr Ior each ogion. t l le Japan.rudl , \SSV 5,
drrecred rhe InreFagenc) Group Io consrder rhe
iqsue' l i \ te/  In the rnemorandum $hich had heen
sen( ln rhe Precrdenl In December rncludrnp rhe
queslion ofrevenion

One of rhe as.rgnmenrt grven to rhe Earl
A ( i a n  a o m m r r r e e  c h a r r e d  b )  r h e  A s . r . r a n l
Secretar) oI  Sldle for Fast A' ia $d. lhu. lo
c o n , i d e '  o p r i o n "  f o r  t h e  I n r t e d  S r a r e .  o n
okinawa re\ersion. Richard Snerder represenred
rhe National Securi ty Counci l  on the Inter-

aeencr C'oup and was able Io in.ure thsr the
repon was writien expeditiously and thal it made
ihe case for early reversion of Okinawa.

Under the rules establ ishing the new
NSSM/NSDM system the reporl  was not 10
conrain recommendations or the positions of
various agencies. Rather it was to spell out the
available options and the pros and cons of each.
Thus, the debate and controversy thal would
hate tal,en place rt dgencres had r. tale positon.
on revenion and on the still contentious issue of
the removal of nuclear weapons were avoided.
All agency representatives could agree that early
re!ersron wa\ one opt ion and lhal  withrn thal
oplion removal of nuclear weapons was one
possibte way of dealing with the clash betwe€n
the American desire for marimum flexibilily ard
the Japanese publ ic 's host i l i ty to nuclear

lhe nuclear i . rue lurned oul lo be lerr
difficult than Dick and I feared. Successive
exchanges with the Joint Chiefs during the
previous administration and a visit to the Chiefs
by Under Secretary of Slate Alex Johoson helped
10 turn the tide. The Chiefs were no longer
opposed to early reversion and were now ready
to conclude that removal of nuclear weapons
from Okinawa would cause only "administative

inconvenience. " Thus, the pos and cons of
removal did not include any assertion ftat the
ahrl i r )  or rhe t  nired Slate. to derer aggression in
the region or to respond to military a(acks would
be significantly affecled by the removal of the
nuclear weapons then stored in Okinawa to
.roraee !rrer lunher bacl in the Pacific or even in
the continenral Uniled Slales.

When the report  was ready, i t  was
scrutinized first by the NSC staff and then by the
inter-agency NSC Review Committee. Next it
was scheduled for a meeling of the National
Security Council. The NSC meeting. which I
attended as a staff observer and note ial€r along
with Dick Sneider rnd Al Haig. was surpnsingly
free of acr imony and disagreement.  Alex
Johnson made the case for early reversion and
was nol challenged al any point. Secretary of
Defense Melvin Laird and Ceneral  Earle
wheeler. Chairnan of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
indicated that ihey shared the view thal early
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rler\ron wa) rhe mos| prualent course. ceneral
Wheeler also made ir clear allat the Chiefs would
nor "tall on derr.wo'dr" if rbe agreemenl ca ed
Ibr the wr thdrawal of nuL lear weapons Thrsqal
a clear {ignal rhat rhe Chrets trere on board and
would nol be going 1o the Congress or the press
to conplain about what was being done.

Folloq'ng rhe proredure rhen in eflecr, ahel
rhe NSC meel ing I  mer with rhe NSC siaff
person respon\ible for rhe i.sue dscussed al lh.
meeting. in this case Dick Sneider, ro draft a
proposed National Securi ty Decision
Memorandum (NSDM.) for the Presidenr 's
cignaturc. Ihat memorandum. shich bodr Hen!
Krssinger and rhen Pres,denr Nrxon approved
wnhout change. aulhorizsl negotiauons wirh fie
J a p a n e s e  g o v e r n m e n r  r o  i n c l u d e  i n  L h (
communiqu6 for the pending visir of the prime

Minister a comnitrneni to b€gin negotiations for
an early retum of Okinawa to Japan_

T h e  i s r u e  o t  n u c l e a r  $ e a p o n s  w a \
specif ical ly reserved for talks berween the
Presrdent and the Prime Mmrsrer ar the \uormr
Although rhere was no doubr abour rhe n€€d ru
operare rhe bases on Okrnawa at lhe bometand
level after reversion, ir was felt rhat rhe key
concession ol  no srorage of nuclear weapons
should be grven direcdy lo Pnme Mrnisrer Saro
by President Nixon.

My work on the Okinawa reversion issuc
lal8ely carne (o an end wilh rhe approval of fiis
National SecuriO Decision Memorandum and irs
drsrnhut ion ro rhe gorernment.  ln Septembel
1969, I left the govemrneni to become a senior
fellow at the Brookings lnstirution.
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