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The United States military bases are the third single
largest contributor to Okinawa's economy.

The United States

military bases contribute this money to the Okinawan economy
through base revenue (revenues generated through militaryrelated transactions).

Base revenues consist of salaries and

wages paid to Japanese base employees, rental fees paid to
Japanese landowners for land used by military facilities and
money spent by status of forces agreement (SOFA) personnel on
the local economy.1

The Japanese government should resist any

suggestion of closing the United States military base on
Okinawa.

The closing of the United States military bases on

Okinawa will cause an economic burden for the citizens of the
prefecture because of the loss of income for Japanese base
employees, land rent, and money spent by SOFA personnel on the
local economy.
Background
On May 16, 1972, the administrative control of Okinawa was
reverted back to the Japanese government from the United States.
However, as part of the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation, the United
States maintained its military bases to provide an offensive
military capability for the government of Japan.

Most

politicians refer to the U.S. government's presence in the
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Pacific Rim as "necessary because it demonstrates a visible
political commitment by the United States to peace and stability
in the region."2

The United States military bases include 38

facilities and makes up 10.5 percent of the total land area of
the Okinawa prefecture.3

As of the end of March 2001, the Naha

Defense Facilities Administration Bureau reported that 24,860
United States personnel were stationed within the Okinawa
prefecture.4
In recent years, some have called for an immediate
reduction of United States facilities and personnel in Okinawa
citing safety and economic concerns, noise pollution, and moral
infractions of servicemembers.

There is no doubt that the

Okinawa population carries the burden of the United States
military bases.

The Marine Corps Air Station Futemna's heavy

air traffic surrounds the city of Ginowan, which has a
population of 90,000.

In August 2004, a CH-53E helicopter

crashed into Okinawa International University.

Fortunately, no

one was seriously injured including the helicopter crew.

More

seriously, the Okinawans have endured isolated acts of sexual
misconduct that has ranged from cases of sexual abuse to the
2
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1995 rape of a 12-year old girl by three servicemembers.
However, the Okinawan population has become so engrossed by the
negative aspects of the military bases that they have forgotten
the benefits.
"The American military presence [in Okinawa] is a
confidence-building measure, and if that presence were
withdrawn, the countries in [Southeast Asia] would feel less
confident that no threat to their [economic] security would
appear".5

Although this is a regional consideration the

withdrawal of the United States military should be a concern for
the Japanese government.

According to Okinawa's 1999 data, the

United States military bases on Okinawa contribute 1.831 billion
yen or 5 percent of the Okinawan gross prefecture expenditure.6
"The value of base revenues has approximately doubled from 78
billion yen at the time of reversion to 183.1 billion yen in
1999.

Thus, base revenues still remain a large source of income

for Okinawa's economy as one of the essential element in the
prefecture's economic activities."7

The largest contribution of

the United States military base is rental fees paid to the
Japanese landowners for the land that the military uses.
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Land Rent
In 1972, when the United States dissolved its occupational
government returning Okinawa to Japanese jurisdiction but
retaining conditional rights to all U.S. military installations.
The Japanese government rents the property from the original
landowners, lending it to the United States forces.

If the

United States bases close the landowners will lose this
guaranteed rental income.
The loss of income for the land rent, the rental fees paid
to Japanese landowners for land used by military facilities will
cause the greatest impact to the Okinawa economy.

According to

the Naha Defense Facilities Administration Bureau (as of March
end, 2001), individual citizens own 33 percent of the land
occupied by the U.S. military bases.8
has increased by 668 million yen.

Since 1971, the land rent

By 1999, the land rent had

increased to 794 million yen, or 7.1 million dollars.

This

figure represents 2.3 percent of the total gross prefectual
domestic expenditure.9

This one element of base revenues is

higher than the total amount of Okinawa's net product from
agriculture (including forestry and fisheries), which is
Okinawa's fourth largest industry.
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The opponents of the United States military bases cannot
claim that commercial interests would adequately compensate the
landowners for their land.

In fact in the September 9, 2003

issue of the Okinawa Times, an article titled, "Okinawa Land
Prices Still Sinking", stated the following:

In its announcement on land prices for this year, the
Okinawa Prefectural Government stated that real estate
prices fell an average of 4.7% from last year,
continuing a trend for the past ten years with this
year's decrease the largest since the survey started
in 1976. Housing lots were 3.3% cheaper than last
year and land for commercial use had fallen by 7.6%.
Within the downward trend, areas around monorail
stations had smaller rates of decrease. Residential
land prices have shrunk for five consecutive years.
The rate of decrease was 1.5% less than the national
average, but Okinawa's rate was highest in the Kyushu
area. Due not only to a business slump in real
estate, the decrease was also caused by extra land
availability from land reclamation in the southern and
central areas of the Okinawa main island. High rates
of decrease were as follows: Nishihara 11.5%, Yonabaru
9.8%, Ginowan 9.4%, and Haebaru 9.3%. The marginal
drop in commercial land prices, having fallen for
twelve consecutive years, was the highest in the
nation, exceeding the 7.4% national average.
Supermarkets moved to the outskirts of municipalities,
so inner city shopping area land prices kept falling.
The biggest fall was in Kitanakagusuku with 13%,
followed by Nago at 11.6%, Hirara at 11.5%, and Itoman
at 11.1%. The highest residential land price was
170,000 yen per square meter in the Naha Shintoshin
(New City Center) Area and 600,000 yen for commercial
land by the Chiyoda Seimei building in the Matsuyama
area of Naha City along Route 58.10
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Therefore, the landowner's opportunity to make a profit on
their land lies in the United States military bases.

Japanese National Salaries
The second largest revenue generated by the U.S. military
bases is the salary paid to the local national hires.

The U.S.

military base employs approximately 8,700 Okinawans.

The annual

salary for these local national hires is 10 percent higher than
those jobs with the central government.

In 1999, the salary

paid to the Japanese base employees was 523 million yen or 4.7
million dollars.
In an article published by Japan, Inc., a network industry
publication, it stated the following:
Okinawa has been coaxing [information technology]
companies to come to the island by offering them
several incentives. For example, 30 percent of
[Okinawa's] young employees' salaries are subsidized
by the Japanese Government. The Okinawa government
also covers 80 percent of companies'
telecommunications expenses. The central government
has recently decided on several new policies for
Okinawa, making it a tax haven for the financial
industry and reducing fuel tax on flights between
Okinawa and Japan's mainland.11
Although the government is attempting bring in industry, some
argue that these are not the type of jobs the Okinawans need.
In fact, "most call center salaries are often less than 150,000

11

Takehiko Kambayashi, "Okinawa: A Trouble Island has Visions of IT
Paradise," Japan, Inc.
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month."12

Furthermore, within a three year span from 1999 to

2002 only 3,500 jobs have been created.
The mercantile industry which has been suggested as an
alternative to base employment is concentrated in nearby
countries.

"Okinawa salaries are far higher than those of

nearby Philippines, Taiwan, and mainland China.

[Okinawa] can

not compete for industrial investment which flows to countries
with cheaper labor."13

Furthermore, the base jobs are not

comparable to positions offered by private firms or those within
the central government.

A base closure would require the base

personnel to train for competitive positions in private firms,
an expense which would likely have to be paid for by the
Japanese government.
Expenditures by SOFA Status Personnel
Base revenues also include the money spent (expenditures)
of the estimated 25,000 SOFA personnel on the local economy.
SOFA personnel account for approximately 4.6 million dollars in
purchases or approximately 2 percent to Okinawa's gross
prefectual expenditure.

These expenditures constitute monies

spent at restaurants, clothing shops, and language instruction.
The implications of losing this percentage of gross
prefectual expenditure would create a void in the economy.

12
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The

implications for the restaurants, arcades, and clothing shops
would cause an adverse reaction within the economy.

This

situation would lead to increased unemployment and inflation.
Conclusion
In conclusion, Okinawa should consider all the consequences
of urging the removal of the United States military bases.

The

prefecture will lose a large part of its economic foundation
when the United States military bases leave.

The implications

are increased unemployment, loss of income for landowners who’s
land the bases occupy, and an economic burden for the citizens
of Okinawa.

Although the opposition may claim to have a plan to

employ these workers, the reality is that Okinawa is not going
to attract industrial firms that compete with the wages earned
by base employees.

Furthermore, the Japanese government will

have to consider an alternative to the Treaty of Mutual
Cooperation.

After all, this is the document that provides

Japan with an offensive military capability.

Unfortunately,

once the United States military departs, Japan will be much more
dependent on United States government than now.
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