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SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

INTRODUCTION


Okinawa is known for the heavy concentration of US military presence on the island.  Its name penetrated through the media in 1996 due to the rape incident involving a twelve-year-old schoolgirl by three US servicemen.  This was followed by a strong protest from the local people.  This incident was merely one of the many issues that Okinawans face as a result of the heavy US military presence.  These military base related issues vary in character.  They have several dimensions:  environmental, political, social and economic.  In this paper, I will primarily focus on the economic aspect.  Most of the military base related issues in Okinawa have deep links to the economic problem, that is the economic dependency at all level of the Okinawan economy – this includes the state level as well as municipalities and the lives of individuals as a consequence of the distorted development of the island promoted by the US military during its occupation.


Okinawa has experienced many base closures.  In the 1960s, there were 117 bases on the island, almost exactly the size of Los Angeles.
  In 1972, the year of Okinawa reversion to Japan, there were 87 bases, and as of the year 2000, the number was reduced to 38.  Most of the past closures took the form of partial closures, which means that the US military gradually closed and returned a small piece of land to the owners.  Therefore, development of the land was almost impossible.  Moreover, the announcement of a base closure tends to be abrupt.  In fact, the Japanese government is required to give notification of a closure to the land owners only 30 days prior to the actual closure date.
  Under such circumstances, development of the closed base lands is merely a burden to the local people.

Unlike the other base closures that took place in the past, the Futenma case is remarkable.  Its significance is twofold.  Firstly, the closure of Futenma Air Station was finally won by the local Okinawans.  Locals had long hoped for the closure and return of Futenma because a high utilization of the land was expected, as well as the idea that having an air base in the middle of the town was too dangerous.  After the rape incident occurred in September 1995, the accumulated social frustration and anger of Okinawans against the US military presence mobilized about 85,000 people for a non-violent mass protest.  This movement became a big surge and it eventually moved the two governments of the US and Japan to act.  In the following year, the closure of Futenma Air Station, as well as some other installations, was announced.  Thus, the successful conversion and development of Futenma has an emotional meaning to Okinawans, and its success would be a special reward to the locals.


Secondly, conversion and redevelopment of Futenma can lead to an economic take off of the prefecture.  Futenma Air Station sits in the center of Ginowan City, thus the city has developed around the base in a doughnut shape.  Therefore, the closure of the entire base that is 4,806 square kilometers and takes up about 25% of the city’s total area is a promising opportunity for the economic development of the city as well as Okinawa prefecture as a whole.  


Hence, Futenma Air Station is the key to the sustainable economic development of Okinawa.  The success in the conversion and development of the base land after the closure will determine the future economic being of Okinawa prefecture, the possible economic independence that Okinawa has long sought.  It can also be a leading model in base closure and development elsewhere in Okinawa that may determine the future pattern of development as well.


However, the real challenge of the Futenma development has just begun.  Because of the economic dependency on military based land revenue, smooth conversion and development to generate new revenues are required.  In Okinawa, the past development patterns suggest that it takes so long, sometimes too long, to develop a closed base due to the two reasons mentioned above.  


Hence, in this paper I will focus on three anticipated economic challenges generated by the pending closure of Futenma Air Station.  First of all, a general background explaining the current situation of Okinawa and Ginowan city is given.  Secondly, the economic situation of the island is explained.  Thirdly, I will discuss three economic challenges:  1) Dependency of the land owners on the military land revenue; 2) the Military base as the source of Municipal revenue; 3) the Employment issue of military base employees.  My analysis and some policy recommendations will follow as well as a conclusion.

GENERAL BACKGROUND


Okinawa, located on the south fringe of Japan, is only 0.6% of the total area of Japan, however 74.4% of the US military presence in Japan is clustered on this small subtropical island prefecture.  The US installations in Okinawa cover about 20% of the main island.


Futenma Air Station, the home for the First Air Group of the Third Marine Corps Expeditionary Force (USA), is located in the heart of Ginowan City, which is an urban area at the center of Okinawa.  The base is 4,806 square kilometers and takes up about a quarter of the city’s total area.  It is equipped with an airstrip (2,800m x 46m) and helicopters, air refueling and support squadrons, large cargo carriers, FA-18 fighter attackers as well as other buildings.  These helicopters and airplanes practice ‘touch and go’ takeoffs and landings in the middle of the city from 6 am to 23 pm.  Noise pollution from flights at that low altitude and the noise of plane engines is a serious matter in the vicinity.
  Accidents are another concern to the locals.  For its location and activities, Futenma Air Station is said to be the most dangerous base in Okinawa.  For these reasons, the Okinawan people long have demanded the closure of Futenma Air Station.  Similarly, the Ginowan City Assembly and the Okinawa Prefectural Assembly repeatedly adopted a resolution for removal of the base and immediate discontinuation of the perilous training.

Since the Air Station is located in the middle of the city, the city has developed around the base in a doughnut shape.  This has been an obstacle to the city’s development planning.  The city has been scattered from the north to south and east to west.  Public service such as transportation infrastructure, emergency and fire fighter service has been negatively affected.  The mayor of Ginowan city once described the situation, “If it were a person, the person with the heart and stomach gouged cannot be alive.  For a city, this means no vitality.”
  Hence, once the base is closed, Ginowan city desires to redevelop the entire city in harmony.


The closure of Futenma Air Station was decided on April 12, 1996 by the Special Action Committee on Facilities and Areas in Okinawa (SACO), established jointly by the US and Japanese governments.  They announced that there would be a 21% reduction of the US military presence on Okinawa.  Futenma was one of the first installations scheduled to be closed.  However the actual time frame for the closure has not yet been decided because the closure was tabled with one condition.  Futenma will be closed only if there will be a new Air Station built on Okinawa Island to replace Futenma.  Currently, the two governments and the local government, also involving the local population of Okinawa, are in a negotiation regarding on alternative place to build a new installation.  This has created a huge political dispute among the stakeholders.  Therefore, although it has been more than five years now since the closure of Futenma was decided, it has not been realized yet.

ECONOMIC SITUATION OF OKINAWA

At the end of World War II, Okinawa was the last battlefield between Japan and the US.  After the defeat of Japan, Okinawa was captured by the US, and experienced direct US occupation for 27 years from 1945 to 1972.  During the 27 years, the economic character of Okinawa was determined by the US occupation.  As Chalmer Johnson notes, unlike the rest of Japan, Okinawa was “ruled by the military in a purely autocratic manner.”


After the war, Okinawans were kept in camps as captives for about one year.  When they were released, some of them found the US military bases sitting on their lands.  This was to say, their land had been captured as military bases in Okinawa.  Since the first capture happened in 1945 and until 1952, when the San Francisco Peace Treaty that formally ending American occupation of the mainland Japan was signed, these lands were used by the US military without any rent paid to the owners.

The island, almost destroyed in the ground battle, was reconstructed by the US according to the priorities set by the US military under the direct administration of the Pentagon.  The US government desired to maintain Okinawa not as its colony, but as a frontline base in the Cold War, therefore it did not provide enough consideration for the basic social infrastructure necessary to people’s lives.  Hence, the grounds for the economic development of Okinawa were ignored.  Under the military economy, a circle of normal economic activity did not take place and industrial structure in the society took a special form.  It was in this peculiar military economy that the prototype of the Okinawan economy that depends on the central government was shaped.  As a consequence, the Okinawan economy became dependent on government subsidies.  This is the basis of today’s Okinawan economy. SHOW LOCAL SOURCE

Today, the Okinawan economy is a welfare economy.  About 50% of the Okinawan government income comes from Tokyo in the form of public works and subsidies.  As a result of the huge government support, the social infrastructure of Okinawa today is as developed as the mainland, however the financial dependency creates serious problems.  The construction sector that undertakes the public works is overly enlarged.  The rest of the major economic activities are in the agriculture and the service sectors.  In the agriculture sector, tropical fruits such as mangos, and pineapples, vegetables, meats and flower are produced.  Sugar cane and processed brown sugar are other agricultural products.  These commodities are transferred to mainland Japan for the domestic supply.  The tourism sector is the second largest sector and accounts for about 21% of the Okinawan economy.  However, the tourism sector is an unstable source of income.  The boom and bust nature of the economy is perhaps best illustrated by recent events.  After the September 11 attack on US soil, Okinawa was severely affected also.  Because Okinawa hosts US military bases on the island, many Japanese people linked Okinawa to the next possible terrorist target, as a result Okinawa has lost 3.8 billion yen due to the cancellation of the expected tourists after the attack.

7 to 8% of the economy comes from the revenue generated by local Okinawan employees working on the US bases and in military construction.  Approximately 8,450 people in Okinawa work on base, while 174 people work at Futenma Air Station.  This total number of base employees is relatively small for the high concentration of bases in Okinawa.  This is because more than 70% of the US installations in Okinawa are for the use of the US Marines, with many of the installations used as training fields.  Therefore, there are few employment opportunities for Okinawans on base.


Okinawa is notorious for its high unemployment rate as well.  It is the worst performing prefecture with the highest unemployment rate in Japan.  It reaches about 8 to 9%, while the average unemployment rate in Japan is around 4 to 5% as of December 2001.
  This tendency of high unemployment rates in Okinawa derive from the fact that Okinawa does not have a strong industrial sector as well as an increase in the labor force.  


As mentioned above, the economic dependency of Okinawa on the government and military bases are the consequence of the distorted US policy of occupation of Okinawa.  This is coupled with the Japanese government’s ‘Okinawa reversion Policy’ that made Okinawa even more dependent on subsidies.  This background information on the economic state of Okinawa will serve as the basis for the following discussion on the key elements to the successful economic development of Futenma.

3 KEY ELEMENTS TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF FUTENMA


Since the closure of Futenma was decided in 1996, the climate surrounding Futenma has evolved.  In the past, the land owners had almost always opposed any movement towards base closure due to their economic dependency on the base rent. However, once the closure was made certain, the land owners started to face the reality.  Finally, all the stakeholders, the governments of the US and Japan, the Okinawa Prefectural Government, Ginowan city, and the local population in the Futenma case agreed upon one thing – the closure of Futenma.  Now, the question is how they all walk in harmony on the path to the successful base conversion of Futenma.  There yet exists challenges to be overcome.  These economic challenges that Okinawa will face immediately after the closure of Futenma are:  the economic dependency of the land owners on the base income, the municipal revenue from the base-related subsidies, and job creation issues for the military employees.

Case 1:  Landownership 


The one major challenge is the individual land owners’ financial dependency on income from the base.  Of the total area of Futenma (4,806 SqKm), about 7% (332 SqKm) is owned by the Japanese government while about 1% (50 SqKm) by Ginowan city and the rest of the 92% (4,423 SqKm) by approximately 2,562 individual land owners.


According to a 1998 Survey conducted by Ginowan city among the land owners of Futenma, 59.2% receive annual rent of less than 2 million yen.  The highest mode of the surveyed population (22.4%) receives an annual rent of the amount between 1 million and 2 million yen.  The second mode is 20.2% with the rent between 0.5 million and 1 million yen.  The highest rent reaches over 10 million yen.  About 2 million yen of annual rent does not seem too high.  Yet considering the average annual income of Okinawans as 2.185 million yen in the same year of 1998, these 22.4% of land owners earn a half or the full annual average income without any labor.  This is the reason why the land owners had less incentive for closure of the military base in the past.

Furthermore, more than 70% of the land owners who are at the age of 70 and over depend on the revenue as a source of income, while more than a half (55.9%) of respondents answered that the rent goes to living expenses.  In 1999, the total annual rent of Futenma was estimated as 5.793 billion yen paid by the Japanese government.
  The closure of Futenma means that this huge amount of income supporting more than 2,562 people will disappear.  

One issue is how to support the existing land owners after the closure of the base.  At present, according to “the Law on Special Measures for the Conversion of Land Used by the US Military,” a government subsidy is granted to the land owners only for a three year period if there is no development of the closed base after its closure.  However, most of the base conversions take longer than three years as the precedents in Okinawa suggest.  Especially for Futenma, it is expected that the process will take longer due to the necessary environmental cleanup, and surveys for the buried cultural heritage before the actual development of the land.  Hence, the issue of the land owners’ financial dependency on the rent is one of the most important and challenging for the successful development of Futenma.  

Case 2:  Municipal Revenue


The financial dependency of the municipality on the central government is another challenge to be tackled.  When I conducted interviews in the summer of 2001 in Okinawa, a staff member of the Okinawa Prefectural Government pointed out that an expected obstacle to the closure of Futenma, from the local government point of view, is the financial difficulty that Ginowan city will face due to a loss of its partial income from the central government that comes in a form of subsidy.  He further stated that how the OPG can support the municipalities who lose the base income would be an obvious challenge to them.


As I explained earlier, the economic structure of Okinawa prefecture is the welfare economy.  The OPG is 30% financially dependent on Tokyo.  Similarly, the municipalities with military bases receive a sum of money from the Japanese government as “Base-related income.”  The breakdown of the “base-related income,” according to the Okinawa Development Ministry are as follows:  1) a cost needed for the direct maintenance of military installations and areas, [in other words, the base land rent]; 2) expense based on SHUHEN SEIBIHO (bill on the maintenance of living environment in the vicinity of bases); 3) government subsidy to make up for the lost municipality revenue due to the presence of the military bases; and 4) cost for compensations.
  The total of this base-related income of Ginowan city is however not so high compared to other municipalities.  In 1999, the income was estimated as 4.1% (about 1.06 billion yen) of the entire revenue of the city (about 25.56 billion yen).
  This implies that Ginowan city is less dependent than other municipalities that host US installations on the subsidy as its source of income.  Besides, since the city owns only 1% of the base land in Futenma, the closure of the base will not affect city income as much as it affects the individual land owners.  Moreover, the base-related income is in principle unnecessary if there is no base.  In short, the closure of Futenma does not affect the municipal revenue of Ginowan so much, which gives one an encouraging outlook to eventual successful conversion.

Case 3:  Employment Issue

Mr. Yamauchi of ZENCHURO (labor union for the military employees) sharply observes that “the administration is enthusiastic about issues such as realignment of bases, base conversion programs and the issues related to the land owners, however they lack consideration of the employment issue effecting the base workers.”
  As he points out, the issue of job creation for the base employees does not get much attention.  This is probably because the number of base employees is less compared to the number of individual land owners, therefore people put less weight on the issue.  However, it should not be neglected.


There are 174 Okinawans employed at Futenma Air Station as of 1999.
  Their salaries are paid by the Japanese government.  Naturally, when Futenma is closed, these 174 will lose their current jobs.  However, due to the contract they have with the US military, they will actually be transferred to another job at a different base, so in this sense, they do not lose their jobs.  Nevertheless, they express some concerns over the unexpectedness of base closures and whether they get a possible subsidy at the time of closure.  Moreover, they are concerned with job transfer and the possibility of maintaining a stable life style at the time of transfer.


However, if the conversion of Futenma succeeds, given the size of the base, it is estimated that about 16,000 to 18,000 jobs will be created whereas only 174 people are employed at the moment.

ANALYSIS AND RECOMMENDATIONS


I have identified three economic challenges anticipated to arise from the closure of Futenma Air Station.  The first issue of the land owners’ financial dependency on the base rent is the most challenging one among the three, because the amount and degree of their dependency is vast.  However, the other two issues seem rather encouraging.  


At the moment, no concrete solution for the issues I addressed in this paper is recognized.  Many economists and government officials have sought a possible solution for the economic independence of Okinawa, yet the issues are multi-dimensional and enmeshed with so many different elements.  Therefore, the issue must be tackled from different angles at the same time.  In this sense, the issues I introduced in this paper were merely a tip of the iceberg.

One thing is certain though, and that is the need for a good conversion and development blueprint of Futenma prior to the actual closure.  Since the base conversion effort is not an overnight event, all the stakeholders should work in harmony to pave the road for the successful base conversion that leads to the sustainable economic development of Okinawa.

We have seen that the economic problems of Okinawa have been shaped in the historical flow of the US occupation and the Japanese government’s Okinawa policy.  However, we must acknowledge that Okinawans themselves bear some of the responsibility for their “economic dependency.”  After all, they, particularly the individual land owners, have accepted the money offered by the Japanese government in exchange for bearing the burden of the military bases.  They also neglected to endeavor strenuously for economic independence on their part.  

Now, it is time for the Okinawan people to have the courage not to accept any unnecessary government subsidy, and gain a real economic independence.  As the first step, the Okinawan people must change their dependent attitude and make a strong commitment as a whole towards economic independence.  Concrete proposals for reuse of Futenma will lend itself to such an effort.

CONCLUSION


Conversion and development of Futenma Air Station can be a possible trigger for the Okinawan economy to take off.  However, it is dependent upon the commitment of Okinawans based on a concrete reuse plan.  It has been 57 years since the end of World War II, and 30 years since the reversion of Okinawa to Japan.  However, the Okinawan people still live with the negative legacy of the past war.  As long as the US military bases occupy about 20% of the island, it obstructs the economic development of Okinawa.  Okinawa has been struggling to make its voice heard and get back to their peaceful life before the military bases, yet the political will of the two big countries is more powerful than the wishes of the local people.  Given the military political situation of the area, it is unlikely that all the US military bases will be withdrawn anytime soon.  However, making a success out of the conversion of Futenma would go a long way toward allowing the Okinawan people the possibility of economic independence.  This economic independence then, would lead to a stronger voice in their lives.  The road to success is a precipitous one, yet this is the opportunity that Okinawans should grab to depart from their status as “Asia’s last colony.”
� Chalmers Johnson, Blowback 36.
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