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1. Introduction and Recommendation Summary 

1.1. Scene Set and Project Background 

On July 28, 2024, the defense and foreign policy leaders of the United States and Japan gathered 

in Tokyo for a meeting of the Security Consultative Committee (SCC) (or “2+2”), and they set in 

motion a significant change to the way this 70-year-old alliance will function. The operative item 

in the ministers’ joint statement is a plan to modernize alliance coordination, command and 

control (C3), which will feature the reconstituting of US Forces Japan (USFJ) as a joint force 

headquarters reporting to the Commander of US Indo-Pacific Command (INDOPACOM) in 

Hawaii.1  This “new” USFJ will be an important counterpart to Japan’s own major C3 upgrade 

planned for March 2025, in the form of its first-ever permanent Joint Operations Command (JJOC) 

for Japan’s Self-Defense Forces. The US National Defense Authorization Act of FY2025 requires a 

plan from the Pentagon by July 2025 that outlines the new operational chain of command, 

required personnel and resources, methods of coordination with Japan, and other elements.2   

The new USFJ will assume primary responsibility for coordinating US security activities in and 

around Japan in accordance with the US-Japan security treaty, and it is expected to gain new 

authorities over some US assets and personnel based in Japan to carry out this mission (as 

directed by INDOPACOM). It will not have any authority over Japanese forces, but the two will 

plan and carry out missions in very close coordination. The task at hand for both sides is to figure 

out how best to take advantage of this C3 modernization opportunity, as many details remain 

undetermined. The allies created a bilateral working group in 2024 to help align both countries’ 

plans for C3 modernization, but there are a lot of budgetary, policy, political, technical, and 

operational factors to consider, and political leadership in both countries has changed since July 

2024.  

The purpose of this short paper is to provide some historical context for where US-Japan C3 

stands today (starting with the post-World War II Occupation and a joint minesweeping operation 

in the Korean War led by what was then US Far East Command based in Tokyo), and then to 

describe possible next steps for the allies based on discussions among the Sasakawa USA-

organized “US-Japan Task Force on Command Relationships for New Challenges” from 2022-

2024.3 

 
1 Department of Defense, “Joint Statement of the Security Consultative Committee (2+2),” July 28, 2024, available 
at https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3852169/joint-statement-of-the-security-consultative-
committee-22/   
2 See US House of Representatives, “Rules Committee Print 118-52 Text of the House Amendment to the Senate 
Amendment to H.R. 5009,” December 7, 2024, Section 1343 “Plan for Establishment of a Joint Force Headquarters 
in Japan,” available at https://docs.house.gov/billsthisweek/20241209/RCP_HR5009_xml%5b89%5d.pdf  
3 See, among other reports on the Sasakawa USA website, James Schoff, “Modernizing US-Japan Command & 
Control Relationships for New Challenges | NEXT Alliance Conference Summary,” May 2023, available at 
https://spfusa.org/publications/modernizing-us-japan-command-control-relationships-for-new-challenges-next-

 

https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3852169/joint-statement-of-the-security-consultative-committee-22/
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3852169/joint-statement-of-the-security-consultative-committee-22/
https://docs.house.gov/billsthisweek/20241209/RCP_HR5009_xml%5b89%5d.pdf
https://spfusa.org/publications/modernizing-us-japan-command-control-relationships-for-new-challenges-next-alliance-conference-summary-tokyo-2023/
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Unlike nearby US Forces Korea, USFJ has never been a war fighting command since it was stood 

up in 1957. Rather, it has functioned as a manager of the US-Japan security alliance and 

performed the custodial duties of overseeing the Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) that helps 

govern the conduct of ~54,000 uniformed US service members deployed across Japan, along with 

their dependents and US and Japanese civilian employees. The SOFA covers bases furnished by 

Japan for the “exclusive use” of US forces, along with those provided to the US that are used by 

both US forces and Japan’s Self-Defense Force (SDF), or “joint use” bases.4 “Limited use” refers to 

Japanese bases where US forces can enjoy some limited access, as per agreement. US forces 

flowing into or out of Japan are all coordinated by USFJ with the government of Japan (GOJ).5 For 

actual military operations, the authority to command US forces located in Japan mostly rests with 

INDOPACOM or the relevant component command in Hawaii. 

Over the years USFJ has acquired some C3 responsibilities (e.g., related to missile defense, asset 

protection coordinated with the SDF, search and rescue, or intelligence, surveillance and 

reconnaissance (ISR) activities), but these are nowhere near what would be required if US and 

Japanese forces had to pool resources and work together to respond to a major regional 

contingency or attack on Japan. For example, when US forces were tasked to support the SDF in 

2011 for disaster management following the March 11 earthquake, tsunami and nuclear crisis 

(known as Operation TOMODACHI), the allies had to create a C3 structure on the fly that featured 

a specially created US Joint Support Force led by a 4-star admiral (Pacific Fleet Commander) 

dispatched from Hawaii to Tokyo.6 

Japan’s SDF also keeps evolving. Soon after the end of the Second World War, the responsibility 

for defending Japan from external threats rested with US forces, but from the beginning US 

officials encouraged (at times demanded) that Japan assume more of this responsibility by itself. 

As the security environment around Japan deteriorated during parts of the Cold War and in the 

21st century, Japan’s government worked to expand the SDF’s capabilities and its legal room for 

maneuver to provide for Japan’s self-defense and contribute to regional and even international 

security cooperation. This created a growing partnership element to the alliance whereby the SDF 

and US forces could work together more frequently. Japan’s move to establish the JJOC in 2025 

 
alliance-conference-summary-tokyo-2023/ Other relevant papers available at https://spfusa.org/source/defense-
cooperation/  
4 Joint use bases are also sometimes referred to as “shared use.” See Shawn D. Harding, “Bolstering the Fortresses 
of Regional Stability: The Changing Indo-Pacific Security Environment and Military Bases in Japan,” July 3, 2024 
(Sasakawa Peace Foundation USA). Harding writes, “Article VI of the Mutual Security Treaty grants to US forces the 
use of facilities and areas throughout Japan. A separate executive agreement, Facilities and Areas and the Status of 
United States Armed Forces in Japan (SOFA), governs their use. Article II of the SOFA describes the specific types of 
use agreements for furnishment of these facilities and areas to U.S. forces.” 
5 See Jeffrey W. Hornung, Managing the US-Japan Alliance: An Examination of Structural Linkages in the Security 
Relationship, 2019, published by Sasakawa Peace Foundation USA.  
6 See Lt. Gen. (Ret.) Koichi Isobe, On the Frontlines of Operation TOMODACHI: Japan-US Coordination during Crisis, 
(translation edited by James L. Schoff), published by Sasakawa Peace Foundation USA in 2024 and available at 
https://spfusa.org/publications/on-the-frontlines-of-operation-tomodachi-japan-us-coordination-during-crisis/  

https://spfusa.org/publications/bolstering-the-fortresses-of-regional-stability-the-changing-indo-pacific-security-environment-and-military-bases-in-japan/#:~:text=Yet%20beyond%20the%20controversy%20over,airfields%20across%20all%20of%20Japan.&text=As%20discussed%20above%2C%20Article%20VI,%5B58%5D
https://spfusa.org/publications/modernizing-us-japan-command-control-relationships-for-new-challenges-next-alliance-conference-summary-tokyo-2023/
https://spfusa.org/source/defense-cooperation/
https://spfusa.org/source/defense-cooperation/
https://spfusa.org/publications/on-the-frontlines-of-operation-tomodachi-japan-us-coordination-during-crisis/
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and introduce longer-range counterstrike systems should enhance the SDF’s response capabilities 

further and facilitate more integrated alliance security cooperation. 7  But this is a complex 

challenge. 

The need to strengthen US-Japan C3 is being driven by two broad trends. The first trend involves 

a shifting regional military balance that makes integration of allied forces more vital to sustaining 

deterrence or repelling any attack. The second trend includes a combination of technological 

advances and operational needs that are driving toward more integrated and combined force 

concepts, characterized generally as “cross-domain operations.” These go beyond “multi-domain” 

models of operating in parallel and lead to a deeply interconnected defense operating system 

influenced by digital transformation. 

In anticipation of these historic developments within the alliance, Sasakawa Peace Foundation 

USA’s “US-Japan NEXT Alliance Initiative” (NEXT) created in the fall of 2022 a bilateral “Task Force 

on Command Relationships for New Challenges” made up of former and current government 

officials and military officers experienced with the alliance, together with scholars and defense 

analysts to discuss a wide range of C3 issues examining the strengths and weaknesses of existing 

arrangements and the likely needs for the future. The Task Force included a core group of 

consistent members but also involved a revolving group of participants and briefers to maximize 

insight and creative thinking.  

Over 18 months, NEXT convened six roundtable dialogues on the topic, two multi-day 

conferences in the US and Japan, and published a series of event summaries and follow up papers 

by its participants. NEXT also published an English language translation of a book by Lt. Gen. (Ret.) 

Koichi Isobe, JGSDF, entitled “On the Frontlines of Operation TOMODACHI: Japan-US Coordination 

During Crisis,” which is a comprehensive first-hand account of Isobe’s experience during this 

unprecedented bilateral mission. It is a behind-the-scenes telling of the most intense US-Japan 

disaster and consequence management operation ever undertaken, seen through the eyes of a 

high-ranking Japanese military officer actively looking for insights that can be applied to future 

bilateral military missions. Isobe’s book is an excellent case study for alliance C3 modernization, 

and it demonstrates both how far the US and Japan have come in terms of conducting bilateral 

military missions, as well as how much important work remains. 

 

 

 
7 During the early stages of planning for the JJOC, Japanese officials described it as a Permanent Joint Headquarters 
(PJHQ), but as the concept became more concrete, it has come to be known in English as the Japan Joint 
Operations Command (JJOC). Regarding counterstrike (or standoff capabilities), Japan agreed in early 2024 to buy 
200 Block IV Tomahawk land attack (sea launched) cruise missiles, 200 Block V Tomahawks and 14 Tactical Weapon 
Control Systems from the United States, along with support, training, maintenance, spares and other ancillary 
items for about $2.35 billion. The first missiles will be delivered in 2025 and training on their use has already 
begun. Japan has also been approved to buy 50 Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff Missile-Extended Range (JASSM-ER) 
missiles from the United States. 
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1.2. Summary of Recommendations (see section 3 for more details and explanation) 

1) As alliance C3 is modernized, expand upon the principles and objectives briefly mentioned in 

the July 2024 2+2 joint statement and articulate them publicly so that each nation’s citizens 

and others in the region understand the purpose and scope of these enhancements.8 This 

includes:  

a) Upgrading C3 in support of both the security of Japan and the maintenance of 

international peace and security in the Indo-Pacific region, as provided for in the US-Japan 

1960 Treaty for Mutual Cooperation and Security. 

b) Parallel but separate chains of command, to preserve accountability to national political 

leadership. For legal and political reasons, a truly combined command, like that between 

the US and South Korea, is neither feasible nor necessary. The goal should be closer 

integration, to support bilateral missions that serve alliance objectives—while preserving 

separability. 

c) Respect for national legal authorities in planning and executing bilateral missions. Building 

on the previous principle, bilateral missions would not extend beyond the constitutional 

and legal limits of either country—for example, Japan’s limits on collective self-defense.    

d) Co-location of personnel in a joint, bilateral planning and coordination office, staffed with 

personnel from uniformed services of both countries. This staff would serve as an alliance 

unit that supports each nation’s command authorities in Japan. This office could become 

the primary forum for bilateral information sharing, intel tasking and analysis, bilateral 

planning, logistical support coordination, asset protection mission coordination, 

counterstrike coordination, and other functions, and it could be tested and tempered 

through regular bilateral exercises. It could be located at Yokota Air Base or some other 

facility closer to the JJOC at Ichigaya.   

e) Civilian control of bilateral operations, including through close connectivity to the 

alliance’s civilian-led decision making. The new bilateral joint planning and coordination 

office should coordinate with the civilian-led dialogue channels (such as the ACM, 

referenced in the Joint Statement) that Washington and Tokyo utilize to help direct the 

alliance. In this way, a civilian-led civ-mil process determines the scope of bilateral military 

activity, and the mil-mil process (w/ civilian oversight) determines the details of how 

bilateral military activity is carried out within that defined scope. 

 
8 Note that items b thru f were introduced previously by the author in a jointly-written article with Chris Johnstone. 
See, Christopher B. Johnstone and Jim Schoff, “A Vital Next Step for the US-Japan Alliance: Command and Control 
Modernization,” CSIS, February 1, 2024, at  https://www.csis.org/analysis/vital-next-step-us-japan-alliance-
command-and-control-modernization  

https://www.csis.org/analysis/vital-next-step-us-japan-alliance-command-and-control-modernization
https://www.csis.org/analysis/vital-next-step-us-japan-alliance-command-and-control-modernization
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f) Connectivity with other bilateral alliances, including Combined Forces Command in South 

Korea and Australia’s Joint Operations Command, to expand information sharing and 

enhance coordination. 

2) The new Japan JFHQ should look to expand and empower USFJ with sufficient authorities and 

resources to be an effective counterpart for JJOC for peacetime thru and armed attack 

situation (this includes “gray zone” incidents, “Important Influence Situations” and “Survival 

Threatening Situations,” as per Japan’s legal framework on use of force). The new USFJ/JFHQ 

might be able to fulfill its peacetime responsibilities by roughly doubling in size to about 320 

to 350 personnel (depending on bilateral missions), but it should be expandable as needed.  

3) Given the increased importance of the ACM to define the scope of bilateral military missions, 

the ACM will likely need to be expanded to include other relevant stakeholders in Japan (e.g., 

National Police; Justice Ministry; Land, Transport and Infrastructure Ministry; etc.) on a more 

regular basis (not just included “as needed”), and bilateral exercises should occasionally 

include an elevated version of the ACM (including White House staff and high-level Cabinet 

Secretariat and/or political leaders) to better simulate difficult decision making during a crisis. 

4) Bilateral missions carried out under the direction of alliance C3 should be limited to those 

that will add value for both parties. They should be well-defined, planned for, and exercised, 

and C3 modernization should be tailored to support and guide these missions. The bilateral 

missions will ultimately be the driver behind the eventual scale and scope of alliance C3 

modernization. Possible bilateral missions could include:  

a) Air & missile defense (& Japan counterstrike kill chain w/ US support) 

b) ISR (collection and analysis) 

c) Electronic warfare 

d) Cyber defense 

e) Transport, Lift, & logistics 

f) Asset protection, Search-and-Rescue 

g) Maritime (e.g., maritime security, anti-submarine warfare, minesweeping) 

h) Planning and scenario-based exercises for the above (with INDOPACOM) 

5) The USFJ/JFHQ is an operational supplement (to enhance efficiency and effectiveness) but not 

a replacement for the JJOC link to INDOPACOM. The INDOPACOM Commander can be a direct 

leadership counterpart for the JJOC Commander to provide operational strategic alignment, 

while the USFJ/JFHQ Commander and appropriate counterparts at JJOC provide for 

operational tactical alignment.   
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2. Evolution of US-Japan Military Relations and US Forces Japan (1945-2024) 

2.1. Seeds are Planted 

Even prior to the September 1951 Treaty of Peace with Japan (and a separate Security Treaty 
between Japan and the United States signed that day), the United States government had shifted 
from wanting a militarily impotent Japan to desiring a partially reconstituted Japanese military, 
as concerns grew about a rising Communist threat in East Asia.9 The Soviet Union seized some of 
Japan’s Northern Territories in 1945, Communist forces in China defeated Chiang Kai-shek’s 
Nationalists in 1949 to form the People’s Republic of China (PRC), and North Korea invaded South 
Korea in 1950, sparking a major war that involved China by year’s end. Japanese Prime Minister 
Shigeru Yoshida (1948-1954) received a litany of requests from US officials to develop a new 
military, but he rebuffed them on the grounds that Article Nine of Japan’s new (US-drafted) 
Constitution in 1947 prohibited such “war potential.” Yoshida feared a return of militarism from 
conservative members of government and former military officers, although at the time a 
majority of the public supported a restoration of the military in some form for the purpose of 
defense, as the security environment around Japan grew more dangerous.10  
 
Ultimately, the US and Japan reached a compromise in 1951 wherein the US would help a 
disarmed Japan deter a potential attack by a foreign power, and US forces would be allowed to 
keep military bases in Japan for this purpose and to help maintain “international peace and 
security in the Far East.” However, this first security treaty was clear that it was meant to be a 
“provisional arrangement” and that Japan would “increasingly assume responsibility for its own 
defense.” This task would fall initially to Japan’s centralized paramilitary force known as the 
National Police Reserve (NPR) that was focused on protecting public security.  
 
The NPR had been established in 1950, as much of the US occupation force was being sent to help 
defend South Korea, and it numbered around 75,000 personnel initially.11 The NPR was equipped, 
advised and commanded by the US military in Japan under General Whitfield P. Shepard, Chief of 
the Civil Affairs Section Annex (CASA) at the US General Headquarters in Tokyo. Colonel Frank 
Kowalski was a key officer tasked with training this cadre of former imperial army officers, who 
were soon equipped with US-made rifles, machine guns, mortars, bazookas, artillery and tanks.12 

 
9 The formal Treaty of Peace with Japan was signed by 48 nations on September 8, 1951. On the same day, the US 
and Japan signed a bilateral Security Treaty that allowed the US to keep some of its armed forces in Japan “in the 
interest of peace and security” given Japan’s demilitarization. The Instrument of Surrender that Japan signed in 
September 1945 rested on Japan’s complete acceptance of the Potsdam Declaration issued by the leaders of the 
US, Great Britain, and the Republic of China about five weeks earlier. At that time, the Allied Powers were 
determined to prevent any Japanese ability “to re-arm for war,” but this demand softened over time as part of 
what became known as a “Reverse Course” for the US occupation. See John W. Dower, Embracing Defeat: Japan in 
the Wake of World War II, published by W.W. Norton & Company, 1999.                     
10 Nam G. Kim; “US-Japan Relations During The Korean War” Dissertation Presented to the Graduate Council of the 
University of North Texas. May 1995. Page 102. 
11 See John W. Dower, Empire and Aftermath: Yoshida Shigeru and the Japanese Experience, 1878-1954, Harvard 
University Press, 1979, p. 384.  
12 Ibid. 
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Japan was also encouraged by MacArthur and Washington at this time to reactivate its idle 
defense equipment manufacturing facilities.13 In his memoirs about his time alongside General 
MacArthur during the occupation, Ambassador William Sebald, remarked, “the new Japanese 
Army [i.e., the NPR], in fact looked as though it had been made in the United States.”14 The NPR 
was expanded in 1952 by 35,000 men and renamed the National Safety Force (NSF). Alongside 
Japan’s Maritime Safety Agency (MSA), these were the early roots of a US-Japan security alliance 
that continues to evolve.  
 

2.2. Command and Control during the US Occupation of Japan (1945-1950) 

Before the end of WWII, the US Joint Chiefs of Staff designated General Douglas MacArthur as 
Commander in Chief, Army Forces in the Pacific in April 1945. Together with Admiral Chester 
Nimitz, who was the 5-star Pacific Fleet Admiral at the time, based out of Guam, the two titanic 
in-theater commanders became co-leaders of the US war in Asia. Although they sometimes 
disagreed on strategy, the two leaders coordinated their double-pronged battle against the 
Japanese empire with the dual-hatted (5-star) Fleet Admiral Ernest King, Chief of Naval 
Operations (CNO) and Commander in Chief of the US Fleet (COMINCH), based in Washington. 
Nimitz later replaced King as CNO in November 1945, while Admiral Raymond Spruance relieved 
Nimitz as Commander-in-Chief, US Pacific Fleet and Pacific Ocean Areas.15 This was the overall US 
command structure around the start of the occupation. 
 
After Japan’s surrender in August and by agreement among the allied powers, MacArthur was 
named Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP), pursuant to a directive from President 
Harry Truman. Truman also sent MacArthur a note of policy guidance in late September that had 
been prepared jointly by the Department of State, the War Department, and the Navy 
Department. The message emphasized that “our relations with Japan do not rest on a contractual 
basis, but on an unconditional surrender. Since your authority is supreme, you will not entertain 
any question on the part of the Japanese as to its scope.”16 Nimitz (and then Spruance) remained 
in command of the US Pacific Fleet. 
 
MacArthur established his General Headquarters (GHQ) in the Dai Ichi Insurance Building in what 
was left of downtown Tokyo, overlooking the Imperial Palace. According to the Instrument of 
Surrender signed by Japan in September, the Japanese Emperor and his government agreed to 
follow any orders by SCAP related to implementing the Potsdam Declaration, which defined terms 

 
13 Ibid, p. 383. 
14 William Sebald (and Russell Brines), with MacArthur in Japan: A Personal History of the Occupation, published by 
W.W. Norton & Company, 1965.  
15 See the US Pacific Fleet website https://www.cpf.navy.mil/About-Us/Previous-Commanders/  
16 “Message Approved by the President Concerning the Extent of General MacArthur’s Authority in Japan,” dated 
September 6, 1945 and available from the Harry S. Truman Library and Museum at 
https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/public-papers/145/message-approved-president-concerning-extent-
general-macarthurs-authority  

https://www.cpf.navy.mil/About-Us/Previous-Commanders/
https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/public-papers/145/message-approved-president-concerning-extent-general-macarthurs-authority
https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/public-papers/145/message-approved-president-concerning-extent-general-macarthurs-authority
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for Japan’s surrender.17 Thus, MacArthur had authority over all US and allied forces in Japan, the 
entire Japanese government (national and local) and police forces, and by extension, the 
Japanese people, all with wide latitude to decide what actions were relevant to implementing the 
Potsdam Declaration.  

However, in early November 1945, the US Joint Chiefs of Staff issued for MacArthur a “Basic 
Directive for Post-Surrender Military Government in Japan Proper” that encouraged him to avoid 
establishing a direct military government and instead exercise his powers through the Emperor 
and the Japanese government. Truman’s earlier message conveyed similar guidance. Upon arrival 
in Japan, MacArthur quickly ordered the creation of a liaison office within the office of the Prime 
Minister to be staffed by Japanese Foreign Ministry bureaucrats to act as an intermediary 
between his authority and the Japanese government. 18  His directives often came via a 
memorandum known as a SCAP Index Number (SCAPIN) and compliance was monitored by staff 
sections of the GHQ and enforced by the Eighth Army, which made up the bulk of US Forces in 
Japan after relieving the Sixth Army in December 1945. Allied oversight of the MacArthur existed 
in the form of the Far Eastern Commission (FEC) and the Allied Council for Japan (ACJ), though he 
could, and occasionally did, disregard them.19 

In 1947, US military authorities in Japan, Korea, the Ryukyus, the Philippines, the Marianas Islands 
and Bonin Islands were reconfigured slightly by the establishment of a new Far East Command in 
Tokyo, naming MacArthur as Commander in Chief, Far East Command (CINCFE) (see Figure 2.1.). 
Far East Command was supposed to be a unified command, although MacArthur kept the 
majority of his Army-heavy staff intact at the beginning.20 The numbers of Occupation forces were 
steadily declining at this time, down from a peak of around 400,000 in 1945-46 toward about 
90,000 by 1950.21  

 
 
 
 
 

 
17 Then Foreign Minister Mamoru Shigemitsu co-signed the Instrument of Surrender “by command and in behalf of 
the Emperor and the Japanese government,” and General Yoshijiro Umezu signed for the Japanese Imperial 
General Headquarters.  
18 Endo, Mieko, "Douglas MacArthur's occupation of Japan| Building the foundation of U.S.-Japan relationship" 
(2006). Graduate Student Theses, Dissertations, & Professional Papers. 2104.  
19 General Staff of Douglas MacArthur; “Reports of General MacArthur; MacArthur in Japan: The Occupation: 
Military Phase” Center of Military History, Chapter III: The Command Structure: AFPAC, FEC and SCAP. January 
1966. 
20 See To-woong Chung, “General Douglas MacArthur: The Commander of the Far East, 1945–1950,” Asian 
Perspective, Johns Hopkins University Press, Volume 4, Number 2, Fall-Winter 1980, pp. 233-244. 
21 See Eiji Takemae,  Inside GHQ: The Allied Occupation of Japan and Its Legacy, translation by Robert Ricketts and 
Sebastian Swann, published in 2002 by Continuum International.  
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Figure 2.1: Organizational Structure of Far East Command22  

 
 

 
22 Ibid. 
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Far East Command remained responsible for US occupation functions in Japan and South Korea, 
US military duties in the Philippines, and making plans and preparations in case of a general 
emergency. If MacArthur declared an emergency, US forces in China would also come under his 
command. However, Far East Command was still distinct from a newly named unified command 
in Hawaii, US Pacific Command, led by a 4-star admiral in command of naval, ground, and air 
forces around the maritime Pacific theater (including Marines in China). 23  This command 
structure was tested when North Korea invaded South Korea in 1950. Far East Command became 
the primary warfighting command for Northeast Asia led by a 5-star general, but it needed help 
to hold the line and turn the tide in Korea, and it solicited assistance from Japan along with other 
contributing forces for United Nations Command. 

 

2.3. Korean War: Origins of US-Japan Military Cooperation (1950-1953) 

In the immediate aftermath of WWII, General MacArthur’s chief objectives as SCAP were de-

militarizing Japan, nation rebuilding, prosecuting war criminals, and repatriating six million 

Imperial Japanese soldiers from across the Pacific. However, MacArthur soon returned to the role 

of combatant commander when President Truman added to his responsibility as CINCFE by 

selecting him to lead US and UN forces to repel North Korea’s invasion of South Korea in June 

1950. In the two months that Kim Il-Sung’s military pushed South Korean and US forces down the 

Korean peninsula into the Busan Perimeter, General MacArthur formulated plans to flank the 

North’s advance from the Port of Incheon. To help accomplish this, he authorized the use of 

Japanese vessels and sailors of the Maritime Safety Agency (MSA) (comprised of former Imperial 

Japanese Navy sailors) to support the allied landings. 24  MacArthur requested the Japanese 

government release into his command structure the necessary equipment and manpower 

needed to handle the logistical and, in some cases, combat roles required to support the US and 

UN around Korea. Although reluctant, Prime Minister Yoshida eventually acknowledged the 

pressing need (as well as the opportunity to contribute to a UN operation and gain favor with the 

Americans during peace treaty talks) and gave MSA Director General Takeo Okubo permission to 

assist US forces with their maritime operations.25  

Japan’s MSA was formed in 1948 as a cross between a Coast Guard, Merchant Marine, and a naval 

force, and its components became the predecessor to Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force and 

the Japan Coast Guard. The MSA’s most important job early on was continuing to remove the tens 

of thousands of sea mines that remained in the waters around Japan. This process had started at 

the very beginning of the Occupation under orders from SCAP, carried out by a new Japanese 

 
23 “Chapter III The Command Structure: AFPAC, FEC AND SCAP.” Chapter 3: The Command Structure: AFPAC, FEC and 
SCAP, US Army Center of Military History, 11 Dec. 2006, 
www.history.army.mil/books/wwii/MacArthur%20Reports/MacArthur%20V1%20Sup/ch3.htm. 
24 Japan’s Maritime Safety Agency was renamed in English as Japan Coast Guard in 2000. 
25 Naoyuki Agawa, Friendship Across the Seas: The US Navy and the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force, translated 
by Hiraku Yabuki, published by Japan Publishing Industry Foundation for Culture, 2019, p. 92.  
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Minesweeping Bureau with Imperial Navy ships and sailors protected under SCAPIN2.26 By 1950, 

these men were widely considered the most experienced minesweepers in the Western Pacific.27 

The MSA was advised from its formation in 1948 by US Coast Guard Captain Frank M. Meals, 

working under orders from GHQ.28  

At Incheon, although Japanese sailors did not join landing forces on the beaches or conduct 

minesweeping there, some 7,000 of them crewed the 138 supply vessels and landing craft 

ferrying US forces to shore over the course of multi-day landing operation. Japanese ports, 

especially those in Kita-Kyushu, became vitally connected to the war effort in Korea, with 

Japanese personnel unloading cargo in front-line ports such as Wonson, Hungnam, and Incheon.29  

As North Korean troops retreated after the Incheon landing, MacArthur’s team began planning 

for an amphibious landing at Wonsan, but this operation would require significant minesweeping 

capacity. America’s dozen or so minesweepers in theater were insufficient, while Japan had the 

largest fleet in the region at 79 minesweepers.30 The initial approach to MSA for its minesweeping 

help at Wonsan came from Rear Admiral Arleigh Burke in the Navy component of Far East 

Command, and the first reaction by Okubo was negative.31 The MSA was legally defined as a non-

military entity and was prohibited from performing “military functions,” but direct appeals later 

to Prime Minister Yoshida eventually won quiet Japanese government approval. 32  A special 

Japanese task force was created for minesweeping and placed under the command of the US 7th 

Fleet. The plan was for Japan’s minesweeping to take place only in “safe areas,” but the mission 

was defined vaguely, and the nervous Japanese sailors were given minimal information.33  On 

dubious legal grounds, the Japanese task force was deemed to be “temporarily employed by the 

US military” while in service, but “for the purpose of service records” they were treated as if they 

had continued to work as a Japanese government employees.34  

Off North Korea’s eastern coast at Wonsan, the MSA worked together with US minesweepers to 

clear Soviet mines ahead of the allied landing. It was dangerous work often carried out under a 

 
26 Samuel P. Porter, “In Dangerous Waters: Japan’s Forgotten Minesweeping Operations in the Korean War,” The 
Asia-Pacific Journal, Vol. 20, No. 1, October 1, 2022.   
27 Ibid. 
28 See US Coast Guard website (Pacific Area, History) https://www.pacificarea.uscg.mil/Our-Organization/District-
14/D14-Units/Activities-Far-East-FEACT/FEACT-History/, accessed December 12, 2024.  
29 William Manchester, American Cesar: Douglas MacArthur 1880-1964, published 1978 by Little, Brown and Co., p. 
558, and Porter, “In Dangerous Waters,” p. 5. 
30 Porter, “In Dangerous Waters,” p. 4. 
31 See Naval History and Heritage Command, “H-055-1: Wonsan: October-November 1950,” available at  
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-055/h-055-1.html, 
accessed December 12, 2024.  
32 As Burke later told the story, his initial approach to Okubo for this assistance had not been vetted initially by 
MacArthur, as Burke was hoping to get an affirmative answer first to help speed internal approval at Far East 
Command. See Agawa, p. 93. The actual sequence of this “ask” remains in some doubt. 
33 Porter, “In Dangerous Waters,” p. 8. 
34 Ibid, p. 11. 

https://www.pacificarea.uscg.mil/Our-Organization/District-14/D14-Units/Activities-Far-East-FEACT/FEACT-History/
https://www.pacificarea.uscg.mil/Our-Organization/District-14/D14-Units/Activities-Far-East-FEACT/FEACT-History/
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-055/h-055-1.html


US-Japan “C3” Modernization: Past, Present and Future 
By: Jim Schoff, Erim Gulum, and Hanah Bloom, Sasakawa USA 

 

As of: March 11, 2025          12 
 

barrage of North Korean artillery fire. Twelve US sailors were killed on the first day when two 

ships struck mines, and later a Japanese sailor was killed and a dozen wounded when an MSA 

mine clearing vessel hit a mine and sank. A few of the MSA ships refused to continue with the 

operation, saying that they had been misled about the mission and the danger.35 US Navy officers 

were furious at what they viewed as desertion, but many of the MSA sailors saw themselves as 

civilian employees who were tricked into an illegal operation (for them) in a combat zone.36 Some 

MSA sailors returned home, but enough were willing to continue the mission, so MSA 

minesweeping support endured throughout the war. An additional MSA minesweeper was lost 

off Mokpo (without casualty) and several Japanese merchant mariners were killed when a 

transport ship they crewed collided with a mine around Wonson.37 The extent of the involvement 

of these Japanese sailors of the MSA was unknown to most in Japan.  

General MacArthur did not remain in command long enough to oversee the end of Japan’s 

occupation in 1952 or the signing of the Korean War armistice in 1953. President Truman removed 

MacArthur as SCAP and head of Far East Command in April 1951, replacing him with Eighth Army 

commander Lt. General Matthew Ridgway due to MacArthur’s deviations from Truman’s 

instructions regarding the war in Korea.38 Thus, just as the United States was preparing to sign a 

formal peace treaty and security treaty with Japan, a seismic shift in US leadership in Japan was 

underway. In some ways, this period marked a transition of “process over personality” when it 

came to command and control in the region. Without an iconic 5-star Army General in Japan, and 

with the Occupation coming to a close amid a stalemating war in Korea, it was inevitable that 

some change would come to the US command structure. Before the end of the decade, the 

Army’s center of gravity shifted to Korea and the rest of the Asia-Pacific region was led primarily 

by a Navy Admiral at Pacific Command.39  

Two other points are important to highlight regarding US-Japan defense relations and the Korean 

War. Throughout the war, the center of gravity for US and allied C3 was in Tokyo at Far East 

Command and UN Command. When Far East Command was discontinued in 1957 (replaced by 

US Forces Japan), this prompted the relocation of UN Command to Seoul. It also triggered the 

establishment of UN Command-Rear (or UNC-R) in Japan, to manage the rear support activities 

 
35 Ibid, p. 16. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 See “Statement and Order by the President on Relieving General MacArthur of His Commands,” April 11, 1951 
available at https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/public-papers/77/statement-and-order-president-relieving-
general-macarthur-his-commands, accessed December 12, 2024.   
39 Technically, Pacific Command inherited all Far East Command’s responsibilities in 1957, along with some of the 
responsibilities of Alaska Command and some component commands, but the 4-star Army General in Korea 
retained command of the United Nations Command and Combined Forces Command with South Korea, so the US 
leadership in Korea was not completely subordinate to Pacific Command.  

https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/public-papers/77/statement-and-order-president-relieving-general-macarthur-his-commands
https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/public-papers/77/statement-and-order-president-relieving-general-macarthur-his-commands
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for UN forces in Japan.40 Creating UNC-R was accompanied by negotiation of a separate SOFA for 

those UN forces, now covering seven designated bases in Japan.41 UNC-R was originally set up at 

Camp Zama, until it moved to Yokota in 2007.42  UNC-R is currently led by an Australian Air Force 

Captain with a Canadian Air Force Major as its deputy. A US Army Captain is the Operations 

Officer.   

  

2.4. Obsoletion of the 1951 US-Japan Security Treaty and the Start of US Forces Japan 

The end of US occupation and restoration of Japan’s sovereignty in April 1952, when the San 

Francisco Peace Treaty came into effect, precipitated rapid and significant changes to Japan’s 

defense infrastructure. That same year, the National Safety Agency, predecessor to Japan’s 

Defense Agency was established within the cabinet office, and the National Safety Academy (later 

National Defense Academy) was founded to train military officers. As noted earlier, the National 

Police Reserve was expanded in 1952 by 35,000 men and renamed the National Safety Force 

(NSF), later to become Japan’s Self-Defense Forces (SDF) In July 1954 by adding an air component 

to the NSF, together with the Coastal Safety Agency (part of the Maritime Safety Agency).43  

The Japanese government was taking steps to fulfil expectations outlined in the 1951 security 

treaty to “increasingly assume responsibility for its own defense.” US forces were deeply involved 

in supplying and helping to train Japan’s new SDF, and the two countries concluded a Mutual 

Defense Assistance Agreement in 1954 that facilitated contracting and logistics support. It is 

important to note that although the peace treaty ended the Occupation on Japan’s four main 

home islands of Honshu, Kyushu, Shikoku, and Hokkaido, the US maintained governing authority 

in Okinawa until 1972. The US military presence in Okinawa included the storage of nuclear 

weapons during that time.44  

As the 1950s unfolded, the GOJ consistently expressed a desire to revise the original 1951 US-

Japan Security Treaty to better reflect its newfound sovereignty and improve mutuality.45 Within 

internal channels, US diplomatic officials corresponded with one another regarding Prime 

 
40 In the 1951 peace Treaty of San Francisco, Japan specifically agreed that it would permit the continued support 
of UN Forces in Japan to help defend South Korea. See 
https://www.yokota.af.mil/Portals/44/09_21_UNCFactSheet_v6.pdf  
41 Those seven UNC-R bases are located at Yokota, Yokosuka, Camp Zama, Sasebo, Kadena, White Beach, and 
Futenma.  
42 See https://www.stripes.com/theaters/asia_pacific/bringing-up-the-rear-us-bases-in-japan-support-un-
command-in-s-korea-1.657649  
43 Natsuyo Ishibashi; “Different forces in one: the origin and development of organizational cultures in the Japanese 
Ground and Maritime Self-Defense Forces, 1950-present” Japan Forum, 2016. Vol. 28, No. 2, 155-175. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09555803.2015.1077880 
44 Jesse Johnson, “In first, U.S. admits nuclear weapons were stored in Okinawa during Cold War,” The Japan Times, 
February 20, 2016, available at  https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/02/20/national/history/first-u-s-admits-
nuclear-weapons-stored-okinawa-cold-war/  
45 “203. Telegram From the Embassy in Japan to the Department of State.” U.S. Department of State, 
history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1958-60v18/d203. Accessed 15 Aug. 2023.  

https://www.yokota.af.mil/Portals/44/09_21_UNCFactSheet_v6.pdf
https://www.stripes.com/theaters/asia_pacific/bringing-up-the-rear-us-bases-in-japan-support-un-command-in-s-korea-1.657649
https://www.stripes.com/theaters/asia_pacific/bringing-up-the-rear-us-bases-in-japan-support-un-command-in-s-korea-1.657649
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/02/20/national/history/first-u-s-admits-nuclear-weapons-stored-okinawa-cold-war/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/02/20/national/history/first-u-s-admits-nuclear-weapons-stored-okinawa-cold-war/
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Minister Nobusuke Kishi’s calls for greater equality in decision making and some form of mutual 

defense, even considering US interests in aligning with Japan against emerging communist 

threats.46  Eventually, US officials began to formally explore paths toward revising the Treaty. 

According to a Joint Communique between Prime Minister Kishi and President Eisenhower on 

June 21, 1957, both leaders agreed to establish an “intergovernmental committee to study 

problems arising in relation to the Security Treaty including consultation, whenever practicable, 

regarding the disposition and employment in Japan by the United States of its forces.”47 Kishi and 

Eisenhower also mutually recognized that the original Treaty, “was designed to be transitional in 

character and not in that form to remain in perpetuity.”  

In July 1957, the US Forces, Japan (USFJ) replaced the Far East Command and established its 

headquarters at Fuchu Air Station (now Air SDF Fuchu Air Base), west of Tokyo.48 Unlike Far East 

Command, USFJ did not have command authority over US forces stationed around Japan. Instead, 

the various components in Japan became subordinate commands of their service component 

headquarters back in Hawaii at Pacific Command. For example, the Army’s Ryukyu Command in 

Okinawa came under US Army Pacific, and Commander Naval Forces, Far East became 

Commander, Naval Forces Japan under the Pacific Fleet Commander in Hawaii.49  Instead of 

military operations, USFJ became primarily responsible for administering the SOFA, which 

covered a wide range of bilateral agreements regarding the movement of (and provisions for) US 

forces, construction on US bases or dredging around naval ports to improve ship access, base 

security, US military exercises, tax and legal treatments, and other situations.  

The allies did provide themselves some flexibility regarding C3 in case of a major crisis involving 

Japan, or the unlikely event of an attack on Japan.  According to declassified US documents in 

1985, the Japanese government verbally agreed in 1952 that a combined US-Japan military 

headquarters could be established, if necessary, under a US commander.50 Due to concern about 

how the Japanese public might react to such an agreement, the agreement was kept secret. It 

apparently did not constitute more than a handshake between Prime Minister Yoshida and 

General Mark Clark, then commander in chief for the US Far East Command. How such an 

 
46 “159. Letter From the Ambassador in Japan (MacArthur) to the Secretary of State.” U.S. Department of State, 
history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1955-57v23p1/d159. Accessed 15 Aug. 2023.  
47 “‘The World and Japan’ Database (Project Leader: Tanaka Akihiko).” Joint Communique of Japanese Prime 
Minister Kishi and U.S. President Eisenhower Issued on June 21, 1957 - “The World and Japan” Database, 
worldjpn.net/documents/texts/JPUS/19570621.D1E.html. Accessed 15 Aug. 2023.  
48 “Guidance from the Commander, US Forces Japan.” About USFJ, www.usfj.mil/About-USFJ/. Accessed 15 Aug. 
2023.  
49 See https://home.army.mil/okinawa/about/history and https://cnrj.cnic.navy.mil/About/History/  Note: The US 
Commander in Chief for Pacific Command served concurrently as Commander in Chief, US Pacific Fleet until 
January 1958, when the US Pacific Fleet became a separate component with its own commander. 
50 See Takao Sebata, Japan’s Defense Policy and Bureaucratic Politics: 1976-2007, published by University Press of 
America, 2010, p. 246; and The Asahi Shimbun, “Vox Populi: Days of inking a ‘secret pact’ over military matters no 
longer apply,” April 27, 2024.. 

https://www.usfj.mil/About-USFJ/
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agreement would be carried out in practice is unclear, but it is likely that the Wonson 

minesweeping operation of 1950 offered a rough precedent for creating a unified command, even 

as they hoped never to need it.  

The SOFA tied to the 1951 Treaty (officially known as the “Administrative Agreement”) was more 

generous to American interests compared with similar US agreements in Europe, and GOJ leaders 

were anxious to remedy this as soon as possible.51 It had become a political liability, and a growing 

anti-US military movement in Japan was concerning both Tokyo and Washington. 52  Also, 

managing the Administrative Agreement had become more complex as Japan regained 

sovereignty and presumably had a stronger voice regarding its implementation. Originally, that 

Agreement had established a “Joint Committee” to facilitate consultations and resolve disputes, 

but it was hardly robust enough for a true role as a bilateral reconciler. In its original form, it 

consisted of “a representative of the United States and Japan, each of whom shall have one or 

more deputies and a staff.” Bilateral negotiations on revising the 1951 Treaty continued from 1957 

until eventual agreement on a revised security treaty two years later (to be signed in early 1960), 

and it led to several important changes. 

 

2.5. The 1960 Security Treaty Revision and Upgraded Committees  

On January 19, 1960, Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi and Secretary of State Christian Herter 

signed the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between Japan and the United States, 

revising the US-Japan agreement to provide for some mutual defense circumstances and specific 

stipulations for pre-consultation.53 Japan’s ability to partner with US forces would be somewhat 

restricted for a regional contingency, or what Article 4 of the Security Treaty describes as a time 

when “the security of Japan or international peace and security in the Far East is threatened.” 

However, there are far fewer restrictions in a defense-of-Japan situation, or what Article 5 

describes as “an armed attack against either Party [i.e., Japan or US forces] in the territories under 

the administration of Japan.” In this case, through the Treaty each country commits to “act to 

meet the common danger in accordance with its constitutional provisions and processes.” 

Article 6 provided the US with continued access to bases and facilities in Japan “for the purpose 

of contributing to the security of Japan and the maintenance of international peace and security 

in the Far East,” and it also triggered a renegotiation of the 1951 Administrative Agreement (i.e., 

the new SOFA).54 On prior consultation, the US agreed to confer with the GOJ before it made 

 
51 See https://worldjpn.net/documents/texts/docs/19520228.T1E.html   
52 Dustin Wright, “'Sunagawa Struggle' ignited anti-U.S. base resistance across Japan,” The Japan Times, May 3, 
2015. 
53 “Japan-U.S. Security Treaty.” MOFA, www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/us/q&a/ref/1.html. Accessed 15 Aug. 
2023.  
54 Agreement under Article VI of the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation ... - Army, 
www.usarj.army.mil/Portals/33/cmdstaffs/sja/doc/sofa_201601.pdf. Accessed 15 Aug. 2023.  

https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/us/q&a/ref/1.html
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certain “major changes”  to US force posture in Japan or carried out military combat operations 

against another country.55 This agreement on prior consultation came from one of many of the 

exchanged notes between Prime Minister Kishi and Secretary Herter, although there was some 

vagueness about whether “consultation” implied a need for Japanese “permission” or simply 

constituted “notification” of imminent US action.56 On April 15, 1960, Foreign Minister Fujiyama 

testified before the Diet Special Committee for National Security that the "three elements 

requiring pre-consultation [under the US-Japan Mutual Security Treaty] are introduction of 

nuclear warheads, introduction of long-range missiles, and construction of a missile launch 

base."57    Minister Fujiyama also said that "pre-consultation is required if the Seventh Fleet 

engages in strategic combat using Japan as its base." At the time of the 1960 Treaty, the US had 

deployed approximately 47,000 service personnel at 141 installations across Japan.58 

The 1960 Treaty did not change the basic description of how the US-Japan Joint Committee should 

be organized, but it added several specific and politically sensitive items to manage, thereby 

elevating its importance. The Joint Committee continues to operate as a means for 

intergovernmental consultations regarding US-Japan’s SOFA and operations of US facilities in 

Japan. The Japan side of the Joint Committee is chaired by the Foreign Ministry’s Director General 

of the North American Affairs Bureau and includes six executives from the ministries of Defense, 

Finance, Agriculture (Forestry and Fisheries), and Justice. The US side is led by the USFJ Deputy 

Commander with the US Embassy’s Minister for Political Affairs as Senior Deputy, along with five 

others from USFJ and the Embassy. The contents of the Committee’s consultations are lesser 

known, given that in the conclusion of the first new US-Japan Joint Committee in 1960, the 

“official minutes [would] not be published without mutual agreement.” This set a precedent for 

closed-door discussions and limited information-sharing on the Committee’s agreements. We do 

know from research that the Joint Committee comprises around seven subcommittees that meet 

regularly, along with numerous other subcommittees and working groups. 59  It has evolved 

significantly from its original construction. 

 
55 “Description of Consultation Arrangements under the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security with Japan 
[Part of Briefing Book Prepared for Secretary of State Herter] ca. June 1960.” National Security Archive, 
nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/19416-national-security-archive-doc-02-description. Accessed 15 Aug. 2023.  
56 “Exchanged Notes, Regarding the Implementation of Article VI of Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security 
between Japan and the USA.” Exchanged Notes, Regarding the Implementation of Article VI of Treaty of Mutual 
Cooperation and Security between Japan and the United States of America - “The World and Japan” Database, 
worldjpn.net/documents/texts/docs/19600119.T2E.html. Accessed 15 Aug. 2023.  
57 “Japan and the United States: Diplomatic, Security, and Economic Relations, Part I, 1960-1976.” National Security 
Archive, nsarchive.gwu.edu/japan-united-states-diplomatic-security-economic-relations-part-i-1960-1976. 
Accessed 15 Aug. 2023.  
58 Feske, Susanne, “The US-Japanese Security Alliance: Out of Date or Highly Fashionable?” The Journal of East 
Asian Affairs 11, no. 2 (1997): 430–51. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23255435. 
59 Hornung, p. 50. 
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By the end of the 1950s, the GOJ also requested a revamp of the “Japanese-American Committee 

on Security” that had been created in 1957 by President Eisenhower and Prime Minister Kishi to 

elevate bilateral dialogue on regional security matters and possible revision of the 1951 security 

treaty.60 Although initially pleased with the new committee, the Japan side worried that it could 

lose focus after the new treaty came into effect, and they sought substantive high-level security 

policy discussions to help assuage growing unrest of the Japanese public regarding the US 

military’s presence.61 Kishi-Herter (Secretary of State) letters dealing with Article 4 of the 1960 

Treaty recast the impromptu “Committee on Security” as a new US-Japan Security Consultative 

Committee (SCC), the top-ranked meeting for US-Japan security, and on September 8, 1960, the 

first meeting was held.62  While the SCC leadership remained the same as before on paper, in 

practice it involved more direct participation by the Pacific Command commander, who had been 

represented often by the USFJ commander in previous meetings.63  For the first SCC meeting, 

participants included Foreign Minister Kosaka, JDA Director General Esaki and Commander in 

Chief, Pacific Command Admiral Felt and others.64 On August 1, 1962, the second SCC meeting 

involving Ambassador Edwin Reischauer, Foreign Minister Ohira, and Admiral Felt agreed to meet 

twice per year, although between 1960 and 1982, the SCC met a total of 18 times.65   

In 1965, the US and Japan created a Security Sub-Committee (SSC) under the SCC. It consists of 

lower-ranking officials tasked with security policy research and development from the defense 

and foreign policy bureaucracies. The SCC would then take SSC’s work and enact relevant security 

policy adjustments between the two governments. The SSC eventually expanded into issues of 

global security and sharing policies and strategies between the two governments against the 

backdrop of concerns about Russia, China, and the conflict in Vietnam. In a Joint Statement with 

President Johnson and Prime Minister Sato on January 13, 1965, both leaders agreed on 

“consultation not only on problems lying between them but on problems affecting Asia and the 

 
60 See “Foreign Relations of the United States, 1955–1957, Japan, Volume XXIII, Part 1: 209. Telegram From the 
Embassy in Japan to the Dept of State,” August 17, 1957, at 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1955-57v23p1/d209 
61 “195. Telegram From the Embassy in Japan to the Department of State.” U.S. Department of State, 
history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1958-60v18/d195. Accessed 15 Aug. 2023.  
62 For the bilateral side-letter that established the SCC, see 
https://worldjpn.net/documents/texts/docs/19600119.T2E.html   
63 209. Telegram Emb in Japan to State Dept, August 17, 1957, at 
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1955-57v23p1/d209  The US military representative for the first 
meeting of the Committee on Security was USFJ’s first commander, Lt. Gen. Frederic H. Smith, Jr. (USAF), while the 
first SCC meeting featured Pacific Command’s Admiral Felt.  
64 “Japan and the United States: Diplomatic, Security, and Economic Relations, Part I, 1960-1976.” National Security 
Archive, nsarchive.gwu.edu/japan-united-states-diplomatic-security-economic-relations-part-i-1960-1976. 
Accessed 15 Aug. 2023.  
65 Ibid, and“「2+2」の質的変化による日米同盟強化への影響 ――九〇年代から新「日米防衛協力のため

の指針」策定まで.” 国際政治, 31 Mar. 2022, 

www.jstage.jst.go.jp/article/kokusaiseiji/2022/206/2022_206_117/_article/-char/en.  .  
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world in general.”66 As will be explained later, the SCC leadership evolved over time to keep up 

with the expanding foreign and security bilateral alliance to become the SCC (or 2+2) framework 

that we know today (i.e., US secretaries of State and Defense and Japan’s ministers of Foreign 

Affairs and Defense). 

 

2.6. A New Era: The Nixon Doctrine and 1978 Guidelines for US-Japan Defense Cooperation 

US-Japan defense relations entered a period of uncertainty in the 1970s due in part to President 

Nixon’s so-called Guam Doctrine in 1969 (that pushed US allies to provide more for their own 

defense), the normalization of relations between the Peoples Republic of China (PRC) and the US, 

and US withdrawal from Vietnam.67 Nixon’s announced plan in 1971 to visit the PRC, for example, 

gave Japan’s Prime Minister Sato only three minutes of advanced notice, signaling that Japan may 

no longer expect preferential US treatment and encouraging some in Japan to pursue a more 

independent foreign policy.68 The US and Japan were also increasingly at odds over trade policy 

related to textiles, automobiles, televisions, and other goods, as a deeper mood of competition 

and mutual suspicion seeped into bilateral relations.69 Still, the perceived strategic value for both 

countries of the bilateral defense relationship and US bases in Japan remained relatively high, so 

they made efforts to tighten their security connections.  

In February 1971, the director of the US Information Agency, Frank Shakespeare, sent a memo to 

Secretary Kissinger, highlighting the “increasing strains” in US-Japan relations as the Japanese 

moved toward greater independence.70 To help protect the alliance, an internal State Department 

study conducted in August 1971 recommended that US officials “acknowledge Japan’s major 

power status” and maintain Japan’s confidence in US commitments by “consulting with Japan on 

any further US military redeployments in Northeast Asia.”71 Secretary Kissinger additionally called 

for “an increase in joint planning and joint exercises between US and Japanese forces.”  

 
66 “Https://Worldjpn.Net/Documents/Texts/JPUS/19650113.D1E.Html.” Joint Statement of Japanese Prime 
Minister and U.S. President Johnson - “The World and Japan” Database, 
worldjpn.net/documents/texts/JPUS/19650113.D1E.html. Accessed 15 Aug. 2023.  
67 See “Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume I, Foundations of Foreign Policy, 1969–1972: 29. 
Editorial Note, at https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v01/d29  
68 See Michael Schaller, “The Nixon `Shocks' And U.S. - Japan Strategic Relations, 1969-74,” Working Paper #2, 
National Security Archive at https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/japan/schaller.htm  
69 Comptroller General of the United States, “United States-Japan Trade: Issues and Problems,” September 21, 1979 
at https://www.gao.gov/assets/id-79-53.pdf  
70 Komine, Yukinori. “Whither a ‘Resurgent Japan’: The Nixon Doctrine and Japan’s Defense Buildup, 1969–1976.” 
Journal of Cold War Studies 16, no. 3 (2014): 88–128. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26924505. 
71 “73. Editorial Note.” U.S. Department of State, history.state.gov/historical documents/frus1969-76v03/d73. 
Accessed 15 Aug. 2023; and Komine, Yukinori. “Whither a ‘Resurgent Japan’: The Nixon Doctrine and Japan’s 
Defense Buildup, 1969–1976.” Journal of Cold War Studies 16, no. 3 (2014): 88–128. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26924505. 
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As the SDF and US forces grew slightly closer, especially between the US Navy and Maritime SDF, 

the two governments were planning to return administrative control of the Okinawa islands to 

Tokyo, and by 1972 this task was completed.72 This act, arguably, closed the book on the history 

of the US Occupation of Japan. Even though a significant US military presence remained in the 

country, there was no longer an extra-judicial or separate US political entity with local authority 

in Japan.  

Economic strain in the United States during the 1970s amid calls for greater allied contributions 

had US defense planners seeking ways to do more with less. This would inevitably lead to more 

frequent security cooperation with allies and the need for C3 improvements, and both sides could 

see this on the horizon.73 It also coincided with the consolidation of USFJ at Yokota Air Base in 

1974 (from Fuchu Air Station). In August 1975 Prime Minister Miki and President Ford set in 

motion a process to develop clearer guidelines for bilateral defense cooperation, and a new 

subcommittee of the SCC was established to begin this planning process. Defense leaders in Japan 

and their advocates in parliament initially balked at setting up this new committee within the SCC 

framework, which was dominated by the Foreign Ministry on the Japan side, but there was no 

overcoming the Foreign Ministry’s primacy in bilateral relations at the time. 74  The Defense 

Agency’s only consolation was that its first National Defense Program Outline of 1976 would be a 

critical reference document for the new subcommittee, so in that sense the Agency’s input was 

secured.    

On July 8, 1976, during the 16th SCC meeting, both sides established the US-Japan Subcommittee 

on Defense Cooperation (SDC) to focus on joint strategy development and preparing draft defense 

guidelines. It was essentially a bilateral study panel to report to the SCC.75  On August 30, 1976, 

the first SDC meeting was held at the Japanese Ministry of Affairs. The SDC’s Japanese participants 

included the Director-General of American Affairs, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), the 

Director-General of the Defense Bureau, the Japan Defense Agency (now Ministry of Defense), 

and the Secretary-General of the Joint Chiefs Council.76 The US members were the Deputy Chief 

of Mission, the US Embassy in Tokyo and the Chief of Staff of USFJ. After meeting eight times, on 

November 27, 1978, the SDC submitted a guidelines report to the SCC, detailing three focus areas 

 
72 “Joint Statement Following Meetings with Prime Minister Sato of Japan.” Joint Statement Following Meetings 
with Prime Minister Sato of Japan. | The American Presidency Project, 7 Jan. 1972, 
www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/joint-statement-following-meetings-with-prime-minister-sato-japan.  
73 Staats, Elmer B. “ID-77-8 The United States and Japan Should Seek a More Equitable Defense Cost-Sharing 
Arrangement.” Departments of Defense and State, www.gao.gov/assets/id-77-8.pdf.  
74 Sebata, p. 303.   
75 “Japan and the United States: Diplomatic, Security, and Economic Relations, Part I, 1960-1976.” National Security 
Archive, nsarchive.gwu.edu/japan-united-states-diplomatic-security-economic-relations-part-i-1960-1976. 
Accessed 17 Aug. 2023.  
76 Green, Michael  J. “The 1978 Guidelines for the US-Japan Defense Cooperation: Process and Historical Impact.” 
Green/Murata Working Paper No. 17, nsarchive2.gwu.edu/japan/GreenMurataWP.htm. Accessed 17 Aug. 2023.  
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of operations, intelligence, and logistics.77 The report excluded three other areas from the SDC 

agenda: matters concerning "prior consultation," those concerning Japanese constitutional 

limitations, and Japan’s “Three Non-Nuclear Principles.” This is how the first iteration of 

“Guidelines for US-Japan Defense Cooperation” took shape in 1978.78  

One could argue that these new Guidelines, despite their modest nature, represented a new era 

for an alliance of military forces striving to become more interoperable and integrated, albeit 

slowly and incrementally. Although each side was primarily responsible for its own operations, 

intelligence analysis, and logistics, there was a heavy emphasis throughout the document on 

planning, communication, coordination, information sharing, aligning operational processes, and 

joint exercises to help deter aggression and be prepared to deal with potential contingencies. It 

also called for a “coordination center” to help “jointly conduct operations” and led to closer 

collaboration on defense procurement for the sake of interoperability and communications.  

Moreover, the Guidelines extended the geographic scope of cooperation saying that the Maritime 

SDF and US Navy would “jointly conduct maritime operations for the defense of surrounding 

waters and the protection of sea lines” for the sake of Japan’s self-defense, and they even 

introduced the concept of “Japan-US cooperation in the case of situations in the Far East outside 

of Japan which will have an important influence on the security of Japan.” Former Japanese 

diplomat and senior political advisor Yukio Okamoto said that the 1978 Guidelines “activated” the 

Security Treaty and were key to making the alliance operational.79 It was, in many ways, the true 

beginning of a modern, post-Occupation C3 framework for the alliance, and this would all 

continue to grow.  

 

2.7. Bilateral Military Cooperation Expands in the Sea of Okhotsk and other “Situations in the 

Areas Surrounding Japan” (SIASJ) 

As the security environment in Northeast Asia evolved in the 1970s and 1980s, US defense 

planners looked for ways to better leverage the US-Japan alliance for the sake of deterrence. In 

the late 1970s, the US Department of Defense (DOD) and Japan Defense Agency (JDA) had been 

monitoring an influx of Soviet forces and equipment into the disputed area known in Japan as the 

Northern Territories. Apart from a division plus of troops on the islands immediately north of 

Hokkaido, the Soviets deployed Delta-class SSBNs (nuclear powered, ballistic missile submarines) 

to the port of Petropavlosk Kamchatskiy in the Sea of Okhotsk, capable of firing at the US 

 
77 Guidelines for Japan-U.S. Defense Cooperation - Usembassy.Gov, japan2.usembassy.gov/pdfs/wwwf-mdao-
defense-guidelines1978.pdf. Accessed 17 Aug. 2023.  
78 Text of the 1978 Guidelines are available on the MOD website at 
https://warp.da.ndl.go.jp/info:ndljp/pid/11591426/www.mod.go.jp/e/d_act/us/anpo/pdf/19781127.pdf  
79 Sebata, p. 302, 
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mainland without coming into range of US missiles.80 In a meeting of the Security Consultative 

Committee (SCC), the US conveyed its dissatisfaction with Japan on the SDF’s defense capabilities 

and performance. After dialogue between the JDA, MOFA and US officials, Japan agreed to 

increase its defense budget for 1981 by 9.7 percent.81  

In addition, at a summit in Washington in May of 1981 between President Reagan and Prime 

Minister Suzuki, Japan pledged to take on a more proactive role in the “alliance,” using that term 

more prominently than before. 82  Afterwards, President Reagan’s Defense Secretary, Caspar 

Weinberger, and Chief of Staff Alexander Haig visited Japan and pushed for Japan’s MSDF to take 

up “the mission of sea lane defense in a 1,000-mile arc” and to recapitalize its air and naval forces 

accordingly.83  

US officials believed the Japanese archipelago’s northern end provided a good opportunity for 

Japan to share in the burden of defense by essentially turning “the offshore island chain into a 

picket fence to bottle [the Soviets]  up.”84  The 1982 alliance Roles and Missions discussions 

yielded a broader interpretation of “exclusively defensive self-defense” to include the 

aforementioned patrol of sea lanes within 1,000 miles of the country.85  This dialogue, along with 

the geography of the Japanese archipelago permitted the MSDF and ASDF to patrol the island 

chain at the periphery of the Sea of Okhotsk. The Soviet presence in the region was substantial, 

and although it was ostensibly more of a threat to the US than Japan, it provided an opportunity 

for closer defense collaboration between the two countries. 

The Soviet threat in Northeast Asia was eventually replaced by a more dangerous North Korea, 

with its occasional violent incursions into South Korea and its growing missile and nuclear weapon 

 
80 Hasegawa, Tsuyoshi. “The Soviet Factor in U.S.-Japanese Defense Cooperation, 1978–1985.” Journal of Cold War 
Studies 15, no. 2 (2013): 72–103. https://www.jstor.org/stable/26924181.  
81 Ibid. 
82 See “Joint Communique Following Discussions With Prime Minister Zenko Suzuki of Japan,” May 8, 1981 at 
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/joint-communique-following-discussions-prime-minister-zenko-
suzuki-japan and Steven R. Weisman, “Japanese Premier Vows ‘Even Greater Efforts” on Defense,” The New York 
Times, May 9, 1981.  
S See Akihiko Tanaka and Masayuki Tadokoro, “The 1980s: The Decade of Neoliberalism,” in The History of US-Japan 
Relations: From Perry to Present, Edited by Makoto Iokibe, English translation edited by Tosh Minohara, Palgrave 
McMillan, 2017, p. 195-196. 
84 U.S. Defense Policy Issues Pertaining to the Asia-Pacific Theater, April 2015, Statement before the SASC by 
Michael J. Green, Senior VP and Japan Chair at Center for Strategic and International Studies. “Will Japan Fight? 
Assessing the Scenarios for Conflict on China’s Maritime Periphery,” April 2017, Testimony before the US-China 
Economic and Security Review Commission by Michael J. Green, Senior VP and Japan Chair at Center for Strategic 
and International Studies. 
85 Michael Green. “The US-Japan Alliance A Brief Strategic History.” Education About Asia, Volume 12, Number 3 
(2007): 25-30. 
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programs.86  This led to a crisis in 1994, when US leaders pondered strikes on North Korean 

nuclear facilities to prevent it from reprocessing spent fuel for nuclear bombs, prompting updated 

US defense planning on the potential implications of a kinetic conflict with North Korea. 87 

Although Washington and Pyongyang avoided a military confrontation through diplomatic efforts, 

the experience revealed to US defense officials how unprepared the US-Japan alliance was for 

such a contingency. The Clinton administration’s East Asia Strategy Report of 1995 began to 

address this, and it evolved into a bilateral initiative to upgrade US-Japan defense cooperation in 

concrete ways.88 The resulting “Joint Declaration on Security” signed by President Clinton and 

Prime Minister Hashimoto coincided with Japan’s updated National Defense Program Outline in 

1996 and set the stage for new bilateral defense guidelines that would take into account all the 

regional and alliance changes since the 1978 Guidelines.  

The new Guidelines for Japan-US Defense Cooperation issued in September 1997 will be 

remembered for beginning to clarify Japan’s potential contributions to a “Situation in Areas 

Surrounding Japan that Will Have an Important Influence on Japan’s Peace and Security.” Due to 

perceived Constitutional limitations on Japan exercising collective self-defense, these 

contributions avoided combat areas and the use of force, emphasizing instead “rear area 

support” activities including supply, transportation, maintenance, medical services, asset 

protection, and others.89  

The 1997 Defense Cooperation Guidelines will also be remembered for only minimal 

improvements to alliance C3. Although the Guidelines dedicated an entire section to enhancing 

consultation and coordination for their implementation, the follow-through was lackluster. A 

newly envisioned Bilateral Consultation Mechanism to prepare for and coordinate a bilateral 

response to contingencies was never activated, for example, even to support the allied disaster 

relief effort after the great earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster in 2011. It was used instead 

in previous years to help oversee contentious negotiations over US base realignment and land 

 
86 North Korean troops infiltrated South Korea on multiple occasions including in 1992 (wounding 3 South Korean 
soldiers), in 1996 with a commando/reconnaissance team inserted into South Korea via a submarine, in 1997 with 
a North Korean naval attack on South Korean ships, and North Korean spy ship skirmishes with Japanese Coast 
Guard vessels in 1999 and 2001.  
87 “Examining the Lessons of the 1994 US-North Korea Deal,” Frontline (PBS), available at 
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/kim/themes/lessons.html  
88 James L. Schoff, Uncommon Alliance for the Common Good: The United States and Japan after the Cold War, 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2017, pp. 53-55. Available at 
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2017/01/uncommon-alliance-for-the-common-good-the-united-states-
and-japan-after-the-cold-war?lang=en  
89 Text available at 
https://warp.da.ndl.go.jp/info:ndljp/pid/11591426/www.mod.go.jp/e/d_act/us/anpo/pdf/19970923.pdf  
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returns in Japan.90 Similarly, a new Bilateral Defense Planning Mechanism received little attention 

and led to few new joint exercises.         

However, as events unfolded in the early 2000s, the allies did make some C3 strides forward in 

certain functional areas such as missile defense, air defense, and surface warfare, driven by 

emerging threats and closer proximities of operations. North Korea’s growing missile threat, for 

example, helped prompt the allies to begin relocating Japan’s Air Defense Command from Fuchu 

to Yokota Air Base from 2007, co-located with USFJ.91 This included establishing a new Bilateral 

and Joint Operational Coordination Center (BJOCC) at Yokota that could synthesize incoming 

missile tracking and coordinate an allied response. In addition, Japan’s Ground SDF Central 

Readiness Force moved its headquarters from Camp Asaka to be co-located with US Army Garison 

at Camp Zama in 2013. And although Japan’s MSDF had long been co-located with the US Navy 

at Yokosuka Naval Base (since 1972), they drew closer operationally with the missile defense 

mission and dealing with increased maritime tensions with China in the East China and South 

China Seas. Also, from 2009, two Japanese MSDF destroyers and two PC-3 patrol aircraft joined a 

multilateral counter-piracy operation in the Gulf of Aden, and this operational cooperation with 

the US and other nations’ ships has continued ever since.  

 

2.8.  2015 Security Legislation and Revised US-Japan Defense Guidelines 

The last big milestone to review regarding US-Japan alliance C3 drew from lessons learned in the 

unprecedentedly large and complex 2011 bilateral military disaster relief and consequence 

management operation, known as Operation TOMODACHI.92 The milestone was also influenced 

by the national security-minded administration of Prime Minister Abe that reinterpreted Japan’s 

right to exercise collective self-defense in 2014 to allow for more SDF integration with US forces, 

under certain conditions.93 The Abe team’s concerns about growing threats from North Korea and 

China were well documented in Japan’s first National Security Strategy of 2013, and they 

contributed to some of the most consequential new security legislation passed in 2015 by Japan’s 

legislature in decades.94 At the same time that Japan’s government was expanding the legal basis 

for its SDF to contribute to US-Japan and multilateral operations, Tokyo and Washington in 2015 

 
90 US Department of State, “Joint Statement of The U.S.-Japan Security Consultative Committee,” May 1, 2007, 
available at  https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2007/may/84084.htm  
91 Bryce S. Dubee, “Groundbreaking held for Air Defense Command,” Stars and Stripes, February 17, 2008.  
92 Operation TOMODACHI was the US name for a combined alliance effort to provide relief and recovery services to 
the Japanese affected by the Great East Japan Earthquake of March 11, 2011 (and subsequent tsunami and nuclear 
disaster).The tsunami and earthquake killed over 20,000 people, and in response Japan mobilized the bulk of its 
SDF with a Joint Support Force from the United States of up to 24,000.   
93 BBC News, “Japan cabinet approves landmark military change,” July 1, 2014, available at 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-28086002  
94 Japan’s Cabinet Secretariat, “Japan’s Legislation for Peace and Security,” October 2015, available at 
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/content/peace_security_20151102_1.pdf  
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also updated their bilateral Guidelines for Defense Cooperation, which finally created a full-time 

Alliance Coordination Mechanism (ACM) and expanded cooperative measures that led to a 

variety of C3 innovations in recent years.95  

The allies’ failure to establish a readily available bilateral coordination mechanism after 1997 was 

a clear disadvantage during Operation TOMODACHI, so creating a framework to facilitate 

coordinated operations became a priority during the Guidelines revision process. The end result 

was something that supplemented policy coordination with additional operational expertise in a 

flexible way (i.e., not a permanent physical office or staff) so that the ACM could be adapted to 

changing needs.  For example, the ACM could involve more people responsible for plans and 

policy during preparations for a set of bilateral exercises, but it could then simulate operational 

coordination during a joint exercise with members from participating units. It could also involve 

more (or less) expertise from certain components (air, maritime, or even space or cyber) 

depending on the situation, and it can be elevated as necessary to involve White House and 

Cabinet Secretariat staff when more sensitive political decision making is involved (see Figure 

2.2.).  

One new alliance activity outlined in the 2015 bilateral defense guidelines relates to so-called 

Asset Protection or the “mutual protection of each other’s [military] assets, as appropriate, if 

engaged in activities that contribute to the defense of Japan in a cooperative manner, including 

during training and exercises.” This could take the form of Japan Air SDF fighter jets providing an 

escort for a US bomber mission in the region, or Maritime SDF ships supplementing protection 

for US naval vessels (or vice versa). The bilateral planning and execution regarding these asset 

protection missions has introduced a more sophisticated and consistent level of alliance C3 

compared to before, aided by the ACM. Japan started providing asset protection for US forces in 

2017 with two exercises, then introduced the same practice for ISR missions in 2018, building up 

to about 30 such missions per year by 2023.96  Some of these missions included supporting 

Australian forces. The ACM also provides for creation of a Bilateral Operations Coordination 

Center (BOCC) and Component Coordination Centers (CCCs) when needed, but these are not 

permanently staffed facilities. They are often set up in support of joint exercises, and in recent 

years they have become increasingly sophisticated. 

 

 

 

 

 
95 “The Guidelines for Japan-US Defense Cooperation: April 27, 2015, available at 
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000078188.pdf    
96 Japan’s Ministry of Defense, Defense of Japan 2024, Reference 22, p. 69. 
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Fig 2.2. Alliance Coordination Mechanism (ACM) Framework97 

 

Another relatively recent alliance innovation is a new Bilateral Information Analysis Cell (BIAC) 

located at Yokota Air Base where they can jointly analyze and process information gathered from 

ISR assets of both countries. This followed the US deployment of MQ-9 “Reaper” drones to Japan 

in the fall of 2022 that significantly improved allied reconnaissance capabilities (adding to Japan’s 

growing MQ-9B “SeaGuardian” fleet, among other ISR assets).98  As one USFJ service member 

described it, with about 30 specialists co-located sharing information and analysis, “we each get 

a full capability with only half the investment.” 

 

3. Next Steps for US-Japan C3 Modernization 

The rest of 2025 should be a busy time for alliance managers as they adapt to Japan’s stand-up of 

its JJOC and make decisions about how all the key alliance partners interact (i.e., JJOC, new USFJ, 

INDOPACOM, US Embassy, the ACM, etc.).  When President Trump met Prime Minister Ishiba in 

Washington in early February 2025, their joint statement “confirmed that they intend to further 

 
97 Japan’s Ministry of Defense, Defense of Japan 2022, p. 285.   
98 Kosuke Takahashi, “New Details on Japan’s MQ-9B SeaGuardian Procurement for JMSDF,” Naval News, December 
5, 2024. 
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strengthen US-Japan deterrence and response capabilities by enhancing defense and security 

cooperation, including by upgrading the respective command and control frameworks of US and 

Japanese forces,” but few details have emerged so far regarding the new USFJ configuration and 

its relationship with JJOC. Still, we can make some educated guesses and offer a few 

recommendations based on Sasakawa USA’s Task Force discussions. The following is an outline of 

both likely and possible next steps for alliance C3 modernization.  

  

3.1.  Japan’s Joint Operations Command (JJOC) 

Japan’s legislature approved an amendment to the Self-Defense Forces Law in 2024 that 

authorizes the JJOC, with a plan to launch it around March 24, 2025.99  The JJOC will start with 

around 240 staff members and be co-located (essentially) with the Ministry of Defense and Joint 

Staff Office at facilities in Ichigaya, Tokyo. It will be led by a 4-star general officer of “the same 

rank equivalent to the Chiefs of Staff” for the Ground, Maritime, and Air Staff offices.100 This will 

put the JJOC Commander just slightly below in rank to the 4-star Joint Chief of Staff, equal to the 

other service chiefs. The first JJOC Commander is expected to be Lt. Gen. Kenichiro Nagumo (Air 

SDF), who is the current vice chief of staff at the JSO (and will presumably receive a promotion 

before assuming his new post).101  

Co-locating the JJOC with MOD and the JSO in Ichigaya was a contested decision, as many former 

SDF officers worry it could overshadow the JJOC or encumber its decision making. Others are 

concerned about narrow “group think” or a defense policy and operations equivalent to a little 

kids’ soccer match all crowding around the same ball.102 Supporters, however, believe the co-

location can speed up decision making and more quickly clarify the division of roles between the 

JSO and JJOC.  

Japan’s MOD plans to expand the number of JJOC personnel to 280 by the end of FY 2025. Given 

Japan’s staffing limitations within the SDF and because some of the JJOC functions will replace 

those currently being handled by the JSO and other SDF command and staff offices, personnel 

are being pulled from various parts of the SDF to form three JJOC departments (Intelligence, 

Operations, and Logistics) and three other offices to handle administration, command and 

communications, and legal affairs (see Figure 3.1.).   

 

 
99 The bill was passed by the Diet on May 10, 2024. 
100 See “Progress and Budget in Fundamental Reinforcement of Defense Capabilities: Overview of the FY24 Budget,” 
Japan Ministry of Defense, available at  https://www.mod.go.jp/en/d_act/d_budget/pdf/20240607a.pdf    
101 “SDF Joint Staff Official Tapped as First Chief of New Joint Operations Command,” Jiji Press, February 12, 2025. 
102 Author interview with retired SDF officers, February 27, 2025. They advocated for “healthy friction” between 
JJOC, JSO, and MOD. 
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Figure 3.1: Organizational Structure of the JJOC 

 
On paper, the position of the JJOC seems relatively straightforward, to “look down” (as one 

Japanese Task Force member put it) and make sure Japan’s SDF is prepared and orders are carried 

out as effectively as possible from an operational perspective. Meanwhile, the Joint Chief “looks 

up” and supports the political leadership from a policy and military advice perspective to inform 

those orders (see figure 3.2). In practical terms, however, there are a lot of difficult details to work 

out.  

Figure 3.2: New SDF Operations System 

 

For example, Task Force members based on their own experiences said they expected political 

and bureaucratic leadership from the Cabinet Secretariat (Kantei), National Security Secretariat, 

and Defense Ministry’s Internal Bureau to seek information from and provide guidance to the 

JJOC directly, complicating the JJOC’s efforts to simply “look down.” Similarly, in order to calibrate 

“minimum necessary” levels for the use of force, refine rules of engagement, and support its 
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advice to political leaders, the JSO will also likely reach down into the JJOC. The JSO might also 

retain some overarching responsibilities for intelligence analysis (with MOD), logistics support, 

strategic communications, and other SDF-wide activities. So, there is likely to be a lot of 

interaction up and down the chains of command. 

Another question yet unanswered for the JJOC is what will be its responsibility in terms of 

battlespace or geographic reach?  Will the South China Sea be included in its area of responsibility, 

and what about the Philippines or other areas?  As for the roles and responsibilities for the JJOC, 

some Japanese Task Force members laid out what they saw as most likely for the various phases 

and scenarios (although we expect to get clarification from the JJOC itself in due course).  

 
Likely JJOC Roles during Peacetime: 

• Formulation of joint defense plans 

• Formulation of bilateral plans with INDOPACOM 

• Operational control over major commands 

• Planning and execution of joint/bilat/multilateral training and exercises 

• Peacetime engagement with relevant organizations (e.g., National Police, Coast Guard, etc.) 

• Humanitarian assistance and disaster relief operations 

 

In Gray-Zone Situations: 

• Situational awareness of ongoing situations 

• Formulation of action plans during indications and warning (I&W) situations 

• Coordination of flexible deterrence options (FDOs) with INDOPACOM 

• Execution of Defense Minister’s orders as approved by the Cabinet/Diet 

 

In Armed Attack Situations: 

• Same as gray-zone situations 

• All domain bilateral coordination (especially ISR and targeting) 

 
Another Japanese Task Force member noted that a key challenge for the SDF is to establish a 

JJOC while developing a concept of operations for constantly evolving threats and to establish a 

command structure for Integrated Air and Missile Defense (IAMD) that fully utilizes new 

counterstrike capabilities.  He added that the SDF’s Command, Control, Communications, 

Computers (C4) Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance (ISR) network of the SDF must be 

integrated to ensure interoperability among all services and have sufficient interoperability with 

the US network. It should be redundant to sustain its function 24/7 and resilient against kinetic 
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attacks and non-kinetic disruption including cyber-attacks. These are ambitious but important 

goals. 

 

3.2.  USFJ as a Joint Force Headquarters  

As noted in the opening paragraph of this paper, the July 2024 2+2 Joint Statement signaled the 

US intention to transform USFJ from an administrative command into a joint force headquarters. 

Specifically, the statement said, “To facilitate deeper interoperability and cooperation on joint 

bilateral operations in peacetime and during contingencies, the United States intends to 

reconstitute US Forces Japan (USFJ) as a joint force headquarters (JFHQ) reporting to the 

Commander of US Indo-Pacific Command (USINDOPACOM).” Since that statement, relevant US 

and allied officials and officers have been considering the optimal configuration of that JFHQ and 

a feasible timeline. The process has continued under the Trump administration, but there is some 

risk that momentum for this transformation could be lost due to bureaucratic inertia, resource 

constraints, or insufficient leadership, which would represent a costly missed opportunity. The US 

and Japan will both benefit from a more integrated and capable C3 framework based in Japan. 

Currently, USFJ headquarters staff is comprised of about 160 military, US civilian, and Japanese 

national employees, and they are responsible for contributing to planning for the defense of 

Japan and should be prepared, if ordered, to assume operational control of assigned US forces 

for supporting those plans in an emergency.103 That is essentially what happened for a period of 

time in March 2011 during the early stages of Operation TOMODACHI, before USFJ stepped back 

in support of the specially designated US Joint Task Force led by the 4-star PACFLEET 

Commander.104 USFJ’s mission statement says that its role is to “set conditions within Japan to 

ensure US service components maintain a lethal posture and readiness to support regional 

operations in steady state, crisis, and contingency, and that bilateral mechanisms between the 

United States and Japan provide the ability to coordinate and synchronize actions in support of 

the US-Japan Alliance.”105 USFJ is good at its job, but if its responsibilities expand to cover a wider 

range of bilateral missions, it is not staffed or trained sufficiently to be a JFHQ for a significant 

regional military conflict.  

There are a lot of different ways that the US government can follow through on its stated intention 

to stand up a JFHQ in Japan. One basic approach would be to enlarge USFJ and empower it with 

command authority over some portion of US forces stationed in Japan on a full-time basis, from 

peacetime up to and including conflict. That “portion” of US forces in Japan could consist 

anywhere from a very small percentage of joint forces (i.e., enough to support more detailed 

 
103 See USFJ’s website at https://www.usfj.mil/About-USFJ/ 
104 Technically speaking, the US called the JTF for Operation TOMODACHI a “Joint Support Force” to highlight its 
supporting role to Japan’s SDF. 
105 USFJ website.   

https://www.usfj.mil/About-USFJ/
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bilateral planning, in-country exercises, and peacetime ISR, logistics, cyber defense, asset 

protection, maritime security or other bilateral missions) to a very large percentage of the 50,000-

plus US personnel in Japan. However, the latter option seems unnecessary, costly, and disruptive, 

given the theater-wide regional responsibilities for many US assets in Japan. It makes sense for 

the component commands and INDOPACOM in Hawaii to continue controlling the majority of US 

forces in Japan during peacetime. 

Thus, a key consideration for the Japan JFHQ is what types of roles it is expected to play—for the 

US and in a bilateral or minilateral context—and how do those roles corelate with different 

anticipated phases and types of conflict? Should the Japan JFHQ be “always turned on” in the 

sense that there is a joint team and assets permanently assigned to the JFHQ with various 

peacetime responsibilities and authorities (that could possibly grow if conflict intensifies), or is it 

more something planned for in case of contingencies that trains to assemble and assume certain 

responsibilities when INDOPACOM decides? The latter example would resemble Joint Task Force 

– National Capital Region (JTF-NCR) around Washington, DC, which was established after the 

September 11 terrorist attacks. JTF-NCR is a subordinate unit of US Northern Command, and it 

plans, coordinates, and when directed, partners with others to jointly support homeland defense 

leveraging local assets of component commands such as Army District of Washington or Air Force 

District of Washington.106 Day to day, the size and authority of JTF-NCR changes based on need, 

for example as a skeleton operation most of the time but can grow and help provide protection 

during a large-scale government event in Washington or during a unexpected crisis.  

Japanese officials have expressed privately to US counterparts that they prefer a JFHQ in Japan 

that is relatively robust and permanently staffed, so that it can be a more capable and accessible 

counterpart to the JJOC.107 The Japan side originally sought a new 4-star US command in Japan, 

but the US was reluctant for various reasons such as cost, the difficulty of creating a new 4-star 

billet, questions of authority relationships with other 4-star commands in the region, and the 

widespread view that such authority would not be needed except in the most extreme of 

circumstances.108  

Largely for these reasons, before INDOPACOM Commander Adm. John Aquillino retired in 2024, 

he and his team proposed ideas for revamping USFJ that apparently included a small boost for 

support staff in Japan with nominal leadership of a new Japan JFHQ residing in Hawaii with the 

PACFLEET Commander.109 In this way, the PACFLEET Commander would be “dual-hatted” to lead 

the Japan-based JFHQ, while the administrative side of USFJ remained largely intact. The 

PACFLEET Commander could travel to Japan frequently to establish counterpart relations and 

guide the work of the new JFHQ, and he/she could stay in Japan for an extended period with 

 
106 See JTF-NCR website at https://jtfncr.mdw.army.mil/About/Our-Mission/   
107 Based on author interviews with multiple Japanese and US officials in 2024 and early 2025.  
108 Ibid.  
109 Based on author interviews with US officials at the Departments of Defense and State. 

https://jtfncr.mdw.army.mil/About/Our-Mission/
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additional deployed resources as needed during a crisis. This kind of approach has some practical 

benefits of less up-front cost or disruption to the status-quo, but it would represent a less 

dramatic peacetime change than some in Washington and many in Tokyo are expecting.  

Since then, current INDOPACOM Commander Adm. Sam Paparo and his team have taken up this 

assignment and are working in support of a bilateral working group that includes defense and 

foreign policy officials to prepare a detailed alliance C3 plan. The working group is discussing how 

the allies will manage interactions and leverage capabilities among the JJOC and the Japan JFHQ 

addressing organizational structure, areas of responsibility, counterpart relations, optimized 

information sharing, among other topics. The US side has indicated that it wants to take a “phased 

approach” to introducing a JFHQ in Japan, in part so that it can better understand how the JJOC 

will be structured and what will be its responsibilities and authorities.110 It will also take another 

year at least before the US Congress can appropriate funds for establishing the new JFHQ, and 

there is no consensus yet on how much Congress or the Trump administration will support it. 

Still, the FY25 NDAA requirement for a plan this summer (2025) to establish a JFHQ in Japan (and 

in Australia) subordinate to INDOPACOM should begin to clarify US intentions for the JJOC 

counterpart. 111  The US could either attempt to transform the existing USFJ into a JFHQ by 

increasing its staff, resources and authorities so that it can command certain joint missions in and 

around Japan in close coordination with the JJOC, or it could create a new entity or JTF for this 

purpose and let USFJ continue in its current role and form. The former approach is probably the 

most efficient and effective, but it will require something of a culture shift within USFJ to become 

a true operational command. If the USFJ Commander assumes the role of JFHQ Commander, then 

it is possible that the dual-hat function he currently performs as Commander of the 5th Air Force 

in Japan will be assigned to a different general officer.112 This could be one of the first steps taken 

to begin to effectuate USFJ’s transformation incrementally.   

 

3.3.  USFJ in Tokyo and a Possible Bilateral Planning & Coordination Office  

Another near-term step could be to establish a Tokyo presence for USFJ to facilitate C3 with the 

JJOC. INDOPACOM and USFJ have reportedly been scouting viable locations for a Tokyo “branch” 

of USFJ, but it is not clear yet what might be its specific functions or scale. One candidate location 

is the Akasaka Press Center, Hardy Barracks in Roppongi, managed by US Army Garrison Japan 

 
110 Department of Defense, “Joint Statement of the Security Consultative Committee (2+2),” July 28, 2024. 
111 US Senate Committee on Armed Services, “FY 2025 National Defense Authorization Act Executive Summary,” 
June 2024 at https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/fy25_ndaa_executive_summary.pdf  
112 The 5th Air Force consists of about 13,000 airmen and Air Force civilians in Japan across three main bases 
(Yokota, Kadena, and Misawa) and includes the 35th Fighter Wing, 374th Airlift Wing, and 18th Wing.  

https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/fy25_ndaa_executive_summary.pdf
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and situated less than three miles away from the JJOC at Ichigaya.113 There are perhaps other 

locations being considered.  

Creating this kind of Tokyo facility for USFJ could be consistent with a recommendation from our 

C3 Modernization Task Force, if it involved the inclusion of JJOC staff and standing up a full-time 

bilateral joint planning and coordination office for the allies (see Figure 3.3).  The US-side of this 

bilateral office could be an integral part of the new USFJ or JFHQ, and together with JJOC staff 

they could serve both commands concurrently in an office co-led by a representative from each 

country at an equivalent rank. 

 

Figure 3.3: Possible JJOC-USFJ/JFHQ Arrangement w/ Bilateral Planning & Coordination Office 

 

A bilateral planning and coordination office could become the primary forum for bilateral 

information sharing, intel tasking and analysis, bilateral planning, logistical support coordination, 

asset protection mission coordination, counterstrike coordination, and other functions, and it 

could be tested and tempered through regular bilateral exercises. 114  During conflict, an 

important function for this office could be to maximize compatibility between US operational 

plans and whatever Basic Action Plan was being prepared for Japan’s Diet to approve. For 

information sharing, a “mission partner environment” could possibly be created, building upon 

recent improvements in this area by INDOPACOM. 115  The bilateral joint planning and 

 
113 Alex Wilson and Hana Kusumoto, “US Forces Japan scouts central Tokyo property ahead of major command 
overhaul,” Stars and Stripes, November 12, 2024.  
114 Air defense and missile defense coordination would likely still take place at Yokota Air Base, where US and 
Japanese forces are co-located and which features a Bilateral Joint Operations Coordination Center (BJOCC) to 
facilitate those functions. 
115 Mariel Cooley, “Indo-Pacific Could Serve as Model for Combatant Command Info Sharing,” C4ISNET, December 9, 
2022 at https://www.c4isrnet.com/thought-leadership/2022/12/09/indo-pacific-could-serve-as-model-for-
combatant-command-info-sharing/  

https://www.c4isrnet.com/thought-leadership/2022/12/09/indo-pacific-could-serve-as-model-for-combatant-command-info-sharing/
https://www.c4isrnet.com/thought-leadership/2022/12/09/indo-pacific-could-serve-as-model-for-combatant-command-info-sharing/
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coordination office would probably not have any forces assigned to it, and it would not be in 

command of anything. Those authorities would likely remain with the JJOC for Japan’s SDF and 

with the USFJ/JFHQ and INDOPACOM for US forces. 

The future of the ACM under a bilateral joint staff approach is unclear. It seems logical to relocate 

the BOCC and CCC functions within the new bilateral joint staff, and the ACM could simply carry 

on as a combination of the Joint Committee (for issues related to the Japan-US Status of Forces 

Agreement or SOFA) and the Alliance Coordination Group (for policy coordination of a wide range 

of remaining defense cooperation issues). The linkage between the ACG and the bilateral joint 

staff should be tight, to address many of the political decision-making challenges that are bound 

to emerge, but whether or not the ACG could formally “approve” bilateral joint staff office plans 

or proposed movement of forces is an outstanding question. Surely, the ACG would be a useful 

tool for clarifying operational boundaries and maybe clearing some political hurdles to get the 

most out of alliance security cooperation, but the authority to approve plans, exercises, and force 

movements might still rest in traditional (and national) hands. 

The bilateral Security Consultative Committee that brings together the defense and foreign policy 

ministers/secretaries from both countries (the so-called 2+2) would continue to function in this 

scenario and sits high above the bilateral joint staff office. It is not represented in Figure 3.3 

because it is the process that informs decision making by the national command authorities, and 

from there Japan’s Minister of Defense and US Secretary of Defense issue orders through their 

respective chains of command. In this way, the traditional alliance management process does not 

change much, but it would gain a powerful new tool in the form of a bilateral joint planning and 

coordination office  and a more empowered ACM.   

In the near term, Japan’s introduction of Tomahawk Land Attack cruise missiles in 2025 

(purchased from the US) and establishment of SDF counterstrike capabilities and doctrine could 

be a significant driver of alliance C3 modernization. The US Navy has already been providing the 

SDF with Cruise Missile Command training, and this will become a joint function in 2025. It is 

widely expected that Japan will request some US support for the SDF’s counterstrike in terms of 

intelligence sharing, target coordination, damage assessment and other aspects. Some retired 

SDF officers have called for a “US-Japan Common Operating Picture and Integrated Targeting 

Board” to help carry this out.116 Use-of-force issues will be the most difficult for the allies to settle 

in terms of political decision making, and the level at which those authorities are delegated by 

each government and joint command will be different.  If alliance C3 modernization can manage 

the counterstrike mission effectively, then it should be sufficient to address the wider range of 

potential bilateral missions.  

 

 
116 Koichi Isobe, “Japan’s Perspective on Command and Control Issues in the Japan-US Alliance,” CSIS, June 22, 2023 
available at https://www.csis.org/analysis/japans-perspective-command-and-control-issues-japan-us-alliance  

https://www.csis.org/analysis/japans-perspective-command-and-control-issues-japan-us-alliance
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3.4.  The Future of US-Japan C3  

Current US-Japan security cooperation and its approach to C3 rests upon a foundation of 

collaboration and mutual support built up over decades, becoming increasingly sophisticated and 

valuable more recently as threats have increased in the Indo-Pacific. Political, bureaucratic, and 

military leadership in both countries will be required in the coming months and years if the full 

potential of this alliance is to be realized. Japan’s establishment of the JJOC is creating an excellent 

opportunity to strengthen and empower alliance C3, but there is no single best way to take 

advantage it, and the opportunity could evolve over time. The important thing is to sustain 

effective communication so that ends, ways, and means are aligned and keep leaders engaged to 

maintain the momentum to break through inertia or stove-piping. The following 

recommendations could help the allies to steadily improve C3 and allow for a wider range of 

bilateral missions that benefit both countries and the Indo-Pacific region.    

1) As alliance C3 is modernized, expand upon the principles and objectives briefly mentioned in 

the July 2024 2+2 joint statement and articulate them publicly so that each nation’s citizens 

and others in the region understand the purpose and scope of these enhancements.117 This 

includes:  

a) Upgrading C3 in support of both the security of Japan and the maintenance of 

international peace and security in the Indo-Pacific region, as provided for in the US-Japan 

1960 Treaty for Mutual Cooperation and Security. 

b) Parallel but separate chains of command, to preserve accountability to national political 

leadership. For legal and political reasons, a truly combined command, like that between 

the US and South Korea, is neither feasible nor necessary. The goal should be closer 

integration, to support bilateral missions that serve alliance objectives—while preserving 

separability. 

c) Respect for national legal authorities in planning and executing bilateral missions. Building 

on the previous principle, bilateral missions would not extend beyond the constitutional 

and legal limits of either country—for example, Japan’s limits on collective self-defense.    

d) Co-location of personnel in a joint, bilateral planning and coordination office, staffed with 

personnel from uniformed services of both countries. This staff would serve as an alliance 

unit that supports each nation’s command authorities in Japan. This office could become 

the primary forum for bilateral information sharing, intel tasking and analysis, bilateral 

planning, logistical support coordination, asset protection mission coordination, 

counterstrike coordination, and other functions, and it could be tested and tempered 

 
117 Note that items b thru f were introduced previously by the author in a jointly-written article with Chris 
Johnstone. See, Christopher B. Johnstone and Jim Schoff, “A Vital Next Step for the US-Japan Alliance: Command 
and Control Modernization,” CSIS, February 1, 2024, at  https://www.csis.org/analysis/vital-next-step-us-japan-
alliance-command-and-control-modernization  

https://www.csis.org/analysis/vital-next-step-us-japan-alliance-command-and-control-modernization
https://www.csis.org/analysis/vital-next-step-us-japan-alliance-command-and-control-modernization
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through regular bilateral exercises. It could be located at Yokota Air Base or some other 

facility closer to the JJOC at Ichigaya.  

e) Civilian control of bilateral operations, including through close connectivity to the 

alliance’s civilian-led decision making. The new bilateral joint planning and coordination 

office should coordinate with the civilian-led dialogue channels (such as the ACM, 

referenced in the Joint Statement) that Washington and Tokyo utilize to help direct the 

alliance. In this way, a civilian-led civ-mil process determines the scope of bilateral military 

activity, and the mil-mil process (w/ civilian oversight) determines the details of how 

bilateral military activity is carried out within that defined scope. 

f) Connectivity with other bilateral alliances, including Combined Forces Command in South 

Korea and Australia’s Joint Operations Command, to expand information sharing and 

enhance coordination. 

2) The new Japan JFHQ should look to expand and empower USFJ with sufficient authorities and 

resources to be an effective counterpart for JJOC for peacetime thru and armed attack 

situation (this includes “gray zone” incidents, “Important Influence Situations” and “Survival 

Threatening Situations,” as per Japan’s legal framework on use of force). The new USFJ/JFHQ 

might be able to fulfill its peacetime responsibilities by roughly doubling in size to about 320 

to 350 personnel (depending on bilateral missions), but it should be expandable as needed. 

3) Given the increased importance of the ACM to define the scope of bilateral military missions, 

the ACM will likely need to be expanded to include other relevant stakeholders in Japan (e.g., 

National Police; Justice Ministry; Land, Transport and Infrastructure Ministry; etc.) on a more 

regular basis (not just included “as needed”), and bilateral exercises should occasionally 

include an elevated version of the ACM (including White House staff and high-level Cabinet 

Secretariat and/or political leaders) to better simulate difficult decision making during a crisis. 

4) Bilateral missions carried out under the direction of alliance C3 should be limited to those 

that will add value for both parties. They should be well-defined, planned for, and exercised, 

and C3 modernization should be tailored to support and guide these missions. The bilateral 

missions will ultimately be the driver behind the eventual scale and scope of C3 

modernization. Possible bilateral missions could include:  

a. Air & missile defense (& Japan counterstrike kill chain w/ US support) 

b. ISR (collection and analysis) 

c. Electronic warfare 

d. Cyber defense 

e. Transport, Lift, & logistics 

f. Asset protection, SAR 
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g. Maritime (e.g., maritime security, anti-submarine warfare, minesweeping) 

h. Planning and scenario-based exercises for the above (with INDOPACOM) 

5) The USFJ/JFHQ is an operational supplement (to enhance efficiency and effectiveness) but not 

a replacement for the JJOC link to INDOPACOM. The INDOPACOM Commander can be a direct 

leadership counterpart for the JJOC Commander to provide operational strategic alignment, 

while the USFJ/JFHQ Commander and appropriate counterparts at JJOC provide for 

operational tactical alignment.   
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