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Introduction  

Profound strategic changes are unfolding that have the potential to  transform the fabric 

of the international system. It is unknown whether or not the positive forces of 

globalization and democracy or the darker forces of mercantilism  and authoritarianism 

will ultimately prevail . What is known is that the struggle between these forces will take 

foremost place in the Asia-Pacific region, the new epicenter of global affairs. As one of 

the regionôs most prosperous and powerful ï and pivotally located ï countries, Japan 

will play a major role in steering the trajectory of future developments in the Asia -

Pacific.      

The impact that Japan will have on the strategic architecture that frames and defines the 

region in the years ahead cannot be overstated. Decisions made in Tokyo will ripple into 

policymaking calculations across the region, and indeed the world. How Japan 

conceptualizes its place in the nascent U.S. rebalance to Asia more broadly, and how it 

perceives its role in the Air -Sea Battle concept of operations more specifically, will 

influence and shape much. More important may prove to be the extent to which 

Japanese leaders are able to implement changes to their  national defense guidelines 

(currently under review ) and find freedom from the self-imposed political constraints 

currently in place under Article Nine of Japanôs Constitution.  

Constitutional constraints notwithstanding, trends in the regional security environment 

are likely to drive Tokyoôs defense planning, compelling decisions regarding roles and 

missions that will in turn alter the course of capacity development. Foremost among its 

security challenges, the Peopleôs Republic of Chinaôs (PRC) military modernization 

program is attended by uncertainties and risks for neighboring Japan. These 

uncertainties and risks have increased at a remarkable pace over the past ten years as 

Chinaôs military build-up continues to surpass expectations and Beijingôs assertiveness 

over disputed territories  grows. Likewise, North Korean behavior remains unstable and 

provocative, while its nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles programs mature. The 

threats posed by both nations, as measured in capabilities and intentions , have 

catalyzed reconsiderations of Japanôs defense posture. The threats of Russian incursion, 

international terrorism, pandemic, and natural disaster remain relevant for Japan, but 

now represent more distant second order problems for the nationôs security in light of 

the challenges posed by China and North Korea.            

The most important aspect of Japanôs national security strategy is its defensive alliance 

with the United States. Since the end of the Second World War, the U.S. security 

commitment to Japan has served as an anchor stabilizing the region and enabling 

growth. The stunning political and economic transformation  of post-war Japan created  
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the worldôs second most prosperous country after the United States and ï importantly ï 

a model for other aspiring regional powers to follow. Arguably, democracy and 

prosperity would not have flourished in South Korea and Taiwan in the absence of the 

U.S.-Japan alliance; Australia, Singapore and Hong Kong would not enjoy their current 

standards of living;  and China would not be an emerging superpower. In ways large and 

small the U.S.-Japan alliance has served as a pillar supporting the dramatic rise of the 

Asia-Pacific on the world stage.  

Yet there have been times when policymakers in Washington and Tokyo disregarded the 

central importance of their alliance.  The fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold 

War led to a gradual drift in the U.S.-Japan relationship. This drift saw something of a 

course correction following by the 9-11 terrorist attacks, as Japan strongly supported the 

ensuing U.S. invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, and anti -piracy operations off the coast 

of East Africa. However, the alliance was also beset by basing relocation issues, the 

global financial recession, and a season of political contrarianism  in Tokyo. The 

successful joint humanitarian assistance and disaster relief mission following  the Great 

East Japan Earthquake in March 2011 served to ñbuy timeò for the alliance, but it wasnôt 

until the U.S. began to redefine and refocus its role in the region that new life was 

injected into the U. S.-Japan relationship . Further improving prospects for a stronger 

U.S.-Japan alliance, the Abe administration has begun pursuing deeper defense ties 

with Washington while expanding Tokyoôs domestic contributions to  regional security.              

This monograph will explore  Japanôs role in the evolving U.S.-led defense             

architecture  that is likely to define the Asia-Pacific in the years ahead. To begin, we will 

describe the major trends and capabilities that will  factor into the regional security          

environment and challenge Japanese defense planners. Next, we will review the 

Japanese Self Defense Forceôs (JSDF) evolving capabilities and posture. Following this 

we will  assess ways in which Japan could participation in ï and enable ï both the U.S. 

rebalance to Asia and the U.S. militaryôs Air-Sea Battle concept of operations. We will 

then conclude with recommendations for Tokyo, recommendations for Washington, and 

recommendations for the U.S.-Japan alliance.           
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Trends and Growing Adversary Capabilities  

The manner in which Japanôs regional security environment evolves over the coming 

years will  be contingent  upon broader trends that may already be discernible. One such 

trend is the rapid proliferation of technologies that can undermine the abilit y of modern  

militaries ï such as those fielded by Japan and its ally the United States ï to maintain 

regional dominance. Driven by advances in integrated circuit technologies that allow for 

exponentially more powerful chip performance, modern conventional weapons systems 

are capable of strategic effects that until recently could only be achieved through the use 

of nuclear weapons. This has had a flattening effect on power asymmetries, allowing 

relatively weak states to threaten more powerful adversaries with weapons that cost a 

mere fraction of the cutting -edge platforms they seek to counter. At the low end of the 

spectrum, Hezbollah in its 2006 war with Israel  showed the world how a small force 

could defeat an otherwise overwhelming opponent though the application of tactics that 

optimize the employment of guided rockets, artillery, mortars and missiles (G -RAMM) . 

At the high end of the spectrum, China is developing advanced ballistic and cruise 

missiles, anti-satellite weapons, submarines, cyber warfare capabilities, and unmanned 

aerial systems that have the potential to rapidly erod e Americaôs preponderance in the 

Western Pacific.  

Broadly speaking, the global commons of international water, air, space and cyberspace 

that were once the sole purview of superpowers are increasingly congested and 

contested by a multitude of actors. This situation creates new challenges for the defense 

of Japan while also promising significant  advantages that may reduce some past 

vulnerabilities. F or example, as an island nation that is highly dependent upon seaborne 

trade and energy supplies, Japan is justifiably concerned  about Chinaôs growing 

maritime threats to its shipping fleet. On the other hand, given the development of 

technology-enabled shore defense systems, Japan may be in a position to radically 

undercut concerns about the potential for a successful amphibious invasion against its 

islands. However, despite some positive aspects to these trends, Japanese defense 

planners describe their overall security situation as one in decline. According to then-

Japanese Defense Minister, Satoshi Morimoto, ñthe security environment surrounding 

[Japan] is becoming increasingly harsh.ò1  

What follows is an overview of weapons technology proliferation trends that are 

negatively impacting upon Japanôs security. These trends are worrisome because they 

increasingly allow countries such as China and ï to a much lesser degree ï North Korea 

to expose critical vulnerabilities in Japanôs defense posture, while at the same time 

eroding the dominance of Japanôs ally the United States. Because the entire territory of  
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Japan is within the ñthreat envelopeò of many of the adversary weapons being fielded, 

and because there is no reliable defense against these weapons, there is a concern that 

they could serve to undermine or at the very least complicate the U.S.-Japan alliance. 

Also of concern is the destabilizing nature of the weapons themselves. Many of the 

weapons being deployed are primed for offensive first strikes. They therefore encourage 

rapid horizontal and vertical escalatory responses in times of conflict. As such, their 

deployment represents a nettlesome problem for the long-term maintenance of regional 

stability.        

Ballistic missiles .2 The Chinese Peopleôs Liberation Armyôs (PLA) Second Artillery 

Force fields the worldôs largest and most capable inventory of conventionally armed 

ballistic missiles. In recent years, the Second Artillery has deployed an increasing 

number of conventional ballistic missiles that have sufficient ranges to target Japanese 

territory. These missiles are all solid-fueled and road mobile, making it difficult for a 

defender to predict when and where they will be launched. Further advancing their 

lethality, significant investments have been made into improving warhead accuracies 

and payloads while also developing methods to defeat ballistic missiles defenses such as 

Patriot -3 (PAC-3) and Standard Missile-3 (SM-3) missile interception systems fielded 

by the JSDF.   

Initially, the only conventional ballistic missile in the PLA arsenal that could reach 

Japan was the medium-range Dongfeng-21C (DF-21C).3 However, the Second Artillery 

Force has also begun deploying a new medium-range ballistic missile (MRBM), the DF -

16, which is reportedly aimed at ñcounter-interventionò missions.4 According to this 

assessment, the DF-16 would be primarily intended for targeting U.S. air and naval 

bases in Japan during a confrontation over Tai wan. Of even greater concern, the Second 

Artillery began deploying an anti -ship ballistic missile (ASBM), the DF -21D, in 2010.5  
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The purpose of the DF-21D is to threaten U.S. carrier strike groups operating in the 

Western Pacific. In theory, it could also pose a threat to Japanôs helicopter carriers.  

North Korea has developed two MRBMs with ranges that suggest that their primary 

target is Japan.6 The Nodong is a road mobile MRBM that has been deployed in active 

service since the mid-1990s. As of 2006, it was estimated that North Korea had 

produced approximately 200 operational Nodong missiles.7 North Korea has also been 

developing the Taepodong-1 MRBM for Japan-related missions, although recent reports 

suggest that this missile may be intended as a transitory program for the development of 

the longer-ranged Taepodong-2 intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM). 8 While both 

the Nodong and the Taepodong-1 could strike targets across Japan, their lack of 

advanced guidance make them weapons of terror rather than precision-strike weapons 

that could reliably target military facilities. For this reason, it appears likely that North 

Korea would use them as delivery platforms for nuclear, biological or chemical weapons, 

rather than conventional warheads.9 Unlike comparable Chinese systems, the Nodong 

and Taepodong MRBMs are both liquid -fueled.10 In further contrast with China, it does 

not appear that North Korea has developed methods to defeat ballistic missile defense 

systems. 

             
Cruise missiles .11 After decades of sustained investments in advanced cruise missile 

procurement, the PLA currently fields some of the worldôs most cutting-edge cruise 

missile systems. China has produced large numbers of advanced ground-launched 

cruise missiles that are capable of standoff precision strikes. Having previously obtained  

a large number of cruise missiles from Russia, the PLA in recent years has been 

acquiring considerable numbers of domestically built systems. These include the Second 

Artillery Forceôs indigenous, ground-launched Changjian -10 ñLong Swordò (CJ-10) land 

attack cruise missiles (LACM); the PLA Navyôs ground- and ship-launched Yingji -62 

ñEagle Strikeò (YJ-62) anti -ship cruise missile (ASCM); and the PLA Air Forceôs Yingji -

63 (YJ-63) LACM.12 The PLA Navy also deploys the Russian-built SS-N-22 ñSunburnò 

supersonic ASCM on its Sovremenny-class destroyers, and the Russian SS-N-27B 

ñSizzlerò supersonic ASCM on eight of its 12 Kilo-class diesel-attack submarines. In sum, 

the PLA Navy has or is in the process of acquiring over ten ASCM variants, including the 

next generation CH-SS-NX-13 ASCM indigenous design.13   

With an estimated 200 -500 missiles deployed on 40-55 road-mobile, tri -canister 

launchers in the Second Artillery Force, Chinaôs strategic CJ-10 LACM may be of 

particular concern to Japanese defense planners. It is reported to have a stealthy design 

and a range of over 1,500km, giving the PLA the ability to place the entirety of Japan 

within the threat envelope of its cruise missiles.14 Likewise, the PLA Navy operates 100 

JH-7 land based fighter-bombers and an unknown number of H-6 maritime bombers  
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that are armed with ASCMs.15 According to the Department of Defense, these could have 

a strike radius of over 1,500km.16 For its part, the PLA Air Force operates an unknown  

number of H -6 bombers equipped with LACMs that have maximum strike ranges out to 

Guam.17     

At both the tactical and strategic levels, Chinaôs advanced cruise missiles have serious 

implications for regional security in the Western Pacific and beyond. Like Chinaôs 

highly -successful ballistic missile systems, cruise missiles are technologically 

challenging (and expensive) to defend against. However, unlike ballistic missiles, cruise 

missiles are able to strike from any direction and fly at very low altitudes, making them 

even harder to detect and counter. Cruise missiles are also more accurate and 

inexpensive to build than ballistic 

missiles and, because of their 

relatively small size, can be 

launched from a variety of 

platforms, further adding to  their 

stealth and agility. Like ballistic 

missiles, they also represent a 

major proliferation risk. 18 Indeed, 

while details remain murky, it has 

been reported that cruise missiles 

China sold to Iran were later 

acquired by North Korea.19   

 
Submarines .20 The PLA Navy has the worldôs largest fleet of diesel electric submarines, 

and a small but growing nuclear-powered attack submarine force, giving it a strong anti-

surface warfare capability. With some 40 modern attack submarines currently fielded 

and up to 70 expected to be in service by the end of the decade, the PLA Navyôs 

submarine force is designed to assist in efforts to achieve sea superiority around the first 

island chain, to include countering U.S. and Japanese intervention in a Taiwan conflict. 

The current mainstay of the PLA Navy submarine force is its 13 Song-class (Type-039) 

boats, and its growing force of next-generation Yuan-class (Type-041) submarines. Both 

the Song-class and Yuan-class are capable of carrying ASCMs, and the newer Yuan-class 

boats are probably equipped with air -independent propulsion (AIP) systems, greatly 

extending their submerged patrol ranges.  

The PLA Navy fields nuclear-powered attack submarines (SSN) for a variety of long-

range missions, including surveillance and surface interdiction missions carried out 

with ASCMs and torpedoes. It currently has two second-generation Shang-class (Type- 
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093) submarines in service and may add up to five third-generation Type-095 SSNs in 

the coming years. The PLA Navyôs SSNs may be capable of launching LACMs. The Song, 

Yuan, Shang and new Type-095 SSN are expected to be eventually capable of launching 

the next generation CH-SS-NX-13 ASCM.21 The PLA Navy also operates eight upgraded 

Kilo -class submarines that are notable for their stealth and ability to launch advanced, 

Russian-made ASCMs. China intends to purchase four Lada-class submarines from 

Russia in the coming years. These would represent an improved variant of the PLA-

Navyôs already highly capable Kilo-class submarines, and be equipped with AIP.22   

The PLA Navy operates a number of obsolete Ming-class (Type-035) submarines that 

are much less capable than the aforementioned newer-design submarines. The 

continued deployment of the Ming -class submarines suggests that the PLA Navy views 

them as still having value as minelayers or decoys that can be used to distract or draw 

out enemy submarines. All of Chinaôs submarines are capable of launching one or more 

of the following: torpedoes (wire -guided or wake-homing), mines, and ASCMs. Wake- 

homing torpedoes, like ASCMs, are of concern because they can be very difficult to 

counter. China has also modernized its large inventory of mines; with estimates 

exceeding 50,000 mines in the PLA Navy inventory. It appears that China is also 

developing unmanned underwater vehicles.23           

   

The North Korean Navy has approximately 20 Romeo-class submarines and 60 midget 

submarines. While its submarines are outdated, they could still pose a challenge in 

coastal areas. An example of this can be seen in the March 26, 2010 sinkin g of the ROK 

naval patrol ship Cheonan. A joint military -civilian survey group found that a small 

North Korean Navy submarines sunk the Cheonan with a torpedo. 24 Of concern to 

Japan, North Korea could also use its submarines to infiltrate special operations forces 

into coastal areas for sabotage, abduction, guerilla warfare and intelligence gathering 

missions.25   

Anti -satellite weapons . Along with missiles and submarines, counter space weapons 

capabilities are viewed as key elements of Chinaôs military modernization and regional 

strike programs. The PLA has been developing a multifaceted program to degrade or 

deny adversaries the use of satellites in times of crisis or conflict since at least the early 

1990s. This program has included repeated testing of direct -ascent anti-satellite (ASAT) 

weapons, space-based co-orbital weapons, and high-powered ground-based lasers. The 

PLA has also developed counter space capabilities that include jamming, microwave and 

cyber weapons.26 The PLA sees a significant advantage in having the capabilities to 

engage in space warfare. At the strategic level, PLA planners and strategists view ASATs 

as critical elements of a space deterrent than can help maintain the coercive leverage of 

Chinaôs nuclear and conventional weapons in the face of U.S.-led regional missile  
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defense programs.27 Chinaôs continued acquisition of ASAT weapons is attended with a 

great deal of opacity, making estimates regarding specific capability deployments 

difficult. However, given Chinaôs aggressive testing regime and its across-the-board 

advancements in space technology, a cautious assumption would posit that the PLA has 

or will soon have the ability to hold Japanôs growing force of military satellites at risk 

across the orbital spectrum.                    

Cyber warfare capabilities . Chinaôs military cyber espionage and cyber warfare 

capabilities represent what is commonly referred to as an advanced persistent threat. 

Unlike in other realms of warfare, where gaining intelligence, surveillance and 

reconnaissance information on the location and disposition of an enemy force is a much 

easier task than actually executing strikes on that force, in the cyber domain the ability 

to penetrate defenses in order to prepare the battlefield directly enables attacks. Once 

computer networks have been penetrated, the aggressor can launch light -speed 

offensive actions at a time of his choosing and expect vanishingly small levels of 

resistance.28 

The PLAôs unparalleled cyber espionage campaign, notable for penetrating sensitive 

networks around the globe, including those of Japan, should be considered a threat that 

is at least on par with its development of missile, submarine and space warfare 

capabilities. The PLA General Staff Departmentôs (GSD) Third Department, Chinaôs 

executive authority for signals intelligence (SIGINT) and cyber warfare , has a large unit  

that focuses on Japan and Korea. This unit is the GSD Third Department Forth Bureau 

(91419 Unit), headquartered in Qingdao.29 While individual missions are not entirely 

clear, the 91419 Unit has subordinate offices located in Shanghai, Beijing, Dalian, 

Hangzhou, and Xinzhou that could target Japanese computer networks and other 

electronic systems.30  

The PLA also has at least two Technical Reconnaissance Bureaus (TRB) that focus on 

Japanese and Korean targets. These TRBs would have the primary mission of 

supporting their respective Military Region (MR) command with SIGINT and cyber 

warfare capabilities. They would also likely foll ow policy guidance and general tasking 

for collection, translation, analysis and reporting issued by the GSD Third Department 

headquarters in Beijing. The Jinan MR TRB (72959 Unit) is located in Jinan City, and 

the Shenyang MR (65016) TRB is located in Shenyangôs Dongling District. Both oversee 

at least one office that would focus on Japanese targets.31  

The PLA Air Force First TRB (95830 Unit) in Beijing may also support cyber operations 

with a Japan focus, although its primary mission is likely to be provi ding national air 

defense. The PLA Air Force First TRB oversees elements in Shenyang and Xiaogan. 

Likewise, the PLA Air Force Second TRB in Nanjing would notionally support missions 

targeting Japan as well. Specific offices may be based in Shanghai, and Xiamen.32  
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The PLA Navyôs First TRB in Beijing may also support cyber operations with a Japan 

focus, although its primary missions would be to provide maritime domain awareness, 

electronic warfare and electronic intelligence (ELINT) collection capabilities. The PLA 

Navy First TRB operates offices in Hunchun, Qingdao and Yantai that could support 

missions targeting Japan. The PLA Navyôs Second TRB in Xiamen oversees offices in 

Ningbo and Wenzhou that may have a Japan focus.33         

The PLAôs GSD Forth Department, Chinaôs executive authority for radar and radar 

countermeasures may also have a cyber warfare mission. Unlike the GSD Third 

Department, which conducts strategic operations, the GSD Forth Departmentôs cyber 

warriors would most likely focus on achieving tactical level effects, to include jamming 

or destroying enemy computer networks supporting battlefield ISR. 34 It is possible that 

this would include computers or other electronic systems on enemy communications 

and early warning satellites in low -inclina tion, equatorial orbits. 35            
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Unmanned Aerial Vehicles . Chinaôs development of large numbers of unmanned 

aerial vehicles (UAV) for military missions extending into the Western Pacific 

represents an emerging threat to Japanôs defense. The PLA has developed an extensive 

UAV infrastructure over the past decade. This program includes a growing number of 

operational UAV units under the PLA Air Force, the PLA Navy, the PLA Second Artillery  

Force and PLA ground forces. Chinaôs UAV programs appear to be focused on meeting 

the primary mission types of ISR, precision strike, electronic warfare and data relay.36   

In the near term, the PLAôs UAVs could play key role in monitoring Chinaôs disputed 

maritime claims , including the Senkaku Islands. This could put Japan at a distinct 

disadvantage, especially if the JSDF lacks its own sophisticated aerial reconnaissance 

and surveillance capabilities to match the Chinese in terms of maritime domain 

awareness.  

According to Chinese officials, China plans to construct 11 UAV bases along its coastline 

by 2015 for maritime monitoring mission s. As part of this program, the State Oceanic 

Administration (SOA) completed a trial program in 2011 that used UAVs in Liaoning 

Province to take aerial imagery of 980 square miles of sea area.37 Because SOA is an 

organization that appears to sometimes serve as a proxy to the PLA Navy, these 

maritime reconnaissance capabilities represent duel use capabilities that, while 

ostensibly civilian in nature, would be called to mi litary service in wartime. 38 According 

to reports, the PLA has already deployed UAVs for missions over the East China Sea, 

notably to an air  base near Shuimen, Fujian.39 Other UAV units in China are reportedly 

stationed in the Guangzhou MR and the Beijing MR, in Meizhou and Tongzhou, 

respectively.40 Authoritative e stimates state that the PLA Air Force alone had over 280 

UAVs in service by early 2011.41 According to a retired Deputy Chief of the PLA General 

Staff Department, China is likely to field over 1000 UA Vs in the near future.42 

Looking farther ahead, Chinese UAVs will  support the expansion of the PLAôs 

operational envelope, pushing its reconnaissance strike complex farther out into the 

Western Pacific. Chinese sources note that UAVs provide the ability to engage in high 

altitude long endurance patrols unmatched by mann ed missions whose flight times are 

restricted by the limits of human endurance. A robust network of ISR mission capable 

UAVs, combined with satellites and ñtattletaleò ships will make it increasingly likely that 

the PLA will be able to locate enemy fleets at greater distances, and, once discovered, 

track them continuously. 43 
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This should be of particular concern to the Japanese Maritime Self Defense Force and 

the U.S. Navy because according to Chinese military-technical materials, PLA 

operational thinkers and scientists envision attacking U.S. aircraft carrier battle groups 

with swarms of multi -mission UAVs in the event of conflict.44 While Chinese sources 

indicate significantly less interest in planning to use UAVs in support of amphibious 

island landing operations or operations against land-based targets, it seems logical that 

the PLA could use the same weapons and tactics to enhance operational capabilities 

beyond the anti-ship mission. This would suggest that the PLAôs expanding UAV 

capabilities could complicate American and Japanese operational planning across the 

Western Pacific battle space, ultimately impacting upon equities in all service 

branches.45  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



 
 

EASTON & SCHRIVER 06.  2013 | 14 
 

 

 

 
                 | Assessing Japanôs National Defense |  

 

 

Japanôs Evolving Capabilities and Defense Posture  

Compelled by emerging Chinese and North Korean threats in its security environment, 

Japan released a new National Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG) in late 2010 that 

called for the development of a ñDynamic Defense Force.ò This concept focuses on 

improving JSDF readiness, mobility, fle xibility, and sustainability while developing 

advanced military technology and intelligence capabilities. 46 With regards to the role of 

the JSDF, the 2010 NDPG states that priorities are 

placed on:  

  1)  Protecting the sea and airspace around Japan; 

  2)  Responding to attacks on offshore islands;  

 3)  Responding to cyber attacks;  

 4)  Responding to guerilla and special force attacks;  

 5)  Responding to ballistic missile attacks;  

 6)  Responding to ñcomplex contingenciesò; and  

 7) Responding to large scale disasters and/or the 
use of weapons of mass destruction. 47          
 
Specifically, the 2010 NDPG calls for adjusting the 

heretofore Cold War-era posture of the JSDF by 

drawing down equipment that is less-relevant to 

the current security environment, such as tanks and artillery, while redistributing units 

geographically from the North (Hokkaido) to the West (Kyushu) and Southwest (the 

Ryukyus).48 It prioritizes joint operations, off -shore island defense, operational support 

(logistics, military medicine and engineering), and intelligence capabilities. 49 In practice, 

this has resulted in an increased emphasis on a defense capacity building effort that was 

already underway. At the strategic level, there has been a focus on ensuring information 

superiority through continuous ISR activities. In particular, Japan has developed a 

mili tary space program, deployed an integrated land- and sea-based ballistic missile 

defense network, and significantly strengthened its intelligence collection infrastructure.  

Japanôs Military Space Force 

Japan began its military space program in response to North Koreaôs test firing of a 

Taepodong-1 ballistic missile over Japanese territory in 1998. Beginning with a 

reconnaissance satellite program, the JSDF has steadily expanded its utilization of the 

space domain over the past decade. Japan has developed and launched two series of 

advanced imagery satellites, including at least four electro-optical (EO) satellites for 

imaging targets visible in daylight, and three or four synthetic aperture radar (SAR)  
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satellites capable of imaging targets obscured by clouds or cloaked in the dark of night.50 

The Japanese Ministry of Defense (MoD) also purchases and analyzes high resolution 

commercial satellite imagery as part of its intelligence collection activities. 51      

 

The Japanese MoD and JSDF have two communications satellites ï Superbird-B2 and 

Superbird-D ï that they use to share intelligence and exercise command and control 

over naval vessels and aircraft, ground units responding to disasters, and forces 

deployed overseas. These satellites will be replaced by an X-band communications 

satellite system around 2015 that will be more resistant to jamming. 52 Japan has also 

been developing a ñQuasi-Zenithò navigation satellite constellation to improve the 

accuracy and availability of GPS signals in mountainous and urban areas. It launched its 

first Quasi-Zenith satellite in 2010, and plans to launch three more satellites in the 

series before 2018.53  

 

Japanôs military space program is supported by the ñKodamaò Data-Relay and Tracking 

Satellite (DRTS), which allows for the real-time transmission of data from satellites in 

low earth orbits not otherwise within view of ground stations. 54 Looking ahead, Japan is 

considering upgrading its military space fleet with an infrared early warning satellite  for 

detecting ballistic missile  launches, communications intelligence (COMINT) collection 

satellites, and electronic intelligence (ELINT) satellite constellations for ocean 

surveillance.55  

 

Japanôs Ballistic Missile Defense Force 

Like its military space program, Japanôs missile defense efforts began in response to 

North Koreaôs 1998 ballistic missiles test. In recent years, the Japanese MoD has 

evinced a steadily increasing sense of urgency with regards to its Ballistic Missile 

Defense (BMD) program as potential Chinese missile threats to Japan have advanced. 

According to one Japanese MoD report, ñin the event of an armed attack on Japan, such 

attacks areélikely to begin with surprise air attacks using aircraft or missiles.56 As such, 

Japan has been taking a number of steps to improve its air and missile defense posture 

that include: upgrading its air defense radars, centralizing its air defense command 

headquarters, integrating itself into the regional U.S. BMD architecture and deploying 

new missile interceptors.   

 

Japanôs Air Self Defense Force (JASDF) maintains 28 ground-based, air defense radar 

sites.57  Of these, four FPS-5 next generation missile defense radars and seven improved 

FPS-3 radars (FPS-4) are BMD capable. Japanôs first FPS-5 radar was deployed on 

Shimo-koshiki island on May 2009, with follow -on radar sites at Ominato, Sado and 

Yozadake (Okinawa) completed by 2011.58 Seven FPS-3 radar sites at have been  
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upgraded to FPS-4 systems.59  These radar sites and their associated air defense units 

are organized into air defense missile groups, which are grouped geographically with 

their associated air wings into four air defense forces, each of which maintains one 

advanced FPS-5 missile defense radar site. These four air and missile defense forces are  

unified at Japanôs Air Defense Command (ADC) headquarters, which completed its 

move from Fuchu Air Station to Yokota Air Base in March 2012.60  

 

In a move strengthening the U.S.-Japanese missile defense partnership, all elements of 

Japanôs air defense network are now unified at Japanôs ADC headquarters at Yokota Air 

Base. About 1,200 Japanese personnel transferred to the new ADC headquarters 

building which serves as the supreme command authority for Japanese air and ballistic 

missile defense.61 The location helps facilitate cooperation between U.S. and Japanese 

forces as the new bilateral air operations center links up with the 613th Air and Space 

Operations Center (AOC) at Hickham Air Force Base in Hawaii which synchronizes all 

U.S. air, space and cyberspace missions in the Asia-Pacific region.62 Importantly, this 

gives Japan direct access to data from U.S. early-warning satellites and other BMD 

sensors.63 The JASDF ADC complex is physically linked by a tunnel to a basement 

control hub under the h eadquarters of the U.S. Force Japan (USFJ) headquarters 

building . The Bilateral Joint Operations Coordination Command Center (BJOCC) under 

the USFJ headquarters building can hold up to 150 personnel during wartime scenarios,  

with  every position on the main floor having Japanese and U.S. counterpart s working 

alongside each other to augment bilateral operability. 64  
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Japan has been actively integrating itself into the U.S. BMD shield in other ways, 

including the acquisition of U.S. -made missile defense interceptor systems and the co-

development of next generation BMD capabilities. By the end of 2010, Japan had 

equipped four of its Aegis destroyers with SM-3 interceptors for upper tie r BMD. By the 

end of 2010 Japan had also deployed Patriot Advanced Capability -3 (PAC-3) 

interceptors to some fire units .65   Japanôs MoD link s its four BMD -capable Aegis 

destroyers and 17 Patriot (PAC-2/ PAC-3) fire units  to its FPS-5 radar sites and upgraded 

FPS-4 radar sites via a network known as the Japan Aerospace Defense Ground 

Environment (JADGE). 66  Eventually, Japan plans to have six to eight of its Aegis 

destroyers equipped with SM-3 missiles.67 Looking ahead, Japanese destroyers will 

eventually be armed with an advanced interceptor missile (the SM-3 Block IIA) that 

Japan is jointly developing with the U.S. government and defense industry.68 

 
Japanôs Signals Intelligence infrastructure  

Japanôs 2012 defense white paper highlights the growing role that intelligence has in 

adapting to the regional threat environment, stating: ñit is ever more necessary to 

acquire signs of various situations in advance and collect, analyze, and share 

information promptly and appropriatelyébroader and more comprehensive intelligence 

capabilities are essential for Japanese national security.ò69  In particular, Japan has 

focused investments into its capabilities for ñcollecting, processing and analyzing radio 

waves on military communications and radio waves emitted from electron ic weapons.ò70 

Japanôs SIGINT construction efforts include a significant build-up over the past decade 

of a robust infrastructure for monitoring Chinese and North Korean emitters.  

The JASDF is an important collector of SIGINT.  I ts Air Information Collectio n Units 

operate at least seven SIGINT stations that report to the Radio-wave Collection Group of 

the Air Intelligence Wing. The Japanese Air Intelligence Wing (or Operational 

Intelligence Unit) ï which is also responsible for supporting Japanôs BMD enterprise ï 

is based at Japanôs ADC headquarters at Yokota.71 This streamlines the intelligence 

process, as radar surveillance data and SIGINT collected by ground stations and aircraft 

are all sent to the ADC in near real time, as well as the MoDôs Joint Staff Office, for 

further analysis. 72         

Working in tandem with SIGINT stations, JASDF reportedly operates RF -4J ELINT 

collection aircraft, E -2C airborne early warning aircraft, E -767 airborne command and 

control aircraft, YS-11EB ELINT collection aircraft , YS-11EA electronic warfare aircraft, 

and EC-1 SIGINT aircraft .73  Japan also has various other ground stations for SIGINT -

collection, including large stations operated by the Defense Intelligence Headquartersô 

(DIH) Chobetsu, Japanôs executive authority for SIGINT.74   
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Operational and Tactical JSDF Capabilities  

At the operational and tactical levels, each service branch has begun to take steps 

towards a long term effort to adapt to the evolving security environment.  The Japanese 

Ground Self Defense Force (JGSDF) is improving its long-range mobility, upgrading air 

and missile interceptor batteries, and increasing off -shore island defense capabilities 

while reducing the number of its tanks and artillery batteries. 75 To improve its long-

range mobility, the JGSDF is conducting exercises to test its ability to rapidly transport 

JGSDF units from Hokkaido to Southern Japan. In support of Japanôs air and missile 

defense enterprise, the JGSDF has upgraded to PAC-3 interceptors for lower -tier ñpoint 

defenseò against ballistic missiles and air-breathing aircraft. To increase its island 

defense capabilities, JGSDF personnel are training with U.S. Marines. Looking ahead, 

key variables regarding future JGSDF capabilities include possible decisions to acquire 

THAAD 76 or land-based SM-3 interceptors for upper -tier BMD; equip multiple launch 

rocket systems (MLRS) with sensor fused munitions for technology-enabled shore 

defense; and stand up special operations units dedicated to amphibious warfare and off-

shore island defense.             

The Japanese Maritime Self Defense Force (JMSDF) is improving its sea territory and 

sea lane defense capabilities through regular ISR and anti-submarine warfare 

operations. This effort includes the restructuring of its Escort Ship  Squadrons into a 48 

ship force grouped into one Escort Corps (16 ships) and one Escort Group (32 ships), 

with basic units consisting of four and eight ships, respectively. Deployments are now 

structured to operate in watch and surveillance operations in and around the Ryukyu 

Islands. To patrol key sea traffic points in the East China Sea and the Sea of Japan, the 

JMSDF is increasing the number of its stealth submarines from 16 to 22. This will 

provide Japan with a nearly undetectable means ñto regularly conduct ISR over a wide 

range of waters surrounding Japan including the southwestern area.ò77 To further 

improve its ability to conduct continuous ISR operations in the East China Sea, the 

JMSDF is increasing the presence of P-3C patrol aircraft on Okinawa. 78 Looking ahead, 

key variables regarding future JMSDF capabilities include possible decisions to acquire      

F-35B short take-off and vertical landing (STOVL) fighters, advanced ship-to-ship and 

ship-to-shore missiles, and amphibious warfare units such as naval infantry or marines.  

The Japanese Air Self Defense Force (JASDF) plans to improve its capacity for 

maintaining air superiority through the future acquisition of fifth -generation F-35A 

strike fighters even as it decreases its total number of combat aircraft. The decision to 

select the F-35A has significance beyond the air superiority mission. Given its advanced 

stealth capabilities, the F-35A is expected to provide Japan with a precision strike 

capability that it currently lacks. In the interim, the JA SDF is also moving an additional  
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squadron of F-15s to Okinawa to double its fighter presence in the Southwestern Air 

Defense Sector.79 To improve its ISR capabilities, the JASDF is seeking to acquire two or 

three RQ-4 ñGlobal Hawkò UAVs by 2015.80 However, while it has emphasized active air 

and missile defense measures, including improved ISR for early-warning and BMD 

operations, the JASDF does not appear to be investing in passive air and missile defense 

measures.81 Likewise, it appears that the JASDF does not have plans to ensure the 

security of Japanôs military satellites or counter adversary space assets. This could leave 

Japan vulnerable to a coercive aerospace campaign launched from China.82 Looking 

ahead, key variables regarding future JASDF capabilities include possible decisions to 

acquire passive defenses to assure the utility of its otherwise superior air capabilities in 

times of crisis or conflict.   

Despite the efforts underway to improve the JSDFôs strategic, operational and tactical 

capabilitie s, Japanese policymakers and Ministry of Defense (MoD) officials are 

concerned that the measures authorized by the 2010 NDPG may be insufficient to pace 

the threats that are developing in Japanôs evolving security environment. As such, the 

Japanese MoD is currently reviewing it s defense guidelines with an eye toward releasing 

an updated NDPG in late 2013. Key issues under consideration may include the 

requirement for a long -range precision strike program based on cruise missile 

technology, a Japanese amphibious assault force, and a joint cyber command.83 The new 

NDPG should also discuss Japanôs role in the U.S. rebalance to Asia, as well as how 

Japan will be integrated into the U.S. militaryôs Air-Sea Battle concept of operations.  


