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Japan after the US Marine Corps 
helicopter Crash 
 
Shigeko Urasaki 
 
 
 

On August 13, 2004, at 2:18 p.m., a 
large U.S. Marine Corps helicopter (total 
length of  22 meters and net weight of  32 
tons) crashed into the main building of  the 
Okinawa International University near a dense 
residential area and burst into flames. Under 
the Japan-U.S. Status of  Forces Agreement, 
this case typically comes under “offenses 
arising in the performance of  official duty,” 
and the U.S. military has the primary claim to 
jurisdiction. Under the Japanese Aviation Law, 
an offense such as this would earn a 3-year 
imprisonment or a fine up to 200 thousand 
yen, but under the Japan-U.S. Status of  Forces 
Agreement (SOFA), Japan must yield its 
jurisdictional right to the United States military. 

The residents around the university 
suffered a great loss from this crash. Only a 
few hours after the incident, the Defense 
Facility Bureau in Naha had already begun 
suppression of  the evidence surrounding the 
incident) and reserved 7 million yen for claims 
of  compensation submitted by all parties 
except for the university within 20 days of  the 
accident. It is deplorable that Japanese 
government simply yields to the U.S. in order 
to preserve the Japan-U.S. Security Treaty. 
Some residents refused to receive the 
compensation because there was no 
explanation provided as to the cause of  the 
crash, and no official apology issued.  

Immediately after the incident, the U.S. 
military invaded and asserted control over the 
section of  the university campus adjacent to 

the US military base, and occupied the area 
surrounding the crash site without seeking any 
permissions to do so. They obstructed 
photographing of  the area, demanded that 
journalists hand over their film, erected road 
blocks, and prohibited any Japanese people to 
enter the crash site for six days. 

During this time, they also razed down 
every tree in the area, and collected all the 
wreckage of  the helicopter and the ash from 
the site. The Japanese police could only 
investigate the site afterwards when control of  
the area was finally released and all evidence 
had already been removed. 

The Japanese government explains, 
“The actions (committed) by the US military 
were not violation of  the SOFA.” When it 
comes to matters concerning the U.S. military, 
Japan's acquiescence towards the Japan-U.S. 
Security Treaty allows the security treaty to 
function above the Japanese Constitution. 
Even if  the U.S. military restricts the rights of  
people of  Japan, it does not mean that they 
can invade or impose upon the sovereignty of  
the people of  Japan. This is the reality of  the 
Japan-U.S. “military alliance,” which gives 
priority to military concerns over the rights of  
citizens. Restrictions are placed upon us when 
the Japanese Defense Forces conclude that a 
situation is “a national emergency.” 

However, is infringement of  Japanese 
sovereignty by U.S. military the only problem? 
I can safely say that the real problem is the 
attitude of  Japanese government, whose 
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passive stance towards the matter trivializes it, 
and the attitude of  the people of  mainland 
Japan and the central media, which ignore the 
voices of  people in Okinawa. Prime Minister 
Koizumi did not meet with the governor of  
Okinawa prefecture because he was on 
vacation, although he was informed of  the 
crash. The local media in Okinawa continued 
to report the events tirelessly as the eyes, ears, 
and feet of  the people of  Okinawa, but the 
media of  the mainland Japan gave priority to 
other news, such as the resignation of  a 
professional baseball team’s owner and the 
Olympic games, thus setting aside the US 
military base’s problems in Okinawa as lesser 
news. Has the mainstream media come to 
report only stories of  the imperial family, 
abductees’ families (editor’s note: it became a 
big news in Japan that Japanese nationals who 
were kidnapped by the North Korea and 
recently returned back to Japan.), the 
Olympics, and Ichiro of  Seattle Mariners?  

People in mainland Japan are unaware 
that issues concerning the US military are 
more than “issues only concerning Okinawa.” 
The mainstream media do not seriously 
address that the whole nation of  Japan is 
militarized and is complacent towards 
Okinawa. The Neoconservatists and military 
industry in Japan have scheduled a date for the 
removal of  the export ban for weapons, and 
the government, in huge deficit, is just trying 
to sell private government bonds. Is the 
mainstream media also going to advertise the 
bonds for the military budget as did the poster 
of  the “Sino-Japanese War Bonds” in the 
prewar days? 

Last year in New York City, Mr. 
Koizumi said that reduction of  the U.S. 
military bases in Okinawa was the biggest 
concern to his cabinet. In his October 1 
speech in Japan, he also said that he intends to 
relocate the U.S. military bases from Okinawa 
to mainland Japan in order to ease the military 
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