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In a joint statement by the US-

Japan Security Council (2+2) on January 

7, 2022, Japan told the US that funding 

for construction on Mageshima Island 

had been included in the 2022 fiscal 

year budget, settling a long-debated 

issue. The US agreed and welcomed this 

resolution.1 This time, Japan took the 

initiative to allow Mageshima Island to be 

directly budgeted for renovation. It was 

originally only one of the alternatives for 

the replacement Field-Carrier Landing 

Practice (FCLP) base for the US carrier-

based aircraft stationed in Japan. This 

was not  only a big surprise to the 

residents of the Nishinoomote City, even 

the governor of Kagoshima Prefecture, 

Kōichi Shioda, protested directly to the 

central government, saying that the entire 

decision-making process was too hasty 

and did not respect the opinion of the local 

government.

Japan l ikely moved to quickly 

compromise on the issue because of 

continuing pressure from the US and a 

rapidly changing international situation. 

For Japan, the construction on Mageshima 

will not only help improve the training 

environment for the US military in Japan 

but also strengthen the US-Japan security 

system; giving it great significance. The 

project is expected to cost 318.3 billion 

yen (US$2.797 billion) and take about 

four years to complete (see Figure 2).2

1.  〈日米安全保障協議委員会（「2＋ 2」）〉，日本防衛省・自衛隊，2022年 1月 7日，https://www.
mod.go.jp/j/approach/anpo/2022/0107a_usa-j.html。

2.  〈馬毛島基地整備費に 3183億円　予算案に初めて本体工事費盛り込む　防衛相「早期運用開始に必
要」〉，南日本新聞，2021年 12月 25日，https://373news.com/_news/storyid/148795/。
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There  are  three  advantages  of 

Mageshima: first, it is located in the 

northeast of the Nansei Shotō (Ryūkyū 

Islands); second, it is essentially an 

uninhabited island, so the impact from 

the base on the surrounding area, such as 

the noise or safety concerns of aircraft 

landing and taking off, are relatively 

small; third, the terrain is flat and large, 

so construction should be easier. Since 

one of the main strategic objectives of 

the Japanese Ministry of Defense is to 

strengthen the defense of the Nansei Shotō 

and to establish an appropriate and fast 

supply system in the region, Mageshima 

is suitable for playing this important role. 

Nansei Shotō is spread over a distance 

of 1,200 kilometers from north to south, 

about the same length as Honshu (largest 

of the four main islands of Japan). The 

Japanese SDF has only a limited number 

of bases in the area. With Mageshima 

prepared, the SDF and the US Forces in 

Japan will be able to take advantage of it 

to increase the depth of defense and keep 

China’s activities in the area in check.

Construction of Mageshima helps 
US and Japanese forces conduct all-
weather exercises

Under the administrative jurisdiction 

of  Nishinoomote Ci ty,  Kagoshima 

Prefecture, Mageshima is located 12 km 

west of Tanegashima Island, with a flat 

area of 8.17 km2, 3.03 km east to west, 

and 4.5 km north to south. The highest 

point on the island, Takenokoshi, is in 

the center of the island at a height of 

about 71.7 meters. There is no regular 

ferry or resident on the island, but 

there are abundant fishery resources in 

the surrounding ocean.3 The Japanese 

government bought the island in 2019 at 

a cost of 16 billion yen (about US$120 

million) mainly to make the island 

an “unsinkable aircraft carrier”.4 The 

Japanese government is  rebuilding 

Mageshima to add a new training ground 

for the SDF and US Forces in Japan in 

both peacetime and in emergencies. The 

decision has two implications:

3.  〈馬毛島活用に係る報告書〉，西之表市役所，2017年 12月，https://www.city.nishinoomote.lg.jp/
material/files/group/9/mageshimakatuyoukeikakugaiyou.pdf。

4.  〈45億円が 160億円に　国購入予定の島、価格を上積み〉，朝日新聞，2019年 1月 9日，https://
www.asahi.com/articles/ASM194K4XM19UTFK00H.html。
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1.  For SDF to conduct variety of 
exercises

According to Japan’s Ministry of 

Defense, a prepared Mageshima allows 

the  SDF to  conduct  the  fol lowing 

training on the island: first, fighter 

aircraft maneuvers such as F-35, F-15, 

F-2 emergency takeoff; second, normal 

terrain landing and takeoff training for 

C-130 transporters; third, water landing 

training for the Maritime Self-Defense 

Force US-2 amphibious planes; fourth, 

paratroop training for the Ground Self-

Defense Force; fifth, helicopter tactical 

operations with airborne JGSDF troops; 

sixth, airdrop training for C-2, C-130, 

P-1, and P-3C. In addition, many new 

facilities will be added to the island, such 

as seaports, airports, hangars, fuel depots, 

ammunition depots, officer and soldier 

quarters, gymnasiums, supply depots, 

fire truck depots, control towers, officer 

quarters, and communication centers. This 

is all beneficial to strengthen Nansei Shotō 

defense by giving the SDF an additional 

base for supplies and support.5

Reducing flight distance and noise 
for US carrier-based aircraft in 
Japan

Since February 1982, the US carrier-

based aircraft takeoff/landing training was 

mainly conducted from the Atsugi Base 

to the USS Midway outside Yokosuka 

Port. The training was carried out at night, 

making the noise quite disturbing for 

civilians. In 1993, the training was moved 

to Iwo Jima (1,200 km from the Atsugi 

base, see Figure 1), and the runways on 

Iwo Jima were modified to simulate the 

deck of an aircraft carrier for the pilots to 

conduct takeoff and landing training. In 

2006, the US and Japanese governments 

agreed to move the US carrier-based 

aircraft from the Atsugi Base in Kanagawa 

Prefecture, which is a densely populated 

area, to the Iwakuni base in Yamaguchi 

Prefecture by March 2018.6

One of the most important reasons 

for the US-Japan 2+2 Security Council 

to build the Mageshima base is to allow 

the US carrier-based aircraft in Japan to 

conduct all-weather landing and takeoff 

5.  〈【説明資料】鹿児島県へのご説明資料（2020年）11月25日〉，日本防衛省・自衛隊，2020年11月25日，
https://www.mod.go.jp/j/approach/chouwa/mage/pdf/mage_201125.pdf。

6.  〈厚木基地周辺での航空機騒音〉，神奈川県， https://www.pref.kanagawa.jp/docs/bz3/cnt/f417272/
index.html。
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training, and to reduce the training risks 

and restrictions from the long flight 

distance from the Iwakuni base to Iwo 

Jima (about 1,400 km, please see Figure 

1). The flight distance from Iwakuni 

to Mageshima Island is about 400 km 

(see Figure 1), which also meets the 

requirements of the US. Moreover, since 

the island is uninhabited, the landing and 

takeoff noise during the training sessions 

will not affect the life of the civilians.

U n e a s e  a n d  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f 
Nishinoomote City residents

As soon  as  the  US-Japan  2+2 

Security Council decided to build an 

SDF base on Mageshima, residents of 

Nishinoomote City, including Kagoshima 

Prefectural Governor Kōichi Shioda, 

criticized the Japanese government for 

ignoring local opinions and the safety 

of residents. When Ministry of Defense 

officials went to Kagoshima Prefectural 

Office to explain the situation on January 

13, about 30 residents protested outside 

the office to express their discontent.7 Mr. 

Yaita, mayor of Nishinoomote City, said 

that from January 17, about 40 groups 

from both sides will be invited to attend 

closed-door meetings, and he will explain 

to the public after gathering information 

from all sides.8 Proponents believe that 

since the government has already decided 

to build Mageshima, they will do their 

best to help the government with the 

construction. The only condition is that 

the government must first propose how 

the grant will be used to avoid local 

interests being compromised. As of now, 

the Japanese government has not specified 

the amount and duration of its annual 

subsidy to the local community; but on 

December 18, 2021, Japanese media 

revealed that the Ministry of Defense 

expects to subsidize the local community 

about 1 billion yen in the first year, but if 

the people do not accept the government’s 

decision, no subsidy will be given.9 It’s 

rather like the government is bound to 

complete the plan. On the other hand, 

7.  〈馬毛島自衛隊基地計画　「地元の意見、安全を無視するな」　防衛省の「整備地決定」に市民団体が
抗議〉，南日本新聞，2022年 1月 13日，https://373news.com/_news/storyid/149749/。

8.  〈米軍訓練移転など計画の鹿児島・馬毛島巡り　西之表市長が各団体と意見交換〉，《FNN プライム
オンライン》，2022年 1月 17日，https://www.fnn.jp/articles/-/300607。

9.  〈馬毛島の交付金、10億円規模調整　初年度分〉，朝日新聞デジタル，2021年 12月 18日，https://
www.asahi.com/articles/DA3S15146716.html。
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opponents stressed that the assessment of 

the overall environmental impact of the 

base construction is still in progress and 

has yet to have a clear result; it’s still too 

early to finalize the case.

The joint statement of the US-

Japan 2+2 Security Council stated that 

the Mageshima base will be built. The 

implementation of the national policy 

requires the support and cooperation 

of the local government, so further 

communication between the central and 

local governments is necessary to achieve 

a win-win situation.

(Originally published in the “National 

Defense and Security Biweekly”, January 

27, 2022, by the Institute for National 

Defense and Security Research.)

Source/diagram:〈馬毛島（まげしま）における施設整備について〉，日本防衛省・自
衛隊，https://www.mod.go.jp/j/approach/chouwa/mage/index.html。

Fig. 1: The landing and takeoff training site of the US carrier-based aircraft in Japan
(Note: Training is currently conducted from Iwakuni Base to Iwo Jima)
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Source/diagram:〈【説明資料】馬毛島基地の施設配置案、種子島の施設整備、環
境保全措置の検討状況について（2021年 12月 20日）〉，日本防衛省・自衛隊，
https://www.mod.go.jp/j/approach/chouwa/mage/pdf/siryou-10.pdf。

Figure 2: Construction plan for the Mageshima base
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