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Chapter 6  
Roles and Utility of Ground Defense Force in 
Defending Japan’s Offshore Islands: 
Ground Defense Forces in an Era of New Warfare

Iwata Kiyofumi

The new National Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG), approved by the Cabinet in 
December 2018, emphasize the importance of multi-domain battle including not only 
in the ground, maritime, and air domains but also in the domains of space, cyber, and 
the electromagnetic spectrum. On the other hand, there are no major changes seen in 
regard to the employment of ground, maritime, and air defense forces in defense of 
the Southwestern (Nansei) Islands from the previous NDPG approved five years ago, 
and as stated in the speech by the Vice-Minister of Defense earlier, this is recognized as 
something to further evolve. 

Therefore, I would firstly like to give an explanation of the Nansei Islands Defense 
Concept and the roles of ground defense force in the previous NDPG. Next, as articulated 
in the new NDPG, I would like to elaborate on the roles of ground defense force with 
consideration of new domain warfare. 

1.   The Nansei Islands Defense Concept and the Roles of Ground 
Defense Force in the Previous NDPG

The ground defense operational concept of the Nansei Islands in the previous NDPG is 
composed of three pillars (phases). 

First and foremost, it is disposition of units in peacetime; deterrence in Phase Zero. 
Before the current defense program was formulated, one brigade of about 2,000 personnel 
on the main island of Okinawa was the only unit of the Japan Ground Self-Defense Force 
(JGSDF) stationed within a range of roughly 1,200 kilometers from the southernmost 
point of Kyushu to Yonaguni Island, and the other islands were a so-called strategic 
vacuum of defense force.

To fill the strategic vacuum, newly fielding units such as warning and surveillance 
units, security units, surface-to-ship missile units, surface-to-air missile units, and 
logistics support units on four different islands was planned. Based on the plan, a coastal 
observation unit was activated on Yonaguni Island in 2015. Some units including an 
area security unit will be deployed to Amami Oshima Island and Miyakojima Island 
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respectively by March 2019. As for Ishigaki Island, an area security unit and others are 
planned to be stationed as early as possible while gaining local understanding. 

The second pillar is rapid deployment of units in tense situations; effective deterrence 
in response to changes in the situation.

In the phase when a situation is escalated to tense and the deterrence effect by 
units deployed in peacetime is no longer valid, then in order to further strengthen the 
deterrence posture, rapid deployment divisions/brigades will urgently maneuver from 
Honshu to the Nansei region and reinforce the defense system. Operations on offshore 
islands without permanently deployed units would be a competition of concentrating 
combat strength; therefore, it is vital to deploy combat-competent units to offshore 
islands at a very early stage. For this, since 2017, conventional divisions/brigades are 
being successively reorganized into rapid deployment divisions/brigades with readiness 
and strategic maneuverability.

The third pillar is the response phase for defeating and repelling the enemy by 
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amphibious forces in the case of an invasion of any islands due to the failure of deterrence 
in spite of rapid deployment and reinforcement of our troops in Phase Two.

For this purpose, the Amphibious Rapid Deployment Brigade was activated in 
March 2018, as the first unit in Japan fully operationalized with amphibious capabilities 
consisting of approximately 2,100 personnel and equipped with gear including 
amphibious assault vehicles, and it is planned to continuously strengthen in size and 
capacity. 

As you have probably already been made aware, the roles of the ground defense force 
for the Nansei Islands Defense Concept that I have explained are to deter the enemy 
from invading the offshore islands, and even if deterrence fails, to decisively recapture 
and absolutely secure the islands in case of an invasion.

In addition, countries with an intention of invading our offshore islands, in order 
to achieve their goal, would probably take courses of action to confuse and paralyze 
Japan’s governance functions and hinder incoming US force projection through military 
and non-military means such as terrorism and guerrilla commando attacks targeting all 
parts of Japan, aiming to indirectly facilitate the occupation of the islands. To prevent 
this, I believe it is also required for the ground defense force to have the following roles 
throughout Japan.

One is to ensure national functions by directly defending key facilities including 
political-economic centers and nuclear power plants. The second is to support maritime 
and air operations by directly protecting the operational bases of the Japan Maritime 
Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) and the Japan Air Self-Defense Force (JASDF) by defending 
entire areas where JMSDF and JASDF bases are located. The third is to bilaterally defend 
Japanese territory when it is reinforced by US strategic force projection, while securing 
their operational bases by direct force protection for the military installations of US 
Forces Japan (USFJ) provided by the Japanese side. 

2.   Character of Future Warfare and Its Impact on Defense of Offshore 
Islands

The previously described roles focusing on offshore island defense are what we planned 
about five years ago. However, there have been significant changes and evolution of ‘how 
to fight’ in the past few years which requires adding some others roles to what we have 
already discussed, based on the character of future warfare as follows. 

Firstly, from the perspective of operational domains, defense operations hereafter 
include battles not only in ground, maritime and air domains but also space, cyber, 
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and the electromagnetic spectrum. It tells us that the result of a competition for multi-
domain/cross-domain superiority will cause a huge impact on the outcome of our 
defense operations.

In addition, from military and non-military perspectives, it is extremely important to 
respond to hybrid warfare aiming to achieve the objectives of war with the combination 
of military and non-military means such as information operations, political maneuvers, 
and economic pressures.

For this point, as Mr. Giles mentioned earlier, Russia’s tactics in the annexation of 
Crimea and the conflict with Ukraine in 2014 as well as in the Syrian civil war in 2015 
serve as reference for looking at changes in the character of war as giving us precedents 
of the new type of warfare. 

During these conflicts, Russia deployed special task forces and militia who concealed 
their nationality, and they occupied key facilities including government offices. While 
applying pressure by assembling a large scale regular army along the national border, 
Russia combined propaganda tactics, cyberattacks, and economic intimidation, and 
achieved the annexation of Crimea through a referendum of the local residents. Conflict 
still continues in two provinces of eastern Ukraine. 

Additionally, in Syria, through the application of electronic interference extending 
over a radius of several hundred kilometers through high-output electronic warfare 
equipment loaded on vehicles, the radar and communication equipment of airborne 
early warning and control systems (AWACS), fighter aircraft, and more of the US/NATO 
forces were jammed or neutralized. 

As we sort out given changes, it can be deduced that the following changes of ‘how 
to fight’ will be accelerated in future warfare. 

One is a change leading to cross-domain battle as I mentioned before. A transition 
has been happening and turned us to an era in which operational domains are expanding 
and enlarging, and superiority of space, cyber, and electromagnetic domains reflected 
into ground, maritime, and air domains and influencing over the outcome of a war. 

For example, during fierce competition of securing information, command and 
communication through outer space, those who gain superiority utilizing space domain 
are operationally advantageous in ground, maritime, and air domains as well, and 
simultaneously gain superiority in the intangible cyber and electromagnetic domains, 
greatly impacting the tangible combat capabilities effectiveness in the ground, maritime, 
and air domains. 

On the other hand, during the time of the annexation of Crimea, Russia continuously 
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applied military pressure by assembling and deploying large-scale armies of tens of 
thousands of personnel, including heavy combat capabilities such as tanks and artillery 
units, along the border with Ukraine and coercively conducted its military invasion into 
a part of the region, which is proof that coercive diplomacy against a backdrop of military 
force is still important and essential. 

The second is the shift from attrition warfare to cognitive warfare. It is a change 
from combat that pursues military victory with destruction and lethality, that is, attrition 
warfare between military forces, to the warfare minimizing destruction and lethality, 
reframing the determination and consciousness of the government and people of the 
hostile nation through politics, economics, and information as well as agitating hostile 
citizens’ potential complaints. Specifically, it is turning into an era of cognitive warfare 
utilizing all the national assets comprehensively and organically, such as electronic 
warfare, fake news, and sympathizers in the hostile country to hold a referendums to 
make the hostile nation’s political leaders acknowledge defeat without fighting. 

The third is a change toward silent warfare in peacetime and gray zones. If we 
look at the time parameters for what I already stated, it places importance on achieving 
the objectives of war before reaching armed conflict as much as possible, and it can be 
said that it is turning into an era of “full spectrum hybrid warfare” which integrates 
the national assets and functions in peacetime and in gray zones to undertake non/
semi-military means and/or covert military operations causing the collapse of the hostile 
nation’s governance system. It is not a fair and square battle starting with a declaration 
of war, but rather can be said that a situation escalating in an ambiguous phase which is 
recognized as neither peacetime nor armed conflict. It means that a country being trapped 
into a war, might not to be aware of when the war started. In the worst case scenario, they 
do not even realize that the war is over and have no choice but to admit a defeat without 
fighting. Adding that, I believe it should be considered that it is increasingly becoming an 
era in which military strength is no longer exclusively decisive in a war. 

In the case of applying such a character of future warfare to the execution of defense 
operations for the offshore islands along the so-called first island chain, it is important 
to have the following responses based on operational characteristics and geographic and 
regional features. 

The first is the need to protect island residents and all the islands. Within the vast 
maritime area of approximately 1,200 kilometers, there are approximately 1.55 million 
residents living on 71 populated islands, which are part of the 198 islands scattered there. 
In particular, it is critical to secure each island’s communication network hubs such as 
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satellite base stations and undersea cable landing stations and power supply facilities, as 
well as airports and seaports which provide operational bases for the JMSDF, the JASDF 
and reinforcing US forces. The terrorist attacks to such communication infrastructures, 
including base stations and relay stations, suspend all kinds of communication means, 
which results in the disruption of all social activities, including command and control 
of troops as well as municipalities, police, public organizations; therefore, it is vital to 
protect such key facilities during the gray zone phase. 

The second is that it is important to protect the residents of offshore islands against 
hybrid warfare. Responses are necessary particularly against propaganda tactics such 
as fake news, infrastructure disruption, such as communications and electricity shut 
offs, as well as special operation forces and agents such as personnel pretending to be 
tourists who covertly infiltrate in peacetime or gray zone phases, and domestic adversary 
supporters as Mr. Giles pointed out. The number of policemen, municipality personnel, 
and public organization employees are limited on offshore islands and need time for 
the reinforcements from outside of the islands, which results in their public order and 
governance capacity becoming weak, so the prepositioning units on these islands in the 
early phase and timely manner is critical. In addition, because such kinds of situation 
combined with interruption of communications effects the public to become credulous 
to inducements by the rumors spread by insurgent group on the islands, it is important 
to have close cooperation with municipalities and the police force. 

3.  Roles of Ground Defense Force in Future Warfare

The roles of the ground defense force based on the changes in character of future warfare 
that I have described so far, are not only directly preventing the invasion of Japanese 
territory, but also go to the extent of contributing to cross-domain warfare as well as 
directly protecting from hybrid attacks including an enemy electromagnetic attack on 
various functions including administrative capacity on the ground, social infrastructure, 
and the networks that control these. I believe we have entered a new era in which we 
must consider the enlargement and expansion of the roles of the ground defense force 
to this extent. 

If we chronologically sort out these roles, those of the ground defense force in 
offshore island defense in future warfare will be the following. 
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Deterrence through Persistent Warning and Surveillance and  
Persistent Deployment

Coast Surveillance

Coast SurveillanceCoast Surveillance
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Electromagnetic Spectrum Domain (Collection 
and Management of Electronic Information for 
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Electromagnetic Spectrum Domain (Collection 
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Radar, etc. of Target Countries)
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Domain
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Domain

Ballistic Missile Warning and 
Surveillance
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Training (Bilateral 
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Exercises and 
Training (Bilateral 
Maritime Exercises)

Exercises and Training 
(Rotational Deployment)
Exercises and Training 
(Rotational Deployment)

Cyberspace Surveillance 
and Defense
Cyberspace Surveillance 
and DefenseAmphibious

Rapid Deployment 
Brigade, etc. 

Rapid 
Deployment 
Divisions, etc.

Marines 
Corps

Firstly, as persistent warning and surveillance; in the phase of peacetime, there is 
warning and surveillance for ballistic missiles by Aegis Ashore as well as warning and 
surveillance in the surrounding maritime and air domains through coastal surveillance 
units. Secondly, as persistent warning and surveillance in the domains of cyber and 
the electromagnetic spectrum, there is cyberspace monitoring and defense by system 
communications electronic warfare units and others, as well as warning and surveillance 
of the electromagnetic domain by electronic warfare units. Specifically, there is collection 
and management of electronic information from the target country’s radar, aircraft and 
vessels operating in the area surrounding Japan. 

There is also deterrence through persistent deployment as dynamic deterrence. 
Specifically, Bilateral On-Board ship training by the Amphibious Rapid Deployment 
Brigade and the US Marine Corps, as well as rotation deployment exercises by rapid 
deployment divisions/brigades as well as the JMSDF and the JASDF are considered to 
increase deterrence effect. 
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Defense against Invasion by Exerting Cross-Domains Power

Ballistic Missile InterceptionBallistic Missile Interception

Cyber DefenseCyber Defense

Protect Politico-Economic 
Centers, Infrastructure, 
JMSDF and JASDF 
Operational Bases, and US 
Forces RSO&I Bases
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Forces RSO&I Bases

Protection of Key FacilitiesProtection of Key Facilities
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Counter-Hybrid Warfare with 
Electromagnetic Defense, etc. 
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Rapid Deployment 
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of Forces

Rapid Deployment 
and Concentration 
of Forces

Jamming, Neutralizing, Destroying 
Enemy Aircraft, Ships, Ballistic Missiles, 
Electromagnetic Projectiles, etc.

Jamming, Neutralizing, Destroying 
Enemy Aircraft, Ships, Ballistic Missiles, 
Electromagnetic Projectiles, etc.

Deployed 
Units 

Deployed 
Units 

Deployed 
Units Deployed 

Units 

Deployed 
Units 

Aegis
Ashore
Aegis
Ashore

Next, from the gray zone to the initial phase of an enemy attack (armed conflict), 
firstly, the deterrence posture is completed by achieving rapid deployment of rapid 
deployment divisions/brigades. Based on that posture, exerting cross-domain warfare 
capabilities prevents enemy invasion. 

Firstly, there is jamming, neutralizing, or destroying enemy aircraft, ships, guided 
missiles, electromagnetic projectiles, and so forth, simultaneously protecting key facilities 
such as the JMSDF and the JASDF operations bases, politico-economic centers and 
economics hubs and important infrastructure facilities and airports, ports, and radar sites, 
as well as the reinforcing US forces’ RSO&I (Reception, Staging, Onward movement & 
Integration) bases such as airports, seaports, and deployment staging sites. 

In addition, there will continue to be destruction of ballistic missiles, cyber defense, 
and cooperation with municipalities. Cooperation with municipalities can be considered 
to include supporting municipalities’ counter-hybrid warfare through protection of the 
electromagnetic domain. Like cyber defense, it is important for the country to discuss the 
point of the extent of the role that the JSDF should play. 
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Joint Operations and Japan-U.S. Bilateral Operations to Defeat and Repel  
the Enemy, Continued Protection of Operational Bases
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US Forces 
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Landing 
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Repel Enemy Forces
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Destroy Enemy’s Electronic Defense Network 
for the Counterattack by US Forces
Destroy Enemy’s Electronic Defense Network 
for the Counterattack by US Forces
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Operational Bases, and US Forces 
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Finally, it is the phase of defeating and repelling the enemy through joint operations 
and Japan-US bilateral operations. 

In the case of unavoidable enemy invasion of the offshore islands, recapture of the 
islands is implemented based on destroying the enemy landing units with the support 
of the JMSDF and the JASDF as well as the US forces according to the situation. 
Furthermore, Japan-US bilateral operations are conducted at the time of the US forces’ 
counterattack. For example, it would be effective to destroy the enemy’s electromagnetic 
defense network to contribute to the US forces’ counterattack. 

During this period, obviously protection of key facilities, destroying ballistic missiles, 
cyber defense, and cooperation with municipalities are continued.

These are the new roles based on changes in the operational environment; however, 
two points must not be forgotten when considering the principles of ground defense 
force in Japan. 

The first is that Japan does not have expeditionary forces; rather, it has an organization 
with the mission to defend the national territory. Therefore, the first point is that rather 
than counterinsurgency (COIN) and stability operations, the foremost mission is to 
directly protect the citizens on Japanese soil. 
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The second point is that national defense means perpetual and persistent control 
of the land, which is why ultimately the position where the JGSDF infantrymen are 
standing is the national borders. For infantrymen to decisively secure the borders, 
there must be an organization with completed defense capabilities; rapid deployment 
to the areas of operations, destroying and repelling the enemy forces while protecting 
themselves as well as sustaining and increasing the combat strength of the units through 
maintenance and provision of supplies, and being capable of the treatment of wounded 
personnel. We must not forget that maintaining such ground defense force serves as 
deterrence, and also demonstrates the determination of national defense. 

Lastly, as I mentioned earlier, amid the competition among nations to transform 
themselves to advantageously fight in “full spectrum hybrid warfare,” I believe Japan 
should promote the transformation by focusing on the following points in order to 
secure the defense of the Nansei Islands. 

The first is that it is necessary to urgently enhance Japan’s own capabilities to 
achieve superiority in space, cyber, and electromagnetic domains. In that process, it 
can be expected that there will be remarkable progress of technological innovation in 
the electromagnetic domain, which is an urgent necessity to rapidly develop and realize 
technologies that can be game-changers.

The second is to have mutual cooperation of Japanese capabilities in all domains, 
while defense targets are expanding and extending to various national functions and all 
social infrastructure, and response in the peacetime phase is required. Given that, we 
should augment national entities to control space, cyber, and electromagnetic domains in 
a comprehensive and integrated manner, specifically expand and strengthen the National 
Security Secretariat (NSS), and immediately stipulate legal measures to enable central 
control in peacetime. 

The third is that cooperation and joint operations with the United States are 
fundamental. Japan’s national defense is composed of the two pillars of our own defense 
efforts and the Japan-US Alliance. In addition to responding to future warfare, I believe 
it must place emphasis on the importance of Japan-US bilateral operations. 




