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Introduction 

The subject of Japan’s defense equipment transfers has frequently appeared in recent reporting both in 

Japan and abroad.1 Within this coverage, some reporting in Australia has raised concerns about Japan’s 

limited track record in naval vessel transfers.2 It is undeniable that Japan’s defense transfer record has 

remained limited since the establishment of the Three Principles on Transfer of Defense Equipment and 

Technology in 2014, even if the scope is expanded to Japan’s defense transfers as a whole.3 However, while 

not widely known, there have been a significant number of cases in which equipment transferred from 

Japan was used for military operations abroad, even when solely considering the postwar period.4 

The current framework of Japan’s defense equipment transfers can be likened to an egg. Foreign economic 

policy forms the egg’s “shell,” security trade control policy represents the “egg white,” and defense 

equipment transfer policy is the “yolk.” Foreign economic policy is considered the “shell” because its post-

war framework has primarily been built up within the structure of economic policy.5 The origins of security 

trade control policy, which corresponds to the “egg white,” can be traced back to the regulations of the 

Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Strategic Export Controls (COCOM), which Japan joined in the 

1950s. COCOM was an export control framework established by Western countries to regulate exports to 

communist countries during the Cold War era, and it was said that COCOM’s fundamental nature was to 

ensure security. Japan’s export control system under COCOM regulations remained weak for a long time. 

However, following the 1987 Toshiba Machine incident, both the government and private sector clearly 

recognized the necessity of strengthening the security trade control system. In the late 1980s, a security 

trade control system was established, and it continues to this day.6 Finally, Japan’s defense equipment 

transfer policy, which corresponds to the “yolk,” was most strictly controlled under the Three Principles on 

Arms Exports adopted by the Miki Cabinet in 1976, but restrictions eased from the 1980s onward.7 

This paper focuses on the 1980s, a turning point in the history of Japan’s defense equipment transfer policy, 

and introduces cases of Japanese aircraft that were transferred overseas and subsequently used for military 
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operations during that decade. These cases are categorized into two major types, and none of them 

involved direct transfers from Japan to foreign military forces. By examining these past cases, this paper 

aims to provide historical insights for the future direction of Japan’s defense equipment transfer policy. 

 

Circumstances Surrounding Defense Equipment Transfers in the 1980s 

In the context of postwar Cold War history, the period from the end of 1979 to the mid-1980s is often 

referred to as the “New Cold War.” During this time, the détente in the 1970s had come to an end, and 

tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union were escalating once again. Against the backdrop 

of an unprecedented trade imbalance with Japan, the United States called for increased defense efforts 

from Japan as well as more proactive opening of its market. 

The Nakasone administration at the time implemented a series of concrete and proactive measures to 

strengthen Japan-U.S. relations, including various measures in the defense sector to respond to U.S. 

demands. The administration increased the defense budget and lifted restrictions on the transfer of 

weapons technologies to the United States by making an exception to the Three Principles on Arms Exports, 

responding to the request for provision of dual-use technologies which were considered to surpass those 

of the United States at that point. 

Under Japan’s security trade control system in the 1980s, items subject to COCOM regulations were 

classified as “strategic goods“ and designated as requiring approval for export. If the destination 

country/region was part of the Communist bloc, items with sophisticated functionality were prohibited 

from export. However, because the details of COCOM regulations were not disclosed, the criteria for export 

approval were unclear to exporting companies. Moreover, export control procedures at the time lacked 

effectiveness, and there was very little awareness of security-oriented trade control among exporting 

companies.8 Meanwhile, Japan’s defense equipment transfer policy was subject to the political decision to 

effectively ban such exports under the Three Principles on Arms Exports. Consequently, under the 

framework of that time, “military aircraft,” which were classified as “directly employed in combat,” were 

effectively embargoed under the Three Principles. In contrast, “aircraft” classified as “dual-use goods“ were 

designated as requiring export approval, with decisions on their exportability determined based on the 

political alignment of the destination country/region. 

In addition, separate from the economic policy framework, Japan concluded an agreement with the United 

States regarding Japan Self-Defense Forces (SDF) equipment as a framework for security policy.9 The 1980s 

also marked a period of decommissioning of many pieces of equipment that had originally been loaned 

or provided to Japan by the United States during the early years of the SDF, or domestically manufactured 

for and utilized by the SDF using U.S. financial assistance. This decommissioned equipment was subject to 

a return obligation to the United States, and under the direction of the Mutual Defense Assistance Office 
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(MDAO) at the U.S. Embassy in Japan, it was either disposed of locally at SDF supply facilities or returned 

to designated U.S. military bases in Japan. 

 

Case Involving YS-11 Aircraft 

The YS-11 was Japan’s first domestically produced passenger aircraft after World War II. It entered service 

in 1965, with a total of 182 units manufactured. The SDF operated 23 YS-11 aircraft within the Maritime 

Self-Defense Force (MSDF) and Air Self-Defense Force (ASDF). From the start of its entry into service in 

1965, a total of 75 YS-11 aircraft were transferred overseas to 16 airlines in 12 countries, including those 

under lease agreements.10 The largest YS-11 operator in Europe was Olympic Airways of Greece, which at 

its peak owned 10 YS-11 aircraft, including two on short-term leases. 

Between 1980 and 1981, the Hellenic Air Force purchased 

six YS-11 aircraft that had been used by Olympic Airways. 

These aircraft had been newly manufactured between 

1970 and 1971 as passenger planes for Olympic Airways in 

Greece. The six units acquired by the Hellenic Air Force 

accounted for all the YS-11 aircraft Olympic Airways 

owned at the time.11 The Hellenic Air Force adopted the 

YS-11 as a temporary measure until new transport aircraft 

could be procured, using it to supplement their C-130 

transport aircraft and thereby extending the operational 

lifespan of the latter. 

The Hellenic Air Force operated the YS-11 as a transport aircraft from 1981 to 2010, with one unit 

designated for VIP transport. Furthermore, the Hellenic Air Force introduces the YS-11 on its official website, 

as Greece was the only country in Europe to operate a Japanese-manufactured military aircraft.12 

This case represents a situation in which “dual-use good” aircraft transferred abroad were subsequently 

re-transferred and utilized for military operations. 

 

Cases Involving MU-2 Aircraft 

The MU-2, a small multi-purpose aircraft independently developed by Mitsubishi Heavy Industries as a 

civilian aircraft, saw a large production of 762 units between its entry into service in 1965 and the end of 
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production in 1987. The SDF operated 53 MU-2 aircraft within the GSDF and ASDF. The MU-2 gained high 

acclaim in the small civilian aircraft market, particularly in the United States, and 703 units were transferred 

overseas to a total of 26 countries.13 Mitsubishi Heavy Industries temporarily withdrew from the small 

civilian aircraft sector in 1988, transferring the business to the U.S. company Beech Aircraft Corporation, 

but the MU-2 was transferred back to Mitsubishi Heavy Industries in 1998. Even today, a large number of 

the aircraft continue to be operated, with service centers in three locations in the United States, as well as 

one each in Europe and South America.14 Among the numerous MU-2 aircraft transferred overseas, cases 

of military operations involving the aircraft have been confirmed in at least four countries during the 1980s. 

During the Falklands War in 1982, the Argentine military 

operated a large number of civilian aircraft under its 

command. The Argentine Air Force established a civilian 

aircraft squadron known as the Escuadrón Fénix (Phoenix 

Squadron), which operated three MU-2 aircraft, with an 

additional MU-2 deployed by another unit.15 

Civilian aircraft under Argentine military command during 

the Falklands War undertook various missions, including 

maritime reconnaissance against British naval forces and 

air transport to the Falkland Islands, with many aircraft 

lost in combat. Organizations of people involved at the time have stated that MU-2 aircraft were used in 

the Falklands region for missions such as leading formations of Pucará light attack aircraft. However, due 

to limited documentation, the details of the wartime operational circumstances and history of these aircraft 

remain unclear.16 

It has also been confirmed that the Dominican Republic Air Force operated MU-2 aircraft in 1985. At least 

one MU-2J model was used as a light transport aircraft by the Dominican Republic Air Force.17 However, 

its history is similarly unclear due to limited documentation. 

In addition, although there are no cases of MU-2 aircraft being owned and directly operated for military 

purposes by national militaries, there have been cases of operational contract support (OCS), in which 

privately owned aircraft operated by private military 

companies/contractors (PMCs) were used under military 

command. 

In Sweden, cases of military operations involving MU-2 

aircraft for OCS by a PMC contracted by the Swedish 

military can be confirmed from 1985 onward. OCS 

involving use of PMC-owned civilian aircraft expanded 

rapidly from the 1990s onward, and Sweden’s cases can 

be considered an early example of this.18 

OCS in Sweden during the 1980s utilized a total of 10 MU-
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2 aircraft for target towing and electronic warfare training, operated by two companies: Swedair and Nyge 

Aero.19 Among these aircraft, two MU-2s operated by Nyge Aero were lost in training accidents in 1986, 

one of which was due to a misfire during live-fire training.20  

In 1989, the air target equipment division of Swedair was spun off as Air Target Sweden, while the training 

support aircraft operations division was merged into Saab. Later, in 1999, Nyge Aero was also merged into 

Saab, an arrangement that continues to the present.21 

A total of 35 MU-2 aircraft were directly transferred by Japan to 10 European countries, with records of 

transfers to Sweden dating back to before 1985.22 The MU-2 aircraft operated by Swedair and Nyge Aero 

included both directly transferred aircraft and those that passed through third countries or multiple nations 

before reaching Sweden. Due to the varied backgrounds, it is difficult to track the full history of each 

individual aircraft. 

In 1987, there was another confirmed case of MU-2 operations under OCS by a PMC contracted by the U.S. 

military. 

Flight International of Florida operated seven MU-2 

aircraft out of Tyndall Air Force Base in Florida from 1987 

for training support services.23 The backgrounds of these 

aircraft also varied, making it difficult to trace the full 

history of all units.  

On February 28, 1989, one MU-2 aircraft operated by 

Flight International of Florida was lost in an accident after 

completing a training support service mission.24 

Like the case of the YS-11 aircraft, these cases involving 

MU-2 aircraft can also be said to be examples of “dual-use good” aircraft transferred abroad that were 

subsequently re-transferred and utilized for military operations. 

With over 700 units sold as civilian aircraft, the MU-2 has a long operational lifespan, and there are many 

cases of its long-term use while being resold multiple times between companies in multiple countries. Due 

to this characteristic, comprehensively tracking the complete history of each individual aircraft is 

impossible.25 Thus, these cases clearly exemplify the inherent difficulty of managing “dual-use goods” after 

they are transferred overseas.26 

 

Case Involving F-104J/DJ Aircraft 

The F-104J/DJ belonged to the second generation of main fighter aircraft of the ASDF. It was introduced 
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to the ASDF through complete importation, followed by knockdown assembly and licensed production. 

Mitsubishi Heavy Industries’ Nagoya Aircraft Works was the primary contractor for the knockdown 

assembly and licensed production in Japan. A total of 230 F-104J/DJ aircraft were delivered to the ASDF 

over a short period between 1962 and 1967. 

Financial assistance from the United States was provided for the licensed domestic production of the F-

104J. Under the Japan-U.S. Agreement on the F-104J/DJ, funds granted by the U.S. government to the 

Japanese government were allocated for the purchase of specific goods (such as complete F-104J/DJ 

aircraft and parts) and services (technical assistance from Lockheed Corporation’s resident engineers in 

Japan). The final cost-sharing ratio between Japan and the United States was about 72% and 28%, 

respectively.27 In addition, as a result of the progressive shift to local production of parts during licensed 

production, the final domestic production ratio reached about 65% for the airframe, 80% for the engine, 

and 76% for electronic equipment. Consequently, the F-104J ultimately differed significantly in detailed 

specifications from other variants of the F-104 produced in the United States. 

The ASDF gradually phased out the F-104J/DJ as the F-4EJ and F-15J/DJ entered service. The last ASDF F-

104 squadron was disbanded in March 1986 and all F-104J/DJ aircraft were decommissioned, aside from 

those converted into unmanned target drones (UF-104J/JA). This case also involved the application of the 

obligation to return equipment manufactured for and utilized by the SDF with financial assistance from the 

United States after it was decommissioned. As a result, Japan reimbursed the United States for the 

corresponding amount of the financial assistance provided for the F-104J/DJ which were decommissioned. 

While many decommissioned aircraft were designated for local disposal in Japan under instructions from 

the MDAO, aircraft in better condition were designated to be returned to the United States. The United 

States has storage facilities for retired military aircraft, such as Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in the Arizona 

desert. Retired U.S. military aircraft are preserved in a mothballed state and, if needed for foreign military 

assistance, they are refurbished and transferred to recipient countries.28 The decommissioned F-104J/DJ 

aircraft of the ASDF were stored at ASDF Gifu Air Base under the management of the 2nd Air Depot until 

instructions for their return were issued by the MDAO. 

The Taiwanese air force was the earliest U.S. ally to adopt the F-104 fighter. From the deployment of the F-

104A in May 1960 until May 1998, Taiwan operated numerous variants of the F-104. The aircraft was a 

mainstay of Taiwan’s fighter units from the 1960s to the 1990s, playing a role in Taiwan’s air defense for an 

extended period. 

In 1979 under the Carter administration, the United States normalized diplomatic relations with China and 

severed official ties with Taiwan, while concurrently ensuring continued U.S. security involvement and arms 

sales to Taiwan under the Taiwan Relations Act. In a list of requested arms sales submitted to the United 

States in November 1979, Taiwan placed the highest priority on high-performance fighters. The following 

year, the arms sales to Taiwan announced by the United States were deemed to be “arms of a defensive 

character” under the Taiwan Relations Act, and the United States provided additional F-104 aircraft to 

Taiwan to replace the aging F-104s in the Taiwanese air force. Later that same year when it became certain 

that the U.S. government would transition to the new Reagan administration, Taiwan issued a request to 
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purchase next-generation F-16 fighters. 

Due to the Reagan administration’s prioritization of its strategy against the Soviet Union, it lifted 

restrictions on and began arms sales to China while continuing to provide Taiwan with “arms of a defensive 

character” based on the Taiwan Relations Act. However, it was not until the 1990s that Taiwan completed 

the deployment of next-generation F-16 and Mirage 2000 fighters, as well as the Indigenous Defense 

Fighter (IDF) which was independently developed with U.S. support. Thus, the F-104s provided to Taiwan 

in the 1980s served as a stopgap. The F-104s supplied to Taiwan comprised multiple variants that had been 

returned to the United States from various countries after being decommissioned.29 The reason for this 

lack of standardization was that despite these aircraft being a stopgap, Taiwan needed a large number of 

them. The United States could not meet this need with just its own retired F-104s, making it necessary to 

permit provision of multiple variants used in various countries around the world, including Japan. 

The Taiwanese air force’s acquisition plan for the F-104 was named the “Alishan” plan. Under the “Alishan 

8” plan, 66 retired West German air force F-104G aircraft, previously used at training bases in the United 

States, were sold to Taiwan starting in 1983.30 Under the “Alishan 10” plan from 1988, 18 retired Danish air 

force F-104G/TF-104 aircraft were sold, and under the “Alishan 11” plan from 1990, 24 retired Belgian air 

force F-104G/TF-104G aircraft were sold for spare parts.31 

The “Alishan 9” plan saw Taiwan’s acquisition of the F-104J/DJ, with redeployment beginning in 1986. The 

United States sold 37 F-104J/DJ aircraft (31 F-104J and six F-104DJ) to Taiwan after they had been returned 

following decommissioning. Of these, 20 F-104J and five F-104DJ were put into service by the Taiwanese 

air force, while the remaining 12 were used for spare parts.32 

The Taiwanese air force experienced an extremely high 

accident rate with the F-104. Of the 238 F-104 aircraft in 

eight different variants, 114 were lost due to accidents. 

The F-104J/DJ used by the Taiwanese air force had many 

parts that differed in specifications from the F-104G, 

which was the most widely operated variant, making it 

difficult to procure replacement parts. Additionally, since 

the Taiwanese side could not understand the Japanese 

language technical manuals, maintaining the F-104J/DJ’s 

maintenance and supply system in its air force proved to 

be a challenge. 

The F-104J/DJ aircraft were operated in a single squadron within the Taiwanese air force to prevent mixing 

with other F-104 variants with incompatible parts. The operational period of the aircraft was limited to only 

five years, ending in 1991. Despite this short period, five F-104J/DJ aircraft were lost in accidents, with many 

accidents stemming from parts incompatibility issues.33 

As illustrated above, the case involving F-104J/DJ aircraft differed from general overseas transfers, and 

entailed decommissioned U.S.-funded equipment being returned to the United States, re-transferred by 
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the United States, and used for military operations. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper introduces cases of Japanese aircraft transferred abroad and subsequently used for military 

operations in the 1980s. There were no cases found in which aircraft were directly transferred from Japan 

to foreign military forces. These cases can be broadly categorized into two types: aircraft transferred 

overseas as “dual-use goods” that were subsequently re-transferred and used for military operations, and 

decommissioned aircraft that were returned to the United States due to return obligations and later re-

transferred by the United States for military operations by other countries/regions. When viewed through 

the lens of Japan’s current defense equipment transfer framework, neither of these case types completely 

aligns with defense equipment transfer policy, the “yolk” in the egg metaphor introduced earlier. Among 

the cases from the 1980s, the most common were those in which “dual-use good” aircraft were transferred 

overseas by Japan, and later re-transferred and subsequently used for military purposes. It is a noteworthy 

historic fact that there were so many cases of Japanese “dual-use good” aircraft that were transferred 

overseas and subsequently found to have “military value” and used for military operations by their 

destination countries and regions, despite the expectations of Japan given that its defense equipment 

transfer policy was at its strictest during the 1980s. Currently, the defense equipment transfer debate is 

premised on domestically developed “military-exclusive” equipment, which is inevitably expensive due to 

the advanced technological level required.34 However, the 1980s cases suggest that Japan also holds latent 

strengths in “dual-use goods,” which are difficult to describe as “directly employed in combat.” If such 

“dual-use goods” are primarily utilized in military operations despite being difficult to call “directly 

employed in combat,” they could be considered as another option in the main subjects premised for 

Japan’s defense equipment transfers.35 

In addition, the cases involving MU-2 aircraft, which are the most numerous among the cases raised in this 

paper, suggest the importance of establishing a maintenance system at the recipient location. The MU-2, 

which has been used for civilian purposes for long periods across numerous countries, has established 

maintenance systems in recipient countries, with service centers still in operation worldwide. In contrast, 

domestically developed equipment used exclusively by the SDF inevitably has a maintenance system 

confined to Japan. Given Japan’s current limited track record of defense equipment transfers, establishing 

maintenance systems in recipient countries and regions can be a key factor in promoting future defense 

equipment transfers. 

The F-104J/DJ falls into the category of decommissioned U.S.-funded equipment being returned to the 
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United States, re-transferred by the United States, and used for military operations. It represents a case 

involving equipment requiring an advanced technological level. From this case, we can infer the 

requirements necessary for overseas transfer of “military-exclusive” domestically developed equipment, 

which is the primary premised subject of current defense equipment transfers. The F-104J/DJ had a high 

accident rate in the Taiwanese air force, had low parts compatibility with other F-104 variants operated by 

that air force, and faced maintenance difficulties, leading to a relatively short operational period. This case 

suggests the importance of ensuring interoperability in the transfer of defense equipment which requires 

an advanced technological level. This includes uniform equipment specifications, standardization of parts 

specifications, verification of part compatibility, and the international standardization of technical 

documents. Considering the existing equipment used by the SDF, not only domestically developed 

equipment but also license-produced equipment may lose commonality with other countries’ counterparts 

due to modifications such as part changes in the course of licensed production or Japan-specific 

improvements addressing defects. Currently, the Acquisition, Technology & Logistics Agency (ATLA) is 

endeavoring to standardize equipment specifications with NATO forces, but it will also be necessary to 

establish a framework for public-private information sharing regarding interoperability with equipment 

from other countries.36 
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Occurrence #28547,” Aviation Safety Network, https://aviation-safety.net/wikibase/2854. 
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forces. See “Aerial Target Services,” Saab, https://www.saab.com/products/aerial-target-services. 
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the National Defense Industrial Association, it is mentioned that the MU-2 was one of the aircraft he piloted during his service with the U.S. Air 

Force’s 4477 Tactical Evaluation Squadron. Furthermore, although outside the scope of this paper, four MU-2 aircraft registered as U.S. civilian 
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34  Although Japan’s current defense equipment transfer system is regulated by the Three Principles on Transfer of Defense Equipment and 

Technology as well as the Implementation Guidelines for the Three Principles on Transfer of Defense Equipment and Technology, as noted in 
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