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I. [bookmark: _TOC_250001]INTRODUCTION

1. Overview of the Issue

Okinawa has been facing a serious problem of sexual violence against women for many years due to the presence of U.S. military bases. This issue has also attracted international attention, with recommendations having been made by the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) and the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).

The Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) has expressed concern about the situation in Okinawa in Japan's 10th and 11th periodic reports (CERD/C/JPN/CO/10-11). It calls on the Japanese government to take measures, noting that the presence of U.S. military bases is contributing to sexual violence against women.

This shadow report highlights that the Japanese government fails to uphold the recommendations that call for the elimination of gender-based violence in general and against Indigenous women and girls. 


        2. Background Information

Ryukyu was once an independent kingdom before the Japanese government annexed it in the late 1800s and eventually incorporated it into Japan as Okinawa Prefecture. As a result, Japan forcefully took away land and the right to self-determination of the Ryukyuan people, followed by rigorous assimilation processes.  

While Japan engaged in its infamous territorial expansion in Asia and the Pacific, Japanese militarization of the Ryukyu/Okinawan islands intensified, robbing people of their ancestorial land in the process. During WWII, Okinawa experienced the only field battle in Japan, which killed one-third to one-fourth of the Ryukyuan/Okinawan population.

Sexual violence against women and girls also took place during the war. For example, the Japanese Imperial Army had established over 130 military brothels, where local Ryukyuan women and other colonized Asian women were forced to ‘entertain’ the soldiers at the brothels. The U.S. soldiers also raped local women. In both cases, women were stigmatized in society even though they were victims of a heinous crime. 

After the war, the U.S. occupied Ryukyu/Okinawa for twenty-seven years with little democracy and human rights protection. Even after Okinawa’s administration returned to Japan in 1972, a heavy U.S. military presence remained in Okinawa, and some bases in Japan were relocated to Okinawa. Today, 70% of Japan's U.S. military bases are concentrated in Okinawa, in addition to Japan’s so-called “Self Defense Forces military installations. The uneven distribution of burden is proof of discrimination against Okinawa.

To this day, many women, from small children to the elderly, have been victimized throughout the years, and some of them were murdered after being sexually violated. When the act of violence is committed by U.S. military personnel, no adequate justice is served. Japan not only lacks a systematic and respectful process to help support the survivors, but it also doesn’t have the power to condemn the U.S. This is due to the current unequal Status of Forces Agreement that is lenient towards the U.S.


        3. Importance of This Report

There are ongoing discussions about revising the Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) between Japan and the United States and establishing a domestic human rights court. This report will detail these issues and proposed solutions.

Advocating for the revisions and establishment of a human rights court that will bring about positive changes is significant for Indigenous women and girls.

Although many Japanese women’s groups have tirelessly visited the UN to advocate for women’s rights, their understanding of Indigenous women’s issues is limited. In addition, 2025 is the 80th year after the end of the Battle of Okinawa. Serious measures need to be taken to stop gender-based violence. Therefore, Indigenous Ryukyuan women must advocate for themselves to have a better future for themselves and future generations and regain confidence. 
 

II. Current Situation of Sexual Violence in Okinawa

1. Issues at hand: Frequency of Incidents, Withholding Information, and Skewed Power Balance

In Okinawa, incidents of sexual violence against women by U.S. military personnel are frequent, and many of these cases are reportedly concealed. 

In June 2024, the news of a girl under sixteen years of age who was abducted and sexually assaulted by a U.S. airman revoked pain and anger throughout Ryukyu/Okinawa. It fueled even greater anger when people found out that the Japanese government and Okinawa Police Department failed to notify of the incident to the governor and other necessary stakeholders. 

Two other concealed cases emerged after the abovementioned incident (one was not indicted) and one more in September. In other words, information on four sexual violence cases that happened between December 2023 and June 2024 was withheld. 

The Japanese government used the “protection of privacy” as an excuse to withhold information. However, they could have notified the incident to the governor of Okinawa and protected the privacy of the victim should they have established adequate measures to prevent and protect against sexual violence. 

As mentioned briefly in the background information, sexual violence by U.S. soldiers started the moment they landed on Okinawa in 1945 and has continued to threaten women’s and girls’ lives since then. Many rape/murder cases went without being tried or withdrawn by the victims due to difficulty in pursuing justice.

In 1995, a twelve-year-old girl was abducted, and gang raped by U.S. military personnel. She was courageous enough to report to the police, saying that she wanted proper justice to be served so that there were no more victims of sexual violence. Many people in Okinawa were inspired by her act, and violence against women and girls finally became a public and political issue. According to the women’s group that compiles data on sexual violence cases by U.S. military personnel in Okinawa, there were about 1,000 cases between 1945 and 2021, and the number is increasing as they do more research. 

Sexual violence conducted by U.S. soldiers is especially problematic in many ways. One is the unequal Status of Forces Agreement that favors the U.S. As a result, on many occasions, justice is not served. In addition, the hyper-masculinity fostered in the military culture has a tremendous impact on how they view women’s bodies, which leads to violence against women. Ryukyuan/Okinawan women get the double whammy because they are Indigenous women.


2. Recent Developments

Concealing information on sexual violence against women by U.S. military service members is increasing both in Okinawa and in Japan. Knowing the facts and receiving information promptly is fundamental to bringing justice and appropriate support to the victims. 

In September 2024, a meeting in Tokyo demanded a fundamental revision of the Japan-U.S. Status of Forces Agreement. 

Policy recommendations proposed in this report will be discussed in detail later (Pp. 5-6).   


III. Summary of International Recommendations that Japan Fails to Adhere

1. CEDAW Recommendations
1. Article 2(f)
2. Article 5(a)

CEDAW Recommendations Article 2(f) calls for taking all appropriate measures, including legislation, to modify or abolish existing laws, regulations, customs, and practices that constitute discrimination against women. Article 5(a) aims to modify the social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and women, with a view to eliminating prejudices and customary practices based on stereotyped roles.


2. CEDAW General Recommendation No. 30

This recommendation addresses women in conflict prevention, conflict, and post-conflict situations, specifically mentioning the prevention of and response to sexual violence related to the presence of foreign military forces.

3. CEDAW General Recommendation No. 39
CEDAW General Recommendation 39 recognizes Indigenous women are even more prone to gender-based violence, explicitly highlights the protection of Indigenous women and girls’ rights, and stresses the significance of policies that take the intersection of gender and Indigenous status into consideration.  

4. UN Security Council Resolution 1325

This resolution on Women, Peace, and Security calls for the protection of women in conflict situations and women's participation in peace-building processes.


IV. Application of UN Security Council Resolution 1325 to Protect Rights of Indigenous Ryukyun/Okinawan Women and Girls

1. Protection and Participation of Women
UN Security Council Resolution 1325 emphasizes the protection and participation of women in conflict situations and peace-building processes. The presence of U.S. military bases in Okinawa poses a potential threat to local women, and a response based on the spirit of Resolution 1325 is required.

2. Prevention of Violence Against Women
Implementation of comprehensive prevention programs in collaboration with local communities to prevent sexual violence incidents in Okinawa. This includes efforts to eradicate sexual violence through educational programs and awareness campaigns.

3. Strengthening Support for Victims
Strengthen support systems for victims of sexual violence and establish specialized agencies to provide psychological and legal support. It is important to create an environment where victims can consult without anxiety.

4. Women's Participation in Peace-building Processes
It is important to reflect the voices of local women in the decision-making process for resolving base issues in Okinawa. This allows for the exploration of sustainable solutions incorporating women's perspectives.


V. Policy recommendation for Revision of the Japan-U.S. Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA)

1. Strengthening Judicial Authority
Revise SOFA clauses to allow the Japanese side to exercise judicial authority more quickly and effectively against crimes committed by U.S. military personnel. This includes expanding the investigative authority of the Japanese side when crimes occur.

2. Strengthening Victim Protection
Strengthen support systems for victims of sexual violence and introduce specific measures to protect victims' rights. This includes protecting victims' privacy and providing legal support.

3. Specific Clause Revisions 
Article 17 of the SOFA stipulates jurisdiction over crimes committed by U.S. military personnel in Japan. It should be revised to strengthen Japanese judicial authority and enable a swift response when crimes occur. We also call for the addition of Environmental Clauses and clauses related to environmental protection to address environmental issues around bases and implement measures to protect the safety and health of residents.

VI. Establishment of a Domestic Human Rights Court
1. Need for an Independent Court
It has been pointed out that Japanese courts are closely tied to the government, which hinders the conduct of fair trials. Therefore, the establishment of an independent domestic human rights court is necessary.

VII. Conclusion
1. Summary of Key Points
Concrete measures against the presence of U.S. military bases in Okinawa and related sexual violence incidents require a comprehensive approach based on UN Security Council Resolution 1325, CEDAW recommendations, and revision of the Japan-U.S. Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA).

2. Call to Action
Specific measures to address the presence of U.S. military bases in Okinawa and related incidents of sexual violence require a comprehensive approach based on UN Security Council Resolution 1325, the recommendations of CEDAW, and the revision of the Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) between the United States and Japan. We urge that such measures be taken to ensure the safety of women in Okinawa and to promote a response consistent with international human rights standards. It is important to find sustainable solutions through the development and implementation of specific action plans.

This requires not only taking concrete steps to address the problems in Okinawa, but also strengthening the international framework to ensure security and peace in the community and protect women's rights for all women in Japan.
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