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Scope Note

The U.S.-Japan Space Forum is a standing committee of Japanese and American 
space policy experts, meeting regularly to examine critical developments and 
opportunities for bilateral and multilateral space-related activities. Reflecting the 
increasingly important role of the private sector in national space capabilities, the 
Forum integrates the perspectives of a wide array of experts, including corporate, 
academic, and government players, in an informal environment that is conducive to 
creative and frank discourse. The Forum runs roughly in parallel to the government-
to-government “Japan-U.S. Comprehensive Dialogue on Space.”

The Forum convened twice in 2014, against the backdrop of the United States’ 
rebalance to Asia, Japan’s recent decisions on collective self-defense (CSD), and 
ongoing revisions to the U.S.-Japan defense guidelines. Meeting first for an initial 
retreat in Montana in June, and again in December for conversations with the space 
policy community in Tokyo, the Forum addressed policy trajectories and technical 
capabilities in the Japan and the United States related to launchers, satellites, and 
the use of space technologies for civilian, commercial, and military applications.  

Aiming to contribute to a stronger basis for coordination of space policy and 
governance in the context of the bilateral security alliance, the strategic and 
competitive landscape, and shared interests in global norms of behavior in space 
practices, the U.S.-Japan Space Forum identifies the following mid-term objectives 
and near-term priorities for bilateral cooperation in the realms of space technologies, 
policies, and strategic direction. 

The U.S.-Japan Space Forum is co-convened by Frank Jannuzi of the Maureen and 
Mike Mansfield Foundation and Saadia Pekkanen of the University of Washington 
Henry M. Jackson School of International Studies.  Primary sponsorship is 
provided by the Japan-U.S. Friendship Commission, with additional support from 
IHI Aerospace, Mitsubishi Electric, Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, NEC, and Keio 
University.  The co-chairs of the U.S.-Japan Space Forum are deeply grateful to the 
above organizations for their support, and to the Forum members for generously 
devoting their time and expertise, without which this project would not be possible.   
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Strategic Context for 
U.S.-Japan Space Partnership

Emerging Actors, Evolving Technology
For most of the period after the Second World War, two nations—the United States 
and the Soviet Union/Russia—dominated the realm of human activity in outer space. 
Today, a host of nations are developing space programs or demonstrating emerging 
space ambitions, and non-state actors are playing an increasingly significant role 
defining technological capabilities and, to some extent, influencing space policy. 
Advances in technology have also begun to democratize space activities, widening 
the usage and relevance of space-based activity while lowering the cost of entry 
and utilization. In short, space, once the domain of superpowers, is becoming 
a realm of an increasing array of national governments, corporations, and even 
individuals.
 

Congested, Contested, Competitive Space
Space activities are more important to all aspects of modern society than ever 
before, and globalization, changing technologies, and conflicting national interests 
are complicating the task of bringing order to the ever more complex constellation of 
actors in space. Space governance, however, remainsis based on decisions made 
in the very different strategic environment of the 1950s and 1960s.  Some space 
advocates believe that existing legal regimes and behavioral norms are not adequate 
for addressing today’s realities such as globalization, changing technologies, 
conflicting national interests. Others believe that existing international legal regimes 
are adequate but more needs to be done at the level of domestic law and regulation 
to ensure the long-term sustainability of space activities. Space, long a contested 
and competitive environment, is increasingly becoming congested as well.  Today 
we face a growing likelihood of incidents, whether accidental or deliberate, that 
could disrupt the peaceful and productive uses of outer space. Orbital debris, for 
example, resulting from actions such as China’s 2007 weather satellite explosion, 
threatens the ability of satellites and spacecraft to operate safely in earth’s orbit (as 
illustrated in the chart on page 5). Moreover, the aggressive pursuit of space denial 
capabilities and space-based weaponry by space powers threatens the potential 
for peaceful use of space that benefits mankind.  
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The U.S. Pivot to Asia, Japan’s Evolving Defense Capabilities, and 
the U.S.-Japan Alliance
Changes in the constellation of space actors and the utilization of space are 
occurring against a backdrop of shifting strategic realities, particularly in East Asia. 
Recognizing that a preponderance of America’s trade and security interests reside 
in Asia, and responding to the uncertainties associated with China’s rapidly growing 
economic and military power, in October 2011 the Obama administration announced 
a “rebalance,” or “pivot” to Asia. With the pivot, President Obama’s administration 
aims to use a blend of diplomatic, intelligence, military, and economic (DIME) 
initiatives to strengthen U.S. alliances in the Pacific and increase the region’s security 
and stability. Nowhere is this more evident than with Japan, a long-standing treaty 
ally that has itself taken several steps under the leadership of Prime Minister Abe to 
bolster its defense capabilities and expand its ability to partner with the United States 
to meet regional and global challenges. These steps include: establishing a national 
security council; passing a law to protect state secrets; agreeing, after many years of 
debate, to construct a replacement facility for the U.S. Marine Corps Futenma naval 
air station on Okinawa; liberalizing defense export guidelines known as the three 
principles on transfer of defense and equipment and technology; reinterpreting its 
constitution to permit collective self-defense; revising (for the first time since 1997) 
the Guidelines for Japan-U.S. Defense Cooperation; and, significantly, reinterpreting 
the 1967 Outer Space Treaty to allow military uses of space. 

The strategic moves by Washington and Tokyo include the March 2013 launch of 
the first ever Comprehensive Dialogue on Space. The two nations declared that a 
robust Japan-U.S. partnership on outer space could advance a wide array of shared 
interests, specifically including Space Situational Awareness and Maritime Domain 
Awareness, and, more generally, resource and disaster management, environmental 
monitoring, remote sensing, technology development, scientific discovery, national 
and international security, and economic growth. The purpose of the dialogue 
is to identify ways to increase the economic and security capabilities of both 
countries and, potentially, their Asian allies, with the U.S. and Japan serving as the 
foundational partners. U.S. and Japan collective security will be enhanced if the 
allies can demonstrate the overwhelming resiliency of their space infrastructure; 
forge robust partnerships not only bilaterally, but multilaterally with other like-
minded nations; and together develop the technical and legal ability to respond 
swiftly and decisively to any threats of aggression. In short, the emerging national 
security policies of both nations provide motivation for enhancing cooperation 
across all dimensions of space policy. As partners in global security with a shared 
commitment to values such as human rights, democracy, free market economics, 
and rule of law, Japan and the United States also have an opportunity to encourage 
productive and positive global norms of space behavior.
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Whole of Nation Approach to Space Policy
Space activities, by nature, cut across the civilian, commercial, and military realms, 
and across various government jurisdictions. Therefore, to undergird bilateral 
cooperation, within each country there is a powerful case to be made for a whole-of-
nation approach to space policy. Such an approach includes advancing basic science 
and technology, energizing the industrial base, and protecting the homeland within a 
broad definition of national security. In the absence of strong national-level leadership 
and direction on space policy, space activities risk suffering from bureaucratic 
redundancy, budget and turf battles, and stove-piping. Furthermore, without a clear 
national space policy, based on enduring national interests, there exists a risk that a 
fragmented, ad hoc approach to space issues will occur. Conversely, strong national 
leadership, in addition to helping embrace and empower the private sector, could 
enable an integrated approach that is currently lacking in both countries across civil, 
commercial, and national security space sectors. Such an approach could channel 
multiple avenues of national space capabilities and activities into a grand purpose. 
In Japan, the leadership demonstrated by Prime Minister Abe, the establishment of 
the Office of National Space Policy in the Cabinet Office, the articulation of a national 
Space Basic Plan, and new directions in its collective defense posture, are important 
steps in this direction.  In the United States, presidential attention and bipartisan 
congressional engagement would similarly help ensure that national space policy is 
fully implemented and adequately resourced, with the National Security Council’s 
Director for Space Policy playing an important coordinating role.
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Space and the U.S.-Japan Alliance 
Given this strategic backdrop, the members of the U.S.-Japan Space Forum find 
the logic of collaborating on space policy within the context of the alliance to be 
compelling. Although the prioritized interests of Japan and the United States in the 
realm of outer space may not always perfectly align, there are urgent reasons for 
the two nations to seek robust bilateral collaboration on space policy, namely: 

1. Capabilities in space are critical to defense on Earth, and thus cooperation 
in space undergirds the U.S.-Japan alliance. The alliance in turn remains the 
lynchpin of security in an Asia Pacific that is both home to the most significant 
existing and emerging space powers, while at the same time sorely lacking in 
effective multilateral security arrangements.

2. Japan and the United States are world leaders in space technology and 
capabilities, and by virtue of their economic and scientific prowess, uniquely 
positioned to pursue projects and establish norms of behavior to ensure peaceful, 
stable uses of outer space that benefit human activities around the globe.

3. Japan has opened the door to new opportunities for collaboration with the 
United States across a whole host of space activities. In addition to past efforts 
such as disaster relief, space science, and missile defense, new opportunities 
have arisen from a series of recent actions including the inception of Japan’s 
Space Basic Law in 2008 and Japan’s New Basic Space Plan in 2015 (both of 
which place new emphasis on space security and predictability), in addition to 
the aforementioned steps on defense export principles, collective self-defense, 
and U.S.-Japan defense guidelines.  

4. The U.S. and Japan are close collaborators on regional and global security, and, 
as security allies, they share a profound sense of urgency over maintaining 
advantage in space. Collaboration between the U.S. and Japan on space policy 
is all the more compelling given the possible realization of efficiencies and 
complementarities, as both countries face the constant pressure of budget 
constraints.  
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Mid-term Objectives for 
U.S.-Japan Leadership on the 
Peaceful use of Space

Members of the U.S.-Japan Space Forum have identified the following mid-
term issues that should be addressed to facilitate effective and strategic 
collaboration on space activities. 

1.1 The Fourth C—“Collaborative” Space

 The challenges posed by a space environment that is increasingly congested, 
contested, and competitive can be addressed in part by a fourth “C”: 
collaboration. Opportunities for collaboration range across all sectors in space, 
from national security to science. One example of how space capabilities can 
be effectively pooled among nations is the International Space Station. The 
space station, currently under consideration for extension until 2024, has 
been among the more visible, tangible expressions of global cooperation in 
space. Identifying an inspiring, practical global space objective that builds 
on the International Space Station experience should be a priority for all 
spacefaring powers. Japan and the United States have an opportunity, now, 
to lead in envisioning and proposing a new and practical target for multilateral 
cooperation that can inspire global enthusiasm and encourage all spacefaring 
nations to lay the technological, policy, and legal groundwork for effective 
collaboration. Development of space solar power for helping to address 
climate change would be one such example of a next focus for multilateral 
space engagement. Another opportunity would be further exploration of the 
lunar surface and operations in cis-lunar space as part of an international effort 
that would include private sector participants.   

1.2 Politics and Public Relations

 Compared to many other advanced and emerging space nations, Japan and 
the United States develop space policies, priorities, and budgets transparently 
and democratically, responding to the political pressures and scrutiny of their 
taxpaying publics and with an appreciation for their global obligations.  In order 
to help ensure stable and robust public funding, it is imperative that Japanese 
and American space experts, officials, and executives inform the public about 
the myriad benefits of space activities to national security, broadly defined, 
to include impact on daily life.  Making investments in public education on 
space’s tangible benefits to telecommunications, disaster management and 
response, navigation, mapping and imaging, weather prediction, etc., will help 
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in this regard.  High-level political support, such as a presidential and prime 
ministerial appearance at the International Space Exploration Forum, will also 
help to signify the importance of space activities to governments, businesses, 
and societies at large.

1.3 Elevate Space Diplomacy

 Competing visions exist for establishing an international code of conduct 
on activities in space, and the United States and Japan share an interest in 
advancing their vision – embodied in a joint Australia-Canada-EU-Japan-United 
States draft emerging from consultations that began in 2008.  International 
diplomatic progress has been slow and greater outreach is needed to 
emerging space powers in Latin America, Africa, and South Asia.  The Japan 
and the United States, in close coordination with Europe, can provide vital 
leadership to ensure international acceptance of norms of behavior that will 
strengthen international stability and promote the long-term sustainability of 
space activities.

1.4 Embrace and Enable the Private Sector’s Central Role

 Japan and the United States benefit from some of the world’s most advanced 
and innovative space technology companies.  It is imperative that the two 
countries provide certainty to the private sector to help inform and guide 
investment strategy.  Ambivalent public policy with respect to the private 
sector role creates uncertainties that discourage investment, and risks 
undermining the industrial base on which our national space activities 
depend.  By contrast, early integration of the private sector into planning and 
definition of system requirements reduces risk, encourages basic research 
and development, and increases the likelihood of finding synergies and forging 
international collaboration. Purposeful and robust private sector activity, in 
turn, helps to ensure industrial capacity, build technical capability, and sustain 
human capital by inspiring the next generation of space experts.  Policies that 
facilitate clear and immediate pilot projects could help provide direction and 
stability of purpose to our private sectors.

1.5 Align and Leverage Regulatory Reforms

 In the context of evolving space practices and an evolving bilateral security 
relationship, Japan and the United States need to enact regulatory reforms 
to permit deeper collaboration in space and foster cooperative development 
of space capabilities. The two countries should seek reforms that reduce 
barriers to cooperation between Japanese and American space industries by 
harmonizing standards for procurement and development—such cooperation 
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could mutually enhance global cost competitiveness, complement market 
access opportunities, etc. Standards for handling sensitive information must 
be similarly harmonized, including penalties for unauthorized disclosure 
of classified data. Finally, U.S. and Japanese industry should take better 
advantage of the reforms in U.S. export controls for space that were recently 
enacted—these reforms were designed in part to facilitate cooperation with 
allies like Japan, and they open major opportunities for cooperation, in areas 
such as space-based communications, positioning, and earth observation, 
that improve the interoperability of our respective military and intelligence 
organizations.

1.6 Space and Collective Self-Defense 

 Both governments should be encouraged to discuss the potential implications 
of changes in Japan’s views on collective self-defense to the space domain.  
The potential benefits could include enabling greater burden-sharing and 
interoperability while increasing resilience and demonstrating solidarity of 
purpose.  The intersection of space policy and Japan’s posture on collective 
self-defense raises many thorny issues, including: deepening the alignment of 
national security strategies; sharing Space Situational Awareness (SSA) data 
collection and analysis; establishing mutual support arrangements for space-
based ISR and communications in a contested environment; and participating 
in collective space operations and exercises through the Joint Space Operation 
Center (see below).  The allies would also need to consider how they might 
apply the Mutual Security Treaty in the event of a hostile attack on a Japanese 
or United States space asset. 

9

Global maritime domain awareness contributed by terrestrial and commercial satellite AIS data

Image courtesy of the U.S. Department of Transportation, Volpe Center



10

Near-term Priorities for 
U.S.-Japan Space Collaboration

The members of the U.S.-Japan Space Forum have identified the following 
areas in which alliance and space program managers have immediate 
opportunities to enhance bilateral cooperation to mutual benefit.  

2.1 Formalize the Japanese Role at the Joint Space Operations Center 
(JSpOC)

 Currently the Joint Space Operations Center (Vandenberg Air Force Base 
in Santa Barbara, California) hosts military liaison officers from the United 
Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the United States to 
facilitate sharing of space information and cooperation in space activities. 
Inviting participation from the Japanese Ministry of Defense would enhance 
operational compatibility while also signaling solidarity consistent with the 
U.S.-Japan Mutual Defense Treaty. This initiative should be articulated and 
promoted in the context of Japan’s expanding role in collective self-defense. 
Moreover, the United States in September 2014 signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding with Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom providing for 
combined space operations. Formalizing a Japanese role at JSpOC would 
bring Tokyo one step closer to the goal of joining that operational partnership.  

2.2 Japanese Participation in Tabletop Exercises 

 With Japan’s recent commitment to collective self-defense, and recognizing 
the evolving role of space activities in Japan’s own security profile, the United 
States should invite Japan as a full participant in space-related tabletop 
exercises hosted by U.S. national and homeland security organizations (such 
as the U.S. Coast Guard).  

2.3 Japan-U.S. Leadership in the Use of Space for Maritime Domain 
Awareness

 Japan and the United States should take a lead role in formalizing global 
arrangements to share ground-based and satellite data and related analytic 
methods, to contribute to a more effective understanding of maritime activity. 
As demonstrated by the image on the preceding page, using data sharing 
to enhance maritime governance and security benefits all nations and also 
presents a ready opportunity for multilateral confidence-building in the 
domain of other space-based activities. As a first step, the United States 
should extend its existing information sharing policy regarding maritime (and 
possibly other) data to include Japan, also offering opportunities to Japan 



for building a foundation of knowledge and experience through observation 
of, or participation in, maritime exercises and demonstrations that involve 
the use of space for MDA. For its part, Japan should clarify its approach 
to wide-area maritime surveillance and the challenges faced in incorporating 
space and terrestrial assets into its MDA architecture. Japan should also 
consider establishing a central body to promote regional coordination and 
information sharing among maritime forces, including law enforcement and 
regulatory entities that rely on situational awareness information to execute 
their maritime responsibilities.

2.4 Reciprocal Defense Procurement Memorandum of Understanding

 The U.S. Department of Defense and the Japanese Ministries of Defense 
(MOD) and Economy, Trade, and Industry (METI) should work to conclude, 
at the earliest possible date, ongoing discussions on a reciprocal defense 
procurement memorandum of understanding (RDPMOU) that recognizes and 
facilitates the expanding opportunities for integrating Japanese and American 
space technologies and equipment.  

2.5 Capitalize on Global Market Opportunities for Remote Sensing 

 Recent advances in civil satellite remote sensing technology have led to 
commercial export opportunities, not only for traditional space-related 
companies, but also for new entrants from outside the space industry. Those 
opportunities, however, are accompanied by security concerns, particularly 
in the case of satellite systems export to emerging space nations, related 
to dual use technologies and handling of sensitive images and other data. 
Japanese and U.S. industries and governments are rightly focused on 
safeguarding against the increased security risks that accompany commercial 
remote sensing business opportunities. However, there is a further danger 
that regulatory processes that are overly onerous or ambiguous may have 
the adverse consequence of discouraging American and Japanese industrial 
engagement, while ceding greater opportunity to global economic and 
security competitors. Japan and the U.S. should coordinate on an effective 
and fast-track arrangement between the two nations to secure predictability in 
overseas commercial remote sensing business. Such a framework might focus 
on encouraging cooperative initiatives between Japanese and American space 
firms in areas such as disaster mitigation and MDA. Important steps towards 
realizing such collaboration include creation of a clear and predictable regulatory 
and licensing regime for private remote sensing activities (as set forth in the 
implementing schedule of Japan’s Basic Space Plan). A comprehensive data 
policy approach in Japan is also essential for managing dual-use technologies 
and capabilities and increasing cooperation with American firms.
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The Maureen and Mike Mansfield Foundation
The Maureen and Mike Mansfield Foundation honors Mike Mansfield 

(1903–2001), a remarkable public servant, statesman and diplomat who 

played a pivotal role in many key domestic and international issues of 

the 20th century as U.S. congressman from Montana, Senate majority 

leader, and finally as U.S. ambassador to Japan. The Maureen and Mike Mansfield Foundation 

was created in 1983 to advance Maureen and Mike Mansfield’s life-long efforts to promote 

understanding and cooperation among the nations and peoples of Asia and the United States. 

The Foundation sponsors exchanges, dialogues and publications that create networks among 

U.S. and Asian leaders, explore important policy issues, and increase awareness of Asia in the 

U.S. The Mansfield Foundation’s geographic focus is Northeast Asia and India as it relates to 

that region. The Foundation receives support from individuals, corporations and philanthropic 

organizations. It also provides support to The Maureen and Mike Mansfield Center at the 

University of Montana.

 

Japan-U.S. Friendship Commission 
The Japan-U.S. Friendship Commission is an independent federal 

agency established by Congress in 1975 to strengthen the U.S.-

Japan relationship through educational, cultural, and intellectual 

exchange.  Its mission is to support reciprocal people-to-people understanding, and promote 

partnerships that advance common interests between Japan and the United States.

Sponsors
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