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Changing defence posture in Japan 
In December 2022, Japan announced important changes to its defence policy, including a strong rise in its 
defence expenditure in the period up to 2027. Although Japan had already introduced some changes to its 
foreign policy-making process under late Prime Minister Abe, the new security and defence strategies, together 
with the planned strong rise in defence spending – if implemented – would constitute the most drastic changes 
to Japan's post-war order since at least 1960 (US-Japan Security Treaty). Japan also intends to use its increased 
defence efforts as a means to deter potential Chinese aggression against Taiwan. 

Background: Changes to Japan's approach to defence since 2012 
Shortly after becoming Prime Minister for a second time in 2012, Abe Shinzo initiated two important steps 
in adapting his country to the ongoing geopolitical changes in north-east Asia: the drafting by his 
government of Japan's first-ever national security strategy, and the establishment of a national security 
council, both in December 2013. The issue of national defence had, for a long time, been a controversial 
issue in Japan: Article 9 of the Japanese constitution, as promulgated in1946, solemnly declares that 'the 
Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation'. Given the ongoing and fast rise 
of China – including in military terms, with its military budget rising from US$182 billion in 2014 to 
US$293 billion in 2021, according to the World Bank – Abe's policy has been viewed as far-sighted. 

China, Russia's aggression against Ukraine, and the announced expenditure target 
In December 2022, the Japanese government led by Prime Minister Kishida Fumio presented the new 
national security strategy (NSS), the national defence strategy and the defence build-up programme. 
Together, the three documents illustrate the considerable changes Japan's foreign and defence policies are 
undergoing, faced with challenges from China, North Korea and, importantly, the effects of Russia's war on 
Ukraine. While the 2013 NSS had 'only' defined China as a 'preoccupation for the international community, 
including Japan', the 2022 strategy defines China as an 'unprecedented (serious concern) and the greatest 
strategic challenge in ensuring the peace and security of Japan', signalling a significant rise in the 
perception of China as a potential threat. On Russia, the new defence strategy in particular insists that 
'Ukraine's defence capability against Russia was insufficient, thus failing to discourage and deter Russian 
aggression'. While the documents do not establish a clear priority among these challenges, the Economist 
quotes a former high-ranking diplomat suggesting that Putin's aggression in Ukraine has been the single 
most important reason for the announced rise in defence expenditure. 

The defence build-up programme for the period from fiscal year (FY) 2023 to FY 2027, approved by the 
Japanese government on 16 December 2022 – a document that has not yet been officially translated into 
English – states that, during the period from FY 2023 to FY 2027, Japan plans to spend 43 trillion yen1 on 
defence, including two special programmes totalling 2.5 trillion yen. From the remaining 40.5 trillion yen, 
8.9 trillion yen will be spent in FY 2027 alone (compared, for example, to a planned defence budget of 
Yen 5.4 trillion for FY 2022). Based on the April 2022 IMF Article 4 forecast of 596 trillion yen for Japan's GDP 
in 2027, the 2027 defence spending would correspond to 1.5 % of GDP. Although this would be a clear rise 
in terms of GDP compared to the last 60 years, when the implicit rule was to keep defence expenditure at 
around 1 % of GDP per year, the 2027 figure would mean that Japan would still be relatively far away from 
the 2 % target which NATO has fixed for its member states and which the Japanese government claims to 
be aiming for already in 2027. 

In reality, according to the plans presented, the country's 2027 defence budget would only reach 2 % of 
GDP, because, on top of the defence budget in the narrow sense, the government would include in their 
calculations not only the Coast Guard budget but also certain expenditure on public infrastructure, science 
and technology research. The NSS also announces that, in order to react to (the threat of) missile attacks, 
Japan will, for the first time since 1945, develop capabilities to mount effective counter-strikes. 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2014/03/28/japan-new-thinking-on-national-security/
https://www.usip.org/publications/2022/12/what-you-need-know-about-japans-new-national-security-strategy
https://japan.kantei.go.jp/constitution_and_government_of_japan/constitution_e.html
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/MS.MIL.XPND.CD?locations=CN
https://thehill.com/opinion/international/3550621-what-the-loss-of-shinzo-abe-means-for-the-world/
https://www.cas.go.jp/jp/siryou/221216anzenhoshou/nss-e.pdf
https://www.mod.go.jp/j/approach/agenda/guideline/strategy/pdf/strategy_en.pdf
https://www.kantei.go.jp/jp/content/000120948.pdf
https://www.cas.go.jp/jp/siryou/131217anzenhoshou/nss-e.pdf
https://www.economist.com/asia/2023/01/19/japans-armed-forces-are-getting-stronger-faster
https://www.kantei.go.jp/jp/content/000120948.pdf
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Japan-set-to-increase-defense-budget-to-2-of-GDP-in-2027
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/CR/Issues/2022/04/06/Japan-2022-Article-IV-Consultation-Press-Release-Staff-Report-and-Statement-by-the-516216
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/MS.MIL.XPND.GD.ZS?locations=JP
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Japan-set-to-increase-defense-budget-to-2-of-GDP-in-2027
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/Indo-Pacific/Japan-s-linchpin-role-in-Taiwan-war-to-feature-in-2-2-with-U.S
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The implementation of the announced rise, however, is subject to some degree of uncertainty: while the 
government has announced that the planned rise in expenditure would be financed by raising taxes, it has 
postponed the decision on any details to 2024. Some commentators suggest that, with the next national 
elections due to take place only in 2025, implementing this would be achievable; however, they also note 
that the recent scandal linking the governing LDP to the Unification Church has led to a drop in the support 
rate for the Prime Minister. Finally, the measure as such is not popular.  

Taiwan's central role for the US and Japan 
In their joint statement following the summit between President Joe Biden and Prime Minister Kishida on 
13 January 2023, Japan and the US continue to consider China, North Korea and Russia as the most 
immediate challenges in the region. Japan's new defence strategy, in particular, stresses that 'concerns 
about the peace and stability of the Taiwan Strait are rapidly growing not only in the Indo-Pacific region 
including Japan but also in the entire international community', a 
line taken up in the joint statement of the US and Japan following 
the summit. Taiwan has become a major preoccupation for the 
US, Japan's only military ally, not least because, for the US, Taiwan 
is the critical link in the First Island Chain (See map). This term 
describes a series of US (naval) bases located relatively close to the 
Chinese mainland, allowing the US – if necessary, and even if not 
to control exit and entry into Chinese waters and the western 
Pacific – to cause considerable trouble for China's navy.  

It has also been argued that the loss of Taiwan through covert 
action by the People's Republic of China (PRC) would have a 
detrimental effect on American credibility and global values-
based policies, thus striking at the core of US-PRC ideological 
competition. As a recent paper points out, Japan is the 'linchpin' 
for the defence of Taiwan by the US, but Japan also has a strong 
interest sui generis in Taiwan not being invaded by the PRC: not 
only are 90 % of the most sophisticated semiconductors currently 
produced in Taiwan, but a China-controlled Taiwan would also 
create a more immediate (potential) threat to freedom of navigation for any commercial ships delivering 
goods to and from Japan (and South Korea) – a serious concern given both countries' huge dependence on 
imports of food and energy and of their economies on exports in general. Finally, as also underlined by the 
new NSS, for Japan 'Taiwan is an extremely important partner and a precious friend of Japan, with whom 
Japan shares fundamental values, including democracy, and has close economic and personal ties'. 

In a statement issued by its embassy in Tokyo, the Chinese government said that the new NSS 'provokes 
regional tension and confrontation'. Russia reacted by accusing Japan of 'unbridled militarism'. South 
Korea – which, due to its 20th century history, maintains a very ambiguous relationship with Japan – has 
not objected to the envisaged rise in the defence budget, but has asked for consultations before Japan uses 
the envisaged counter-strike capabilities on the Korean peninsula. 

Following the presentation of the three documents, a delegation from Parliament's Subcommittee on Security 
and Defence (SEDE) visited Japan. Following their meetings, Lukas Mandl (EPP, Austira), the chair of the visiting 
delegation underlined that both the EU and Japan – faced with Russia's war of aggression and China's 
increasingly aggressive behaviour – have to adapt their security and defence policies. He also called for a 
strengthening of the EU-Japan partnership on security and defence (the EU and Japan signed a strategic 
partnership in 2018). Existing cooperation includes joint naval exercises and capacity-building for partners in 
Asia and Africa.  
 

1 The Japanese yen fluctuates strongly against the euro (and the US dollar), so no equivalent in euro is given here. 
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Map: Taiwan's central position in 
north-east Asia 
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