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2. Post-Cold War Intrusions into 
Japanese Waters

Chinese intrusions into Japan’s claimed exclusive economic zone (EEZ), hitherto 
sporadic, increased rapidly after 1996, when Japan expanded its claims to 
include the disputed Senkaku Islands (called Diaoyu in Chinese) and other 
islands in the East China Sea, thus overlapping similar Chinese claims, as well 
as Okinotorishima in the Philippine Sea, midway between Taiwan and Guam.1 
Moreover, in addition to numerous deployments of ‘oceanographic research’ and 
signals intelligence (SIGINT) collection ships, the intrusions have increasingly 
involved warships, including submarines, sometimes acting aggressively.2

Chinese marine research vessels operated actively in Japan’s EEZ 16 times in 
1998, 30 times in 1999 and 24 times in 2000.3 For example, the Dongdiao (V 232) 
oceanographic research/intelligence collection vessel was observed ‘collecting 
electronic information off the coast of Japan’ in February 2000.4 In May 2000, 
the Yanbing (No. 723) AGI (Auxiliary General Intelligence), in an unprecedented 
move, passed through Japan’s two most important straits, the Tsugaru Strait 
between Honshu and Hokkaido and the Tsushima Strait off Kyushu. (The vessel 
did not violate Japanese territorial waters in passing through the straits.)5 
In August 2000, a Chinese spy ship ‘equipped with sophisticated electronic 
monitoring devices’ penetrated inside Japan’s 12-nautical-mile limit during a 
Chinese navy war game.6 In January 2003 a Ming-class diesel submarine was 
‘detected inside Japan’s waters’ off the southern tip of Kyushu; it was reportedly 
‘collecting electronic intelligence and other oceanographic data’.7 Another 
Ming-class submarine was observed in the Osumi Strait, about 40 kilometres 
south of Kyushu, on 12 November 2003.8

1  Yukie Yoshikawa, ‘Okinotorishima: Just the Tip of the Iceberg’, Harvard Asia Quarterly (Vol. 9, No. 4), 
2006, pp. 51–61, at pranj.org/papers/yoshikawa-haq06.htm
2  Desmond Ball, ‘Intelligence Collection Operations and EEZs: The Implications of New Technology’, Marine 
Policy (Vol. 28), 2004, pp. 74–75.
3  National Institute for Defense Studies (NIDS), East Asian Strategic Review 2001 (Tokyo, 2001), pp. 199–
202. 
4  James C. Bussert, ‘Oil May be Focal Point of Sino-Japanese Dispute’, Signal, November 2006, at www.
afcea.org/signal/articles/anmviewer.asp?a=1216
5  NIDS, East Asian Strategic Review 2001, pp. 200–02; Rodger Baker, ‘Spy Games: Japan, China Both Newly 
Ambitious in Asian Waters’, ABC News.Com, 2 June 2000, at abcnews.go.com/sections/world/DailyNews/
stratfor 000602.html; ‘Editorial: Japan Responds to China Threat’, Taiwan News.Com, 11 August 2001, at 
www.etaiwannews.com/Editorial/2001/08/11/997498010.htm
6  Charles R. Smith, ‘Chinese Spy Ships Breach Japanese and Philippine Waters’, NewsMax.Com, 9 April 
2001, at www.newsmax.com/archives/articles/2001/4/8/195441.shtml
7  Bussert, ‘Oil May be Focal Point of Sino-Japanese Dispute’, at www.afcea.org/signal/articles/anmviewer.
asp?a=1216
8  Iris Trang, ‘China’s Navy Floats a Warning to Taiwan’, Asia Times Online, 25 November 2003, at atimes.
com/atimes/China/EK25Ad01.html
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Vociferous Japanese complaints to Beijing saw the rate of Chinese intrusions 
slow in 2001–03. The intrusions accelerated at the beginning of 2004, however, 
with 25 Chinese survey ships entering Japan’s claimed EEZ during the first seven 
months of the year, a fourfold increase over 2003.9 In July 2004, for example, 
a Yenlai-class marine survey ship and a Yanha-class AGI operated in Japan’s 
EEZ.10 Much of the increased activity concerned the area around Okinotori 
Island, which accounted for 12 incursions in 2004.11 It was speculated that the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) navy was ‘surveying the seabed to support 
future PLAN submarine operations and preventing the U.S. Navy from coming 
to the defense of Taiwan’.12 In December 2004, a Chinese ship was found ‘using 
sonar, apparently to map the sea floor for Chinese submarine activities’.13 In 
May 2005, Tokyo decided to install a surveillance radar on Okinotorishima to 
detect intruding vessels.14

In November 2004, Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) patrol aircraft 
near the Sakishima Islands detected a Han-class nuclear attack submarine 
(No. 405) underwater and tracked it for three days, including whilst it sailed 
submerged between Ishigaki and Miyako islands, at the southern end of the 
Ryukyu island chain.15 In September 2005, a PLA navy five-ship surface action 
group, including a Sovremenny-class destroyer, two frigates, a replenishment 
ship, and the upgraded Dongdiao SIGINT/space event support ship (with its 
pennant number changed from 232 to 851), cruised near Okinotorishima.16 In 
July 2006, the Dong Fang Hong No. 2 marine research vessel was found inside 

9  Toshu Noguchi, ‘PRC Navy’s Survey Operations Around Okinotori Island Increases by More Than Four-
fold Over Last Year’, Sankei Shimbun, 22 July 2004, cited in Richard Fisher, Jr., ‘Growing Asymmetries in the 
China-Japan Naval Balance’, 22 November 2005, at www.strategycenter.net/research/pubID.83/pub_detail.
asp
10  Bussert, ‘Oil May be Focal Point of Sino-Japanese Dispute’, at www.afcea.org/signal/articles/anmviewer.
asp?a=1216
11  ‘Chinese Ships Roam Around Okinotori Islands at Will’, Japan Today, 8 December 2004, at www.
japantoday.com/jp/shukan/257
12  Noguchi, cited in Fisher, ‘Growing Asymmetries in the China-Japan Naval Balance’, at www.
strategycenter.net/research/pubID.83/pub_detail.asp
13  Yukie Yoshikawa, ‘The US–Japan–China Mistrust Spiral and Okinotorishima’, Japan Focus, 11 October 
2007, at www.japanfocus.org/products/details/2541
14  ibid.
15  JMSDF, ‘Precautionary Surveillance’, at www.mod.go.jp/msdf/formal/english/surveillance/; ‘Mystery 
Sub Sparks Japan Alert’, BBC News, 10 November 2004, at news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/3998107.stm; Jyh-Perng 
Wang & Ing-Chyi Jan, ‘On the Event of PRC Han-class Sub Intruding Japan and Conferring the Proper 
Thoughts of Taiwan Defense’, Taiwan Defense Affairs (Vol. 5, No. 4), Summer 2005, pp. 72–105; Kenneth B. 
Sherman, ‘Mystery Sub Detected Off Japanese Coast’, Journal of Electronic Defense (Vol. 28, No. 1), January 
2005, p. 24; Peter A. Dutton, ‘International Law and the November 2004 Han Incident’, Asian Security (Vol. 
2, No. 2), 2006, pp. 87–101.
16  Fisher, ‘Growing Asymmetries in the China-Japan Naval Balance’, at www.strategycenter.net/research/
pubID.83/pub_detail.asp; Bussert, ‘Oil May be Focal Point of Sino-Japanese Dispute’, at www.afcea.org/
signal/articles/anmviewer.asp?a=1216; James E. Fanell, ‘China: Big Trouble on the High Seas’, Hoover Digest 
(No. 3), 2006, at www.hoover.org/publications/digest/4635601.html
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Japan’s claimed EEZ, just 24 kilometres south-west of Uotsuri, the main island 
in the Senkakus.17 In February 2007, the Dong Fang Hong No. 2 returned to the 
Senkakus; it was detected 30 kilometres west of Uotsuri Island.18

In September 2008, an ‘unidentified’ (but almost certainly Chinese) submarine 
was detected south of the entrance to the Bungo Strait between Kyushu and 
Shikoku Islands; it was some 60 kilometres south-west of Cape Ashizuri, 
Shikoku’s southernmost point, and 7 kilometres inside Japan’s territorial waters. 
The submarine was spotted with ‘a periscope-like object’ poking out of the 
water, and was evidently on a reconnaissance mission.19 And, five weeks later, 
four Chinese naval vessels, including a destroyer, passed through the Tsugaru 
Strait; they were found by P-3C surveillance aircraft on 19 October about 35 
kilometres off Tappi Zaki.20 

In September 2009, a foreign submarine was detected off the Pacific coast of 
Kochi Prefecture on the southern side of Shikoku Island. Beijing denied that it 
was a Chinese submarine, but Japanese naval authorities insisted that it was.21 
In April 2010, two Chinese submarines and eight destroyers were detected 
between Okinawa Island and Miyako-jima. The fleet conducted refuelling and 
engaged in helicopter operations in an area about 140 kilometres west-south-
west of Okinawa. One of the helicopters flew within about 90 metres of the 
Suzunami, a Japanese destroyer that was monitoring the activities of the Chinese 
warships.22

On 7 September 2010, a Chinese fishing trawler, the Minjinyu 5179, deliberately 
rammed two Japanese Coast Guard vessels near the Senkaku Islands. The 14-
man crew was detained and released six days later, but the captain was detained 
until 24 September, in the face of vehement objections from Beijing.23 A 
Chinese Foreign Ministry spokeswoman said that ‘Japan’s actions have violated 
international law and rudimentary common sense in international matters’, and 
that ‘they are absurd, illegal and invalid’, and warned that ‘if Japan continues in 
this reckless fashion, it will taste its own bitter fruit’. China cancelled planned 
talks with Japan over the Okinotorishima dispute, and warned of ‘worse 

17  Fanell, ‘China: Big Trouble on the High Seas’, at www.hoover.org/publications/digest/4635601.html
18  ‘Tokyo Protests Chinese Surveillance Near Islands’, Taipei Times, 6 February 2007, p. 4.
19  ‘Unidentified Submarine Detected Between Shikoku and Kyushu’, Japan Times, 15 September 2008.
20  ‘Chinese Destroyer Sailed Through Tsugaru Strait’, Daily Yomiuri Online, 22 October 2008, at www.
yomiuri.co.jp/dy/national/20081022TDY02307.htm
21  ‘Japan Ends Hunt for Submarine Intruder’, Defense News, 18 September 2009, at www.defensenews.
com/story.php?i=3726554
22  ‘MSDF Tracks China Armada Off Okinawa’, Japan Times, 14 April 2010, at www.japantimes.co.jp/text/
nn20100414a2.html
23  Sourabh Gupta, ‘China-Japan Trawler Incident: Reviewing the Dispute Over Senkaku/Daioyu Waters’, 
East Asia Forum, 6 December 2010, at www.eastasiaforum.org/2010/12/06/china-japan-trawler-incident-
review-of-legalities-understandings-and-practices-in-disputed-senkakudaioyu-waters/
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repercussions’.24 As of 7 September, there were 160 Chinese vessels fishing 
in the area, of which 30 were ‘inside what Japan claims to be its territorial 
waters’.25 On 14 October, China dispatched two fisheries patrol boats to the area 
to protect ‘the legal rights of Chinese fishermen’. The boats were spotted again 
on 24 October, after which Japan lodged an official protest with Beijing.26

In June 2011, the Chinese navy conducted its largest-ever exercise in the 
Pacific. Eleven ships ‒ three Sovremenny-class destroyers, one Jiangkai II-class 
frigate, one Jiang-wei II frigate, two Jiang-wei I frigates, a Fuqing-class oiler, 
a Dajiang-class auxiliary submarine rescue vessel, a Tuzhong-class fleet tug, 
and a Dongdiao-class electronic intelligence ship ‒ passed through the Ryukyu 
island chain about 100 kilometres north-east of Myako-jima on 8–9 June, 
and returned through the Japanese islands on 22–23 June. The exercise was 
conducted about 450 kilometres south-west of Okinotorishima, and included 
seaborne replenishment, gunnery practice, helicopter flight training and use of 
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV).27

On 23 June the Nan Feng, a research ship belonging to the Chinese Academy of 
Fishery Sciences (CAFS) was found conducting surveys within Japan’s EEZ about 
330 kilometres from Miyagi City in north-eastern Honshu. When questioned by 
Japanese Coast Guard vessels, the Nan Feng said that ‘it was collecting water at 
public sea for environmental and fishery studies’.28

On 24 August 2011, Tokyo formally protested to Beijing after two Chinese ships 
briefly entered what it regards as its territorial waters near the Senkakus. The 
Chinese Foreign Minister responded that China’s sovereignty over the islands 
was ‘indisputable’, and said that the boats were in the area to ‘maintain normal 
order’ for fishing.29

China conducted another large exercise in the western Pacific in November 
2011. Six vessels, including the intelligence-gathering Beidiao 900 (a Type 
814A Dadie-class surveillance ship), missile frigates and supply ships, passed 
through the waters between Okinawa and Miyako-jima on 22–23 November 

24  Chris Buckley, ‘China Cancels Japan Talks, Warns on Sea Dispute’, International Business Times, 11 
September 2010, at m.ibtimes.com/china-japan-sea-61413.html
25  ‘China Warns Japan Over Trawler Seizure’, RTT News, 10 September 2010, at www.rttnews.com/
Content/GeneralNews.aspx?Id=1414654&SM=1
26  ‘Japan Protests to China Over Boats Near Islands’, AFP, 25 October 2010, at www.aaj.tv/2010/10/japan-
protests-to-china-over-boats-near-islands/
27  Huang Jing-jing, ‘Chinese Navy Fleet Completes Largest-ever Training in Pacific’, Want China Times, 
25 June 2011, at www.wantchinatimes.com/news-subclass-cnt.aspx?id=20110625000003&cid=1101; James 
Simpson, ‘Chinese UAV Spotted by MSDF Aircraft’, Japan Security Watch, 30 June 2011, at newpacificinstitute.
org/jsw/?p=6844
28  Huang Jing-jing, ‘Chinese Navy Fleet Completes Largest-ever Training in Pacific’, at www.wantchinatimes.
com/news-subclass-cnt.aspx?id=20110625000003&cid=1101
29  ‘Japan Protests Over China Ships in Disputed Waters’, Reuters, 24 August 2011, at www.reuters.com/
article/2011/08/24/us-japan-china-disputes-idUSTRE77N0R620110824
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on their way to the exercise. Chinese authorities said that these were ‘routine 
manoeuvers’ and that China’s freedom of navigation ‘shall not be subject to any 
form of hindrance’.30 In mid-December, China’s largest and most advanced ocean 
surveillance vessel, the new Maritime Surveillance 50, cruised around disputed 
waters in the East Sea ‘to protect the rights of navigation in the waters’.31 In 
January 2012, to China’s chagrin, Japan decided to name 39 uninhabited islands, 
mostly located around the Senkakus, as ‘the basis for defining Japan’s EEZ’.32

In early February 2012, four Chinese frigates passed through the Miyako 
Strait between Okinawa and Miyako-jima to conduct exercises in the western 
Pacific.33 Three vessels passed through the Osumi Strait south of Kyushu on 30 
April; China’s Defence Ministry said that the passage was ‘routine and non-
threatening’, and ‘not targeted at any specific country or objective’.34 Another 
three passed through the Osumi Strait on 13 June, which Beijing again said was 
‘regular training not aimed at specific targets or nations’.35 Seven navy vessels 
transited the Miyako Strait to the Pacific on 4 October, returning to the East 
China Sea through the strait between Taiwan and Yonaguni on 17 October.36 Five 
navy ships passed through the Miyako Strait for ‘a routine training exercise’ in 
the western Pacific on 28 November 2012.37

Tensions again flared at the Senkaku Islands in September 2012. On 14 September, 
six Chinese surveillance vessels entered waters near the disputed islands. 
China’s Foreign Ministry said that the ships were present ‘to carry out maritime 
surveillance’ and to perform ‘law enforcement over its [China’s] maritime rights’. 
On 18 September, 12 surveillance vessels were operating in the area, three of 
which ‘sailed into Japanese territorial waters’.38 All of these had left the area 

30  ‘Talk of the Day: China to Conduct Pacific Naval Drills’, Focus Taiwan, 24 November 2011, at focustaiwan.
tw/ShowNews/WebNews_Detail.aspx?Type=aIPL&ID=201111240049
31  走进“中国海监50”号的“心脏” [‘Walking into the “Heart” of “China Maritime Surveillance 50”’], 
Xinhua, 15 December 2011, at news.xinhuanet.com/mil/2011-12/15/c_122429657.htm; ‘China’s Largest 
Ocean Surveillance Ship and Helicopter Coordinated the First East China Sea Cruise’, 15 December 2011, at 
www.3abc.net/?p=25063
32  ‘Japan Plans to Name 39 Islets in Disputed, Remote Waters’, Global Times, 17 January 2012, at www.
globaltimes.cn/NEWS/tabid/99/ID/692425/Japan-plans-to-name-39-islets-in-disputed-remote-waters.aspx.
33  J. Michael Cole, ‘PLA Sorties Threaten Encirclement’, Taipei Times, 9 February 2012, at www.taipeitimes.
com/News/front/archives/2012/02/09/2003525025
34  ‘China Says its Naval Vessels’ Transit of Osumi Strait Not Threatening’, Mainichi, 2 May 2012, at mainichi.
jp/english/english/newsselect/news/20120502p2g00m0dm019000c.html
35  ‘Japan Concerned after Chinese Vessels Seen Again in Osumi Strait’, Want China Times, 16 June 2012, at 
www.wantchinatimes.com/news-subclass-cnt.aspx?id=20120616000062&cid=1101
36  ‘Yin Zhuo: China Doesn’t Need to Inform Japan When Passing Through Miyako Strait’, People’s Daily 
Online, 12 October 2012, at english.peopledaily.com.cn/90786/7974501.html; ‘Seven Chinese Navy Warships 
Skirt Okinawa’, Japan Times, 17 October 2012, at www.japantimes.co.jp/text/nn20121017a3
37  ‘Chinese Navy Fleet Enters West Pacific for Routine Training’, Xinhua, 28 November 2012, at news.
xinhuanet.com/english/china/2012-11/28/c_132005111.htm
38  ‘Update: China Surveillance Ships Enter Disputed Waters with Japan’, Asahi Shimbun, 14 September 
2012, at ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/politics/AJ201209140023; ‘14 Chinese Vessels Spotted Near 
Senkakus but No Fishing Ship Armada’, Asahi Shimbun, 19 September 2012, at ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_
news/politics/AJ201209190059
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by 24 September, but frequent deployments resumed in October. Four Chinese 
maritime patrol ships entered ‘Japanese territorial waters’ around the Senkakus 
on 3 October and remained in the area for more than a week, despite statements 
by Japan’s Foreign Ministry that their intrusions were ‘unacceptable’.39 Another 
four Chinese patrol vessels entered Japanese waters on 20 October; they stayed 
for 11 days, while the Japanese Government ‘strongly protested’ and China’s 
Foreign Ministry stated that China was prepared to ‘respond forcefully’ if Japan 
challenged its sovereignty over the islands.40

On 19 January 2013, the tensions over the Senkakus reached their highest point 
when Chinese navy ships directed their fire-control radars onto a Japanese 
helicopter and a JMSDF destroyer (the Yudachi DD-103) on 30 January. The 
radars were turned on for ‘a matter of minutes’. The incidents were the closest 
the two countries have come to exchanging fire. The Chinese Government 
initially denied that any fire-control radars had been used, while the Japanese 
Government considered releasing tape recordings of the radar emissions, but 
decided that would compromise its electronic intelligence (ELINT) collection 
capabilities. Chinese officials admitted in March that a fire-control radar had in 
fact been used, but said that it was ‘accidental’ and ‘the act was not planned’.41

On 4 February 2013, two Chinese Hai Jian-class maritime surveillance vessels 
harassed two Japanese fishing boats near Uotsurishima Island, the largest of the 
Senkakus and well inside Japan’s claimed territorial waters.42 On 18 February, 
three Hai Jian-class vessels chased another Japanese fishing boat around 
Uotsurishima Island.43

39  ‘Tokyo Lashes Out About Chinese Ships in Territorial Waters’, Japan Daily Press, 4 October 2012, 
at japandailypress.com/tokyo-lashes-out-about-chinese-ships-in-territorial-waters-0414398/; ‘Chinese 
Government States it Will Continue Patrolling Senkaku Waters’, Japan Daily Press, 9 October 2012, at 
japandailypress.com/chinese-government-states-it-will-continue-patrolling-senkaku-waters-0915067/0
40  ‘Chinese Patrol Ships Enter Japan Territorial Waters Again’, Asahi Shimbun, 25 October 2012, at ajw.
asahi.com/article/behind_news/politics/AJ201210250060; ‘Chinese Ships in Territorial Waters Near Senkaku, 
Once Again’, Japan Daily Press, 25 October 2012, at japandailypress.com/chinese-ships-in-territorial-waters-
near-senkaku-once-again-2517289/; ‘Another Day, Another 4 Chinese Ships in Japan’s Territorial Waters’, 
Japan Daily Press, 30 October 2012, at japandailypress.com/another-day-another-4-chinese-ships-in-japans-
territorial-waters-3017556/; ‘China Threatens Force if Japan Challenges Sovereignty’, RIA Novosti, 27 October 
2012, at en.rian.ru/world/20121027/176955713.html
41  Martin Fackler, ‘Japan Says China Aimed Military Radar at Ship’, New York Times, 5 February 2013; 
‘Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands: Japan May Release China Radar Data’, BBC News, 9 February 2013, at www.bbc.
co.uk/news/world-asia-21392248; ‘Japan Mulling Over Release of Chinese Radar Data in Senkaku Row’, 
Japan Daily Press, 11 February 2013, at japandailypress.com/japan-mulling-over-release-of-chinese-radar-
data-in-senkaku-row-1123103/; ‘Chinese Officials Admit to MSDF Radar Lock Allegations’, Japan Times, 18 
March 2013, at www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2013/03/18/national/chinese-officials-admit-to-msdf-radar-lock-
allegations/
42  Yuzo Hisatsune, ‘Chinese Boats Harass Japanese Fishing Vessels Near Senkakus’, Asahi Shimbun, 28 
February 2013, at ajw.asahi.com/article/asia/china/AJ201302280058
43  Ryuji Kudo & Tsukasa Kimura, ‘Three Chinese Vessels Pursue Japanese Fishing Boat Near Senkakus’, 
Asahi Shimbun, 21 February 2013, at ajw.asahi.com/article/behind_news/social_affairs/AJ201302210082
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On 17 February, Chinese vessels deployed a series of buoys around the islands. 
China’s Foreign Ministry said that their purpose was to carry out ‘maritime 
weather observations’, but Japanese authorities were concerned that they were 
intended ‘to collect intelligence about Japanese operations’, and particularly ‘to 
detect movement of submarines’.44

On 2 May 2013, an unidentified submerged submarine was detected close to 
Amami-Oshima, an island roughly halfway between Kyushu and Okinawa. On 
12 May, another ‘foreign submarine’ was detected just outside Japan’s territorial 
waters south of Kume-jima in Okinawa Prefecture. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 
said that he was ‘not going to mention the nationality of the submarine, but we 
have already carried out the necessary analysis, including about its nationality’, 
and that ‘we want the relevant country to be aware that this must never happen 
again’. A ‘government source’ reportedly said that ‘the sub likely belonged to 
the Chinese Navy’.45

On 13–14 July, five Chinese navy vessels (two destroyers, two frigates and a 
supply ship) passed through the Soya Strait from west to east, exiting into the 
Pacific Ocean. This was the first time that China’s naval ships had ‘ventured 
into that waterway’.46 The warships returned to Qingdao, the headquarters of 
the North China Sea Fleet, through the Miyako Strait between Okinawa and  
Miyako-jima on 25 July. A senior officer at the PLA’s Academy of Military 
Science noted that ‘the Chinese navy has the capability to cut the first island 
chain into several pieces’, and that ‘Now the chain is fragmented’.47

On 7 November, four Chinese Coast Guard vessels entered Japan’s territorial 
waters off one of the Senkaku Islands. They reportedly remained in the area 
for about 90 minutes.48 Tensions escalated again in November when the JMSDF 
conducted a large, 18-day exercise in Japan’s southern islands. The exercise, 
conducted from 1 to 18 November, involved 34,000 military personnel, six 
vessels, 360 aircraft, and six Type-88 surface-to-ship missiles. Two of the 
Type-88s, together with a launching system, were deployed to Miyako-jima 
on 6 November. Four, together with another launcher, were deployed to Naha 
air base in Okinawa on 7 November. The missiles effectively covered the 300 

44  Martin Fackler, ‘Chinese Buoys are Focus of Latest Dispute Over Contested Islands’, New York Times, 
22 February 2013; ‘Japan Questions Chinese Buoys Near Senkakus’, Japan Daily Press, 27 February 2013, at 
japandailypress.com/japan-questions-chinese-buoys-near-senkakus-2724166/
45  ‘Foreign Sub Spotted Near Japan’s Territorial Waters’, Asahi Shimbun, 14 May 2013; and ‘Foreign 
Submarine Spotted Near Japan’s Territorial Waters’, Japan Daily Press, 14 May 2013, at japandailypress.com/
foreign-submarine-spotted-near-japanese-territorial-waters-1428827/
46  Kirk Spitzer, ‘China Finds a Gap in Japan’s Maritime Chokepoints’, Time, 18 July 2013, at nation.time.
com/2013/07/18/china-finds-a-gap-in-japans-maritime-chokepoints/
47  ‘China Sails Through “First Island Chain”’, China Daily, 2 August 2013, at usa.chinadaily.com.cn/
china/2013-08/02/content_16863855.htm
48  ‘Japan Installing Missiles on Pacific Gateway Islands’, Taipei Times, 8 November 2013, at www.
taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2013/11/08/2003576391
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kilometres between Okinawa and Miyako-jima, used by Chinese navy vessels 
to transit into and out of the western Pacific. The Chinese media reported that 
deployment of the missiles to Miyako-jima was ‘an unprecedented move … 
targeted at blocking the Chinese Navy’ and ‘can pose real threats to the Chinese 
Navy’.49

North Korean Intrusions into Japanese Waters

North Korean penetrations into Japanese waters have been much more irregular, 
with major incidents involving ‘spy ships’ in 1999 and 2001. On 23 March 1999, 
two ‘suspicious vessels’ (bearing the false names No. 1 Taesei Maru and No. 2 
Yamato Maru) were found by a JMSDF P-3C Orion off the Noto Peninsula in 
Honshu’s Ishikawa Prefecture, across the Sea of Japan from North Korea. On 24 
March, the JMSDF was authorised to take ‘maritime security action’ to stop and 
inspect the boats. JMSDF destroyers and patrol aircraft fired warning shots ‒ 
the first time that Japanese ships or aircraft had fired warning shots since 1953, 
when a patrol boat intercepted a Soviet spy ship off Cape Soya on the northern 
tip of Hokkaido. The two North Korean ships were pursued by the JMSDF 
destroyers until they crossed Japan’s Air Defence Identification Zone (ADIZ), 
after which they berthed in Chongjin in the northern part of North Korea.50 On 
22 December 2001, the Japan Coast Guard (JCG) (formerly the Maritime Safety 
Agency) sank a ‘suspicious’ North Korean boat, with the loss of its 15 crewmen, 
in complicated and controversial circumstances; the boat was within Japan’s 
EEZ, but well outside Japan’s territorial waters, west of the Japanese island of 
Amami-Oshima, between Kyushu and Okinawa.51

In January 2002, the JDA compiled a list of 27 ‘suspicious’ ships that had been 
sighted operating in waters around Japan in recent years. Some of them belonged 
to China and Russia, but the majority were classified as North Korean ships. The 
North Korean ships featured ‘multiple antennas, double doors in the stern to 
launch and retrieve smaller craft, and an engine mounted forward rather than 
aft, as is usually the case’.52

49  ibid.
50  ‘Probe Into the Responses Made by the Government to Suspicious Boats’, Asahi Shimbun, 7 April 1999, in 
American Embassy, Tokyo, ‘Daily Summary of Japanese Press’, 12 April 1999, at www.usc.edu/isd/archives/
dsjp/summaries/1999/April/Sm990412.doc; Ball, ‘Intelligence Collection Operations and EEZs’, pp. 75–76.
51  Ball, ‘Intelligence Collection Operations and EEZs’, p. 76.
52  ‘27 “Spy” Ships Operating in Waters Around Japan’, Spy Tech Agency: Intel Bulletin, 4 January 2002, 
at www.spytechagency.com/Inte%20Bulletin/Intel%20Bulletin%20020020104.htm; Alex Berkofsky, ‘Tokyo 
Turns Up the Military Heat’, Asia Times Online, 16 January 2002, at www.atimes.com/japan-econ/DA16Dh01.
html
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The Dispute with South Korea over Dokdo 
(Takeshima) 

Japan also has an outstanding dispute with South Korea over ownership of 
Dokdo or Takeshima, a group of islands in the southern part of the Sea of Japan, 
about halfway between the two countries, which sometimes causes friction 
between them.53 The islands were annexed by Japan in 1905, primarily because 
the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) was interested in their utility for watchtowers 
and a telegraph station.54 The main island is currently occupied by South Korea, 
which has built lodgings, lighthouses and a ‘monitoring facility’ there.55 

The area is watched closely by both the JMSDF and the JCG, however, and 
incursions by South Korean survey vessels into the disputed waters are regularly 
protested. In July 2006, for example, a South Korean survey ship was intercepted 
by a Japanese patrol boat in the area; Japan asked South Korea to withdraw the 
vessel, but in the ensuing ‘war of words’ a South Korean Government spokesman 
said that ‘it is the basic right and prerogative of this country to conduct any 
scientific research within our exclusive economic zone area’.56 The dispute over 
Dokdo flared up again in July 2008 after Tokyo reaffirmed its claim on the area. 
South Korea stepped up its air surveillance patrols and despatched an additional 
patrol boat to the area.57 

Issues with Taiwan

Japan also has discordant issues with Taiwan, some arising from the sovereignty 
dispute over the Senkaku Islands, which Taiwan also claims, together with 
China, and some from zealous enforcement by the JCG of strict laws concerning 
foreign fishing in Japan’s territorial waters. On 10 June 2008, a JCG patrol vessel 
rammed and sank a Taiwanese sports fishing boat near the Senkakus; the crew 
were detained in Ishigaki for two days ‘for questioning’.58 On 16 November 

53  Joseph Morgan & Mark Valencia, Atlas for Marine Policy in East Asian Seas (University of California, 
Berkeley, 1992), pp. 29–31.
54  ‘Japan’s Takeshima X-Files’, at dokdo-takeshima.com/dokdo-x-files2.html
55  ‘Seoul’s Spat with Tokyo Boils Over’, Bangkok Post, 15 July 2008, p. 4.
56  ‘South Korea Survey Angers Japan’, BBC News, 3 July 2006, at news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/5139726.
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stm
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2008, at www.mofa.gov.tw/webapp/ct.asp?xItem=32138&ctNode=761&mp=1
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2008 a Taiwanese fishing boat, the Yungsheng No. 106, was detained by the JCG 
after being chased and rammed near Miyako-jima; it was taken, together with 
its crew, to Hirara, the main town on Miyako-jima, ‘for an investigation’.59

On 13 September 2009, when another Taiwanese sports fishing boat was 
impounded and its crew detained by the JCG after it had been found in waters 
near Miyako-jima, five Taiwanese National Coast Guard Administration (NCGA) 
vessels confronted five JCG patrol ships in what was described in the Taiwanese 
media as ‘the first naval encounter between Taiwan and Japan’.60 In September 
2010, Japanese navy ships forced a Taiwanese vessel carrying ‘activists’ to the 
Senkakus to turn back and return to Taiwan.61 In September 2012, ‘about 40’ 
Taiwanese fishing boats, accompanied by eight NCGA vessels, entered disputed 
waters near the Senkakus, but were turned away after JCG and NCGA vessels 
engaged in a duel with water cannons.62
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