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JAPAN'S DEFENSE MINISTER DENIES TROOPS WERE SENT TO IRAQ WAR ZONE DESPITE
RELEASE OF LOGS WITH ‘COMBAT' REFERENCES

- 17.04.2018

Japan Times (17 April 2018)

Defense Minister Itsunori Onodera on Tuesday denied that newly disclosed activity logs of a past
Self-Defense Forces mission in Iraq contradicted the governments assertion that the troops were
sent to noncombat areas.

The word combat showed up multiple times in the nearly 15,000 pages of activity logs released
Monday detailing missions by Ground Self-Defense Force troops to support international
reconstruction efforts in the war-torn country between 2004 and 2006.

Under the postwar Constitution that restricts the use of force overseas, the government enacted a
special law in 2003 that only allows the SDF to be dispatched for humanitarian and reconstruction
operations in noncombat areas.

Onodera told reporters that whether the areas constituted noncombat zones was decided
individually from various perspectives and that shooting and attacks occurring sporadically without
the Iragi governments direction did not fall into the category.

Based on these criteria of judgment, we believe that the areas where the SDF operated satisfied
the requirement of noncombat zones, the minister said.

He also said the government had explained at the time that security conditions in the southern
Iraqi city of Samawah where the GSDF members were deployed required caution.

The disclosed logs are valuable firsthand documents that show the troops in the field were dealing
with the situation with vigilance, he added.

The mission was one of Japans most controversial and risky deployments of its troops since World
War Il because fighting was continuing in Iraq at the time and the Self-Defense Forces have never
engaged in overseas combat under the war-renouncing Constitution.

A log on Jan. 22, 2006, pointed to expanding combat, which it said started after local militants
began shooting in protest at patrol activities by the British military in Samawah.

Earlier on June 15, 2005, the troops reported that stones were thrown toward a moving GSDF
vehicle and part of it was damaged. One wrong move and members could have been injured,
extremely dangerous, the log said.

On June 23, 2005, when a bomb exploded near a line of GSDF vehicles, the troops wrote that a



mirror fell and broke and there is a possibility that we are being targeted around the time of the
start of our activities.

The question of whether the government had retained the firsthand records on the lrag mission
was raised in the Diet in February last year, as criticism was mounting over the Defense Ministrys
inappropriate handling of other activity logs of a U.N. peacekeeping mission in South Sudan.

Then-Defense Minister Tomomi Inada told opposition party lawmakers at the time that none of the
Irag logs remained.

An investigation eventually led to the discovery of the documents at the GSDF, but it took more
than a year for their existence to be reported to the defense minister.

Opposition parties have termed it a cover-up of what could be seen as politically sensitive
documents. The ministry is currently investigating the case.

The logs that were disclosed total some 14,929 pages and cover 435 days. But many of the
descriptions were blacked out apparently due to the sensitivity of the matter.

The ministry has been preparing for their disclosure after Onodera announced earlier in the month
that the logs were found.

Japan sent roughly 5,500 GSDF troops to Iraq from January 2004 to July 2006 to provide medical
aid, water and to help repair infrastructure in Samawah.

No Japanese troops were killed or injured during the mission.

An internal GSDF report on the Irag mission, fully disclosed in 2015, has also depicted the
dangerous situation the GSDF members were facing. It said the GSDF faced shelling by mortars
and rockets, a mission described by the unit chief as a purely military operation.
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