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Northern Territory Issue and Russo-
Japanese Relations

Weon Sik Kang, Ph. D. (RINU)

Russia and Japan have different views on the four islands of the
Northern Territory (ITturup, Kunashir, Habomai and Shikotan) issue. In
particular, as this issue is directly influenced by such factors as domes-
tic politics, economic interests and military considerations of Russia,
it is very difficult to predict the direction in which it may unfold in
the future.

The potential scenarios of resolving the Northern Territory issue can
be categorized as follows, according to which country has sovereignty
over the territories: The first is the “conservative” option that all the
islands remain under Russian sovereignty. The second is the option
that Kunashir and Jturup remain unequivocally under the jurisdiction of
Russia, while Habomai and Shikotan are transferred to the joint sover-
eignty of Russia and Japan. The third option is that Habomai and
Shikotan are transferred to Japanese sovereignty, while Kunashir and
Iturup remain under Russian sovereignty. The fourth is the so-called
“new thinking” option that Habomai and Shikotan are transferred to
Japanese sovereignty, and Kunashiri and Iturup are transferred to the
joint sovereignty of Russia and Japan. The fifth option is the “pro-Jap-
anese” one that all the islands are transferred to Japan.

There exist a Variety of public opinions concerning the Northern
Territiory issue in Russia, ranging from the conservative first 'option to

the pro-Japanese fifth option. Accordingly, the Russian government’s
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stance toward the issue is not yet firmly determined and sways from
the second option that Habomai and Shikotan are transferred to joint
sovereignty to the fourth option that Kunashiri and lturup are trans-
ferred to joint sovereignty. On the other hand, for the Japanese part, it
is natural that Habomai and Shikotan be returned to Japan. Further-
more, Japanese public opinion fundamentally favors the fifth option
that all the islands should be returned, while they may make conces-
sions to the extent that Kunashiri and Iturup are subject to negotiations
considering Russian public opinions.

The cancellation of Russian President Yeltsin’s visit to Japan sched-
uled for September 1992 may cause some negative effects in Japan,
considering the international consensus that it is inevitable to assist
the former Soviet republics including Russia in the process of
democratization and conversion into a market economy. Namely,
Japan may be blamed for turning deaf ears to the worldwide view of
the necessity to assist Russia and for cooling down its relations with
Russia, adhering to the Northern Territory issue excessively.

If such criticisms and pressures toward Japan, in particular, interna-
tional pressures from advanced countries including G-7 increase,
Japan may face the situation that it is obliged to increase its assistance
to Russia regardless of the Northern Territory issue. In that case, the
transfer of the Northern Territory cannot be regarded as a sale. This
1s, of course, an optimistic perspective that cancellation of Yeltsin’s
visit to Japan may consequently have a positive influence upon the
transfer of Northern Territory and the normalization of Russo-Japa-
nese Relations.

As this possibility.is similar to Russia’s “exchange first” posture, this

may be what Russia really wants. However, the problem remains

which scenario is most feasible in the long run.
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Given the present situation in Russia, there is a high possibility that
the Russian government may confront political challenges and crises if
it tries to solve the issue hastily in the near future. Therefore, the Rus-
sian government will approach the issue on mid- and long-term basis.
Judging from the domestic and foreign situations Russia is confront-
ing,it is implausible for Yeltsin to make more concessions than the So-
viet-Japanese Joint Declaration of 1956 even though Japan would put
pressure on Russia to transfer the Northern Territory, based on the
principle of linkage between politics and economy.

Meanwhile, it can be predicted that it will be difficult for both coun-
tries to select the first or fifth option although the Northern Territory
issue may be solved on a mid- and long-term basis, based on “ex-
change first” stance: Russia, the successor to the former Soviet Union,
which does not deny the Joint Declaration of 1956, cannot but admit
the existence of the Northern Territory issue and negotiate with Japan
on its solution. On the other hand, Japan’s demand to return all the is-
lands does not have full legitimacy from the perspectives of history
and international law, as indicated in Rumyantsev’s report. Therefqre,
when the first and fifth options are ruled out, the second, the third, or
fourth options can be considered. But even in the case of the second
and third options, there is little possibility because Japan would never
make concessions. If ‘ so0, the only feasible solution would be the fourth
option.

The fourth option seems to be the basic stance that the Russian gov-
ernment has maintained since the Gorbachev era and Japan seems to
have considered this option seriously. However, even this option can
only be viable when it serves the interests of both countres.



