






the “joint administration of Etorofu and Kunashiri” 
(Nikkei Shimbun). Expectations were high for some 
sort of “two islands plus alpha” solution, which 
would see Shikotan and the Habomais returned and 
further negotiations and concessions on the other 
two islands. 

However, Putin never moved his most important 
piece, the territorial issue. In the interviews he 
conducted for Yomiuri Shimbun and Nippon TV on 
the eve of his visit to Japan, Putin merely repeated 



It seems the Cabinet Office thought that a letter 
from a single individual would not be sufficient and 
risked being criticized for not being representative 
of former islander opinion. As the pro-Abe journalist 
Akiko Iwata revealed in a special NHK program, the 
Cabinet Office, working with the former islander 
activist Taiko Kodama, had invited six former 
islanders to Tokyo, typed out Suzuki’s original letter 
and had these six append their names. 

Remarkable about the letter itself is its emphasis 
on “wanting to visit the islands,” with no mention 
of their return to Japan. When its contents were 
revealed, an official of the Chishima Renmei, the 
official umbrella body representing the various 
former islander groups, angrily denounced the letter 
as a fake. Some of the six invited co-signers of the 
letter also muttered darkly about deception. 

While it is not entirely clear why the Cabinet Office 
had acted in this way, it seems obvious that a letter 
not demanding the return of the islands was a ploy 
to placate Putin. Abe’s team may have considered it 
a necessary step to gain Putin’s assent for starting 
negotiations over “joint economic activities.” 
According to this strategy, once “joint economic 
activities” were established, it would grant Japan a 
foothold on the islands without recognizing Russia’s 
sovereignty. If this were achieved for Etorofu and 
Kunashiri, and then quickly followed by the return of 
Shikotan and the Habomais to Japanese control, it 
would constitute Abe having achieved “two islands 
plus alpha” through negotiations. Abe could then 
claim to the public that he had not abandoned the 
four islands after all.

Abe’s team felt that sustaining an initial consensus 
with Putin was essential in order to keep 
negotiations moving, although it had no idea of 

whether the gambit would work or how it would 
advance Japan’s ultimate goal. By presenting in the 
press this manufactured consensus as a positive 
result of negotiations, Abe’s team hoped to cover up 
both the failure to reach a new joint statement and 
the severity of the rupture of negotiations over a 
final peace treaty.

The effort was not a complete success, however. 
LDP Secretary-General Toshihiro Nikai immediately 
commented that the results of the meeting 
were insufficient. Even as Putin departed Japan, 



The first flight that the Cabinet Office organized 
to Etorofu and Kunashiri in June 2017, though, 
was cancelled due to fog. The former islanders 
scheduled to be on the flight grumbled that the 
ferry would have run. Locals thought it bizarre that, 
with pea-soup fogs common in June, the flights 
had not been scheduled for the largely clear days of 
September.

That autumn, another flight was scheduled, and this 
time the plane departed. However, after landing in 
Kunashiri and Etorofu, the former islanders were 
made to line up on the tarmac and searched one 
by one, to their considerable discomfort. When 
travelling by boat, they had been able to wait in the 
cabin. Yet their frustration with the experience was 
sparsely covered by the Japanese media.

The true purpose of these aerial visits soon dribbled 
out. At the departure ceremony at Nakashibetu 



preconditions by the end of the year,” to “solve 
any outstanding issues later,” and that he “wasn’t 
joking.” 

Putin’s proposal to sign a peace treaty without 
resolving the territorial problem met with serious 
opposition in Japan. However, the Cabinet Office 
decided to interpret Putin’s words to its advantage, 
as reflecting “Putin’s determination” to reach a 
settlement. Tilting desperately at windmills, it played 
its trump card in Singapore that November. Its 
proposal to Putin was to resolve the issue on the 
basis of the Joint Declaration. That is, Japan would 
surrender claim to Etorofu and Kunashiri, and settle 
for the return of Shikotan and the Habomais. 

Fuzzy plans for “joint economic activities” on 
Etorofu and Kunashiri dissipated in an instant. Putin, 
who has reportedly studied the Joint Declaration 
in some detail, had been waiting for this moment, 
and laid out his own conditions in reply. He pressed 
for answers on whether the U.S. military would 
come to the transferred islands, what their status 
would be under the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty, 
and whether Japan could even decide on the 
dispensation of the islands by itself.

By early 2019 many in Japan were openly 
suggesting that Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov had made a fool of Japan. Yet there is little 
sense in dwelling on this unfortunate outcome. 
Putin’s second visit to Japan during Abe’s tenure, 
for the Osaka G20 Summit in June 2019, only 
emphasized this. While some hoped this visit would 
provide a last chance for a diplomatic breakthrough, 
only disappointment remained for Japan. No matter 
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