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Executive summary
The acquisition of the most advanced fighter 
aircraft is of little strategic value if there are 
insufficient personnel to operate them. This is no 
longer a concern for the distant future—it is an 
immediate and pressing reality.

As Japan’s security environment grows increas-
ingly severe, the Japan Self-Defense Forces 
(JSDF) is undertaking a fundamental reinforce-
ment of defense capabilities. At the same time, 
they face the irreversible constraint of a declining 
population. A shrinking pool of recruitment-age 
individuals, mounting difficulties in attracting 
new personnel, and rising mid-career attrition 
have collectively made it increasingly difficult 
for the JSDF to maintain even its authorized 
strength (i.e., the personnel level legally defined 
by Japan’s Ministry of Defense). Moreover, the 
nature of warfare itself is shifting, with unmanned 
systems becoming a global standard for reducing 
human casualties on the battlefield.

Against this backdrop, this paper focuses on the 
personnel base of the JSDF—particularly that of 
the Japan Air Self-Defense Force—and explores 
the need to restructure force development 
considering a steadily shrinking manpower base. 
It proposes the strategic advancement of labor-
saving and unmanned approaches. Specifically, it 
identifies five key areas for further deliberation: 
rationalizing the number of manned aircraft with 
the integration of unmanned assets; streamlining 
and optimizing command and control struc-
tures; promoting multi-skilling (i.e., equipping 
personnel with competencies beyond their 
primary specialty) among personnel; enhancing 
base defense through advanced technologies; 
and optimizing the number and operation of pilot 
trainer aircraft.

This paper’s aim is to offer concrete proposals 
to strengthen Japan’s defense capabilities from 
a human-resources perspective, and to inform 
and advance future discussion, while acknowl-
edging the structural constraint of demographic 

decline. Reducing reliance on manpower is not 
simply about efficiency—it represents a funda-
mental reconfiguration of personnel roles that 
protects and empowers those who serve. This 
evolution should not be limited to the JSDF alone. 
Rather, labor-saving and unmanned capabilities 
should be clearly positioned as a national-level 
initiative to support the long-term sustainability 
of Japanese society in the era of demographic 
change.

Introduction
The Japanese government has stated that 
“Japan is facing the most severe and complex 
security environment since the end of World War 
II.” In response, Japan is undertaking a funda-
mental review of its defense posture. Under 
newly formulated strategic documents, the Japan 
Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) is undergoing major 
reforms in both quality and quantity, including 
the acquisition of counterstrike capabilities; the 
enhancement of capabilities in new domains 
such as space, cyber, and the electromagnetic 
spectrum; and the establishment of the Joint 
Operations Command. However, no matter how 
advanced the equipment may be, it is ultimately 
human personnel who determine whether the 
JSDF’s capabilities can be fully utilized. Ensuring 
stable and sufficient recruitment and retention 
remains a critical issue.1

Indeed, a range of structural factors—including a 
declining youth population due to demographic 
aging, changes in the employment environment, 
and shifting values among younger genera-
tions—have begun to seriously impact the JSDF’s 
human resource base. While significant efforts 
have been made to improve compensation and 
benefits and reform personnel systems, these 
measures alone are not sufficient to counter the 
irreversible effects of demographic decline. The 
emerging reality suggests the need to reassess 
the organizational structure and force design of 
the JSDF itself.
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This paper intends to assess the fundamental 
reinforcement of Japan’s defense capabilities 
from a human resource perspective—specifically, 
how to ensure that deterrence and response 
capabilities can be sustained even under demo-
graphic constraints. To this end, it sets forth 
two strategic orientations: the advancement of 
labor-saving2 and unmanned3 approaches. It then 
examines a range of specific policy measures 
to support this shift. In this paper, “labor-saving 
and unmanned approaches” are positioned as 
initiatives aimed at maintaining and enhancing 
defense capabilities under constrained human 
resources, while reasonably reducing both 
personnel burden and dependence.4

The expanding role 
of the JSDF and 
JASDF

In order to keep up with the evolving security 
challenges surrounding Japan, the fundamental 
reinforcement of Japan’s defense capabili-
ties—including the Japan Air Self-Defense Force 
(JASDF)—can no longer be postponed. Japan’s 
surrounding security environment is becoming 
increasingly serious and complex, driven by 
recent developments such as Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine, intensified joint military activities 
by China and Russia, the increased frequency 
of Chinese military aircraft entering Taiwan’s 
airspace and crossing the median line, large-
scale military exercises around Taiwan, and 
North Korea’s ongoing nuclear and missile devel-
opment programs. These actions mark the most 
serious security situation facing Japan since 
the end of World War II—and it is expected to 
become even more severe in the years ahead.

Meanwhile, China’s use of unmanned systems 
for intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 
(ISR) activities has been increasing significantly 
in recent years. Chinese unmanned aerial vehi-
cles (UAVs) such as the BZK-0055 and WZ-76 are 
now routinely operating in areas around the East 

China Sea and Taiwan. In addition, newly devel-
oped UAVs, including the WL-107 and GJ-2,8 
were confirmed for the first time operating over 
the East China Sea in FY2024. In response, the 
JASDF is compelled to conduct scrambles using 
manned aircraft—resulting in asymmetrical oper-
ational and maintenance burdens in both human 
and financial terms and raising concerns about 
long-term sustainability.

In 2024, a large-scale joint flight by Chinese and 
Russian bombers was observed around Japan. 
In August of the same year, a Chinese Y-9 
intelligence aircraft intruded into Japan’s terri-
torial airspace.9 That was the first intrusion into 
Japan’s territorial airspace by a Chinese military 
aircraft.10 Furthermore, on May 3, 2025, a heli-
copter launched from a China Coast Guard vessel 
intruded into Japan’s territorial airspace around 
the Senkaku Islands, prompting an emergency 
scramble response by the JASDF.11 In early June 
of the same year, China deployed two aircraft 
carriers, the Liaoning and Shandong, simulta-
neously to the Pacific Ocean near Japan for the 
first time. During this period, a serious incident 
occurred in which a J-15 fighter jet12 launched 
from one of the carriers approached a Japan 
Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) P-3C mari-
time patrol aircraft13 conducting surveillance in 
international airspace, flying at the same altitude 
and closing to a horizontal distance of approx-
imately 45 meters (see Figure 1). Furthermore, 
in early July of the same year, another serious 
incident occurred in which a Chinese JH-7 fight-
er-bomber14 made an unusual approach toward 
a JASDF YS-11EB electronic intelligence aircraft15 
conducting surveillance over international waters 
in the East China Sea.16 These incidents suggest 
a gradual qualitative escalation in attempts to 
alter the status quo by force.
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FIGURE 1

Activities of Chinese naval vessels (aircraft carriers) and unusual approaches by Chinese 
military aircraft toward JSDF aircraft

Source: Ministry of Defense website, excerpts from releases dated June 11 and June 23, 2025

Overview of activities of the Kuznetsov-class CV "Liaoning" and 
"Shandong"

Kuznetsov-class CV "Shandong" (hull number 
17)

Chinese J-15 fighter jets that made unusual 
approaches to a JMSDF P-3C

The war in Ukraine has served as a catalyst for 
further strategic rapprochement between Russia 
and North Korea, presenting a growing concern 
for regional and international security.

There are increasing concerns over nuclear or 
missile-related technology transfers and the 
provision of military supplies from Russia, which 
could contribute to the modernization, extension 
of operational range, and improved precision of 
North Korea’s weapons systems.

According to estimates by the Korea Institute for 
Defense Analyses, North Korea has generated 
economic effects worth approximately 28.7 
trillion South Korean won (equivalent to about 
2.8 trillion yen or $19.5 billion), including mate-
rial goods, cash, and technology transfers, as 
a result of its military cooperation with Russia, 
such as the provision of ammunition and the 
deployment of North Korean troops.17 There are 

concerns that these resources may be allocated 
to further enhance North Korea’s nuclear and 
conventional military capabilities.

The 2025 Annual Threat Assessment released 
by the U.S. Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence identifies China’s military coercion 
around Taiwan and its “aggressive efforts to 
assert sovereignty claims in South and East 
China Seas,” North Korea’s continued advance-
ment of nuclear and missile capabilities, and 
Russia’s sustained challenges in the military, 
cyber, and space domains as major threats to 
the United States.18 These assessments reinforce 
the international recognition that the operational 
demands on the JSDF will continue to grow.

In response to this evolving threat environment, 
the Government of Japan has announced its 
policy of taking the necessary measures to 
ensure that the budget level in FY2027 “for both 
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the fundamental reinforcement of defense capa-
bilities and complementary initiatives” reaches 
2% of GDP under the National Security Strategy 
and the National Defense Strategy formulated in 
2022. The JSDF is implementing a fundamental 
reinforcement of defense capabilities across 
seven key areas, including stand-off defense 
capabilities and integrated air and missile 
defense systems (see Figure 2).19 Furthermore, 

alongside the traditional domains of land, sea, 
and air, the JSDF is strengthening capabilities 
in new domains such as space, cyber, and the 
electromagnetic spectrum. In March 2025, the 
Joint Operations Command was established to 
centrally command and control joint operations 
functions across the Ground, Maritime, and Air 
Self-Defense Forces on a permanent basis.20

FIGURE 2

Seven priority areas for fundamentally reinforcing defense capabilities

Source: Excerpt from the Defense of Japan White Paper
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The JASDF, in particular, is undergoing rapid 
modernization. This includes the acquisition of 
F-35A/B aircraft, upgraded F-15 fighter jets, and 
participation in the trilateral Global Combat Air 
Program (GCAP) with the United Kingdom and 
Italy, which is aimed at developing a next-gener-
ation fighter. These developments are expected 
to increase the number of fighter aircraft from 
approximately 290 to around 320.21 Additionally, 
the JASDF is preparing for a major organizational 
transformation, including the planned expansion 
of the Space Operations Group into a Space 
Operations Corps and a potential future reorgani-
zation into an “Aerospace Self-Defense Force.”

However, any such enhancement must be 
underpinned by a sustainable personnel base. 
The following section examines the deepening 
structural constraints on manpower, which are 
intensifying alongside expanding missions, as 
well as the institutional limitations that challenge 
an adequate response.

Efforts to secure 
human resources 
and the structural 
challenges ahead

While the JSDF’s roles continue to expand, its 
human resource foundation—the very basis for 
exercising defense capabilities—is now facing a 
structural crisis. Japan’s total population peaked 
in 2008 at approximately 128.1 million22 (with 
a total fertility rate of 1.37) and has since been 
declining. As of 2024, the population stands 
at approximately 123.78 million, with the total 
fertility rate having fallen further to 1.15 in 2024.23 
The declining trend in birth rates is expected to 
persist.
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FIGURE 3

Trends in the population eligible for SDF recruitment

Source: Excerpt from the Defense of Japan White Paper

As shown in the figures, the population of young 
people aged 18 to 26—a key recruitment age 
group for the JSDF—has declined from approxi-
mately 17.43 million in 1994 to about 10.2 million 
in 2024. Furthermore, according to future projec-
tions, this number is expected to decrease to 
approximately 9.17 million by 2034 (a decrease 
of around 10% compared to 2024) and to about 
7.16 million by 2044 (a decrease of around 30%). 

These projections indicate that the decline in the 
youth population will continue to progress in an 
irreversible and long-term manner (see Figure 3). 
This irreversible demographic shift indicates that 
the challenge of labor shortages will grow more 
severe across Japanese society in the future, 
posing even greater constraints on the human 
resource base of the MOD and the JSDF.
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TABLE 1

Trends in authorized and actual strength of the SDF

Category GSDF MSDF ASDF Joint Staff etc. Total
Authorized 149,767 45,452 47,007 4,928 247,154

Actual 131,293 41,818 42,608 4,533 220,252

Staffing rate 87.7% 92.0% 90.6% 92.0% 89.1%

Category
Non-fixed-term personnel Fixed-term 

personnel

Officer Warrant 
officer

Enlisted 
(upper) Enlisted (lower)

Authorized 46,788 4,883 141,848 53,635

Actual 43,434 (2,888) 4,699 (132) 139,572 (11,141) 20,552 (3,516) 11,995 (2,369)

Staffing rate 92.8% 96.2% 98.4% 60.7%

Notes: 1) The number of authorized personnel is determined based on the budget. 2) Figures in parentheses denote 
the number of females included in the preceding value. 3) The "etc."of the Joint Staff Office refers to internal 
bureaus, acquisition, technology and logistics agency, defense intelligence headquarters, and joints units.

Source: Compiled by the author based on the Defense of Japan White Paper

As of March 2025, the actual strength24 of the 
SDF was 220,252, compared to an authorized 
strength25 of 247,154, resulting in an overall 
personnel fulfillment rate of approximately 89.1%. 
In particular, the rate for lower enlisted personnel 
(shi) was only 60.7% (32,547 out of 53,635; 
see Table 1). In the JSDF, shi ranks include 
both fixed-term and indefinite-term enlisted 
personnel. Many begin their careers under 
multiyear contracts. Upper enlisted personnel 
(sō) generally serve on indefinite terms and are 
responsible for leading shi, supporting officers, 
and applying specialized skills in their respective 
fields.26 These shortfalls suggest that many units 
operate below authorized strength, increasing 
the workload on individual service members 
and raising concerns about the sustainability of 
mission execution.

In the National Defense Strategy adopted in 
December 2022, increasing the authorized 
number of personnel was considered as part 
of the broader reinforcement of defense capa-
bilities, but it was ultimately determined that 
addressing the shortfall in actual strength should 
take priority. As a result, the policy direction was 
set not to increase the total authorized personnel 
(approximately 247,000), but rather to optimize 
allocations—such as transferring about 2,000 
positions from the Ground SDF to the Maritime 
and Air SDF—while seeking to secure personnel 
through measures like organizational realign-
ments and expanded outsourcing to civilians.27 
Actual personnel, however, do not automatically 
follow authorized shifts, meaning that even with 
these adjustments, recruitment will still need 
to be increased, particularly in the JASDF and 
JMSDF, to achieve true optimization.
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FIGURE 4

Trends in recruitment plans and actual numbers

Source: Compiled by the author based on official data from the Ministry of Defense

Recruitment trends are becoming increasingly 
dire due to a combination of factors such as 
a shrinking youth population and intensifying 
competition with the private sector. From FY2019 
to FY2023, the number of new recruits for 
general enlisted candidate positions has faced 
persistently low recruitment levels. In FY2023, 
achievement rates for both general candidates 
for enlistment (upper)28 and candidates for 

uniformed SDF personnel29 fell to historic lows—
particularly for the latter, with an achievement 
rate of only 30% (see Figure 4). In response, 
the government has decided to abolish the 
Self-Defense Official Candidate category from 
FY2026 and replace it with a new personnel 
track that grants full JSDF status and improved 
compensation from the outset.30

General candidates for enlistment (upper)
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Candidates for uniformed SDF personnel
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Even in officer training programs—such as those 
for National Defense Academy students,31 officer 
candidates,32 and aviation cadets33—the number 
of applicants continues to decline. This has 
raised concerns over narrower recruitment pools, 
potential underachievement of future quotas, and 
a decline in academic and performance stan-
dards.34

In addition, the JSDF’s mid-career attrition rate 
is also rising. By the author’s calculation, using 
personnel totals from the end of the previous 
fiscal year as the denominator, the rate stood at 
approximately 2.46% in FY2021 (5,742 resigna-
tions during FY2021 out of 232,509 personnel 
as of March 31, 2021), and in FY2023, it rose to 
around 2.75% (6,258 resignations during FY2023 
out of 227,843 personnel as of March 31, 2023).35 



FOREIGN POLICY AT BROOKINGS  9

While this remains lower than the private sector 
average, it is higher than among other public 
servants.36 Commonly cited reasons for resigna-
tion include a lack of personal growth or fulfill-
ment, long working hours, and dissatisfaction 
with the work environment.37 Retaining recruited 
personnel over the long term has become a 
significant challenge.

Recognizing the severity of this personnel crisis, 
the MOD has been implementing a variety of 
institutional responses. These include raising 
the maximum recruitment age for candidates 
(from 26 to 32), expanding the use of reserve 
personnel38 and female service members, and 
gradually increasing the retirement age.39 In 
late 2024, a major recruitment reform plan 
was announced as part of broader efforts to 
strengthen the JSDF’s human resource base. This 
included a 13% increase in the starting salary for 
enlisted personnel and improvements in quali-
ty-of-life provisions such as housing and welfare 
benefits.40 These efforts are designed to make 
the JSDF a more attractive career option amid 
intensifying competition with the private sector 
and are expected to contribute significantly to 
increasing recruitment and reducing mid-career 
attrition. In fact, some signs of improvement have 
already begun to emerge.41 However, despite 
the importance of these measures, demo-
graphic realities suggest that maintaining current 
personnel levels will likely become increasingly 
difficult. Most JSDF bases are located in rural 
areas, and the ongoing population concen-
tration in Japan’s three major metropolitan 
regions42—Tokyo, Nagoya, and Osaka—along 
with the continued depopulation of rural areas,  
is expected to have a significant impact on 
recruitment.43 Moreover, as traditional employ-
ment norms such as lifetime service continue 
to break down and job-hopping becomes more 

common, younger generations are placing 
greater emphasis on stable income and work-life 
balance.44 The JSDF’s employment model—
based on nationwide assignments and long-term 
service—no longer aligns well with these pref-
erences. In addition, as competition for talent 
intensifies, the public servant status of uniformed 
JSDF personnel may lead to disadvantages in 
salary competitiveness and career flexibility 
compared to private-sector employment.

Thus, while ongoing improvements to treatment 
and working conditions remain essential, Japan’s 
demographic outlook suggests that maintaining 
current staffing levels may become increasingly 
unsustainable. At the same time, as Japan moves 
forward with the acquisition and expansion of 
high-cost, long-lifespan platforms such as fighter 
aircraft as part of its defense buildup, the risk 
of future shortfalls in personnel to operate and 
sustain these systems is becoming increasingly 
real.

As the structural mismatch between expanding 
missions and a shrinking personnel base 
continues to widen, Japan must assess these 
risks with clear eyes and pursue defense 
enhancement that fully accounts for demo-
graphic constraints. It is precisely the redesign 
of the JSDF’s force posture—based on the reality 
of manpower limitations—that will determine the 
long-term sustainability of its defense capabili-
ties. 

The challenges posed by a shrinking human 
resource base and expanding mission sets are 
not unique to Japan. The following section exam-
ines how other countries facing similar structural 
constraints have responded, with the aim of 
drawing relevant insights for Japan.
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Strategic 
restructuring 
under manpower 
constraints

Sustaining capabilities under demographic stress 
requires not simply recruiting more personnel 
but fundamentally restructuring the force itself. 
Other countries, such as the United Kingdom and 
the Republic of Korea, have encountered similar 
issues and have responded by redesigning their 
respective force structures.

In the United Kingdom, successive strategic 
defense and security reviews since 2010 have 
called for the gradual downsizing of the regular 
forces, prompted by fiscal constraints and a 
reassessment of post–Cold War threats.45 The 
Royal Air Force has reorganized its force struc-
ture based on reduced manpower, consolidating 
fighter squadrons and integrating multiple 
specialties, including maintenance, transport, 
and logistics support.46 In parallel, the U.K. has 
pursued efficiency through aircraft type reduc-
tions and integration of training systems. The 
design philosophy behind GCAP, jointly devel-
oped with Japan and Italy, also reflects an intent 
to integrate unmanned assets to achieve both 
manpower savings and enhanced responsive-
ness. In addition, automation technologies have 
been introduced for base security and mainte-
nance support, while personnel are being reas-
signed to non-contact domains such as cyber 
and space. These efforts represent a holistic 
approach to reducing manpower dependency 
through reforms in equipment, organization, and 
operations.

Even after the heightened threat perception in 
Europe following the war in Ukraine, the United 
Kingdom has not moved toward a rapid expan-
sion of its force size but has instead continued 
to maintain readiness and sustainability through 
manpower reduction and functional integration. 

The Royal Air Force has engaged in NATO’s Air 
Policing mission without undertaking large-scale 
force expansion.47 Such contributions suggest 
that a compact force structure centered on labor-
saving and automation can not only maintain 
alliance commitments but also support sovereign 
defense and the ability to sustain operations over 
time—offering insights into sustainable force 
employment under personnel constraints.

South Korea, unlike Japan, maintains a conscrip-
tion-based system. Despite having a population 
of approximately 51.68 million in 202548—less 
than half of Japan’s 123.78 million—it sustains 
an active-duty force of about 500,000,49 more 
than twice the size of Japan’s 247,000. However, 
Korea is now facing acute personnel shortages 
due to a world-low fertility rate of just 0.75 in 
2024.50 In response, it has launched the “Defense 
Innovation 4.0” initiative, which centers on 
advanced technologies and calls for a phased 
shift toward manned-unmanned integrated 
operations. The initiative includes the gradual 
reduction of active-duty strength, expansion of 
unmanned assets and generative artificial intelli-
gence (AI), automation of command-and-control 
functions, and broadening of post-retirement 
reappointment schemes.51 These measures 
reflect a deliberate effort to reduce reliance on 
human resources while enhancing warfighting 
flexibility and minimizing casualties.

In the air domain, South Korea is expanding its 
use of UAVs and aerial refueling capabilities 
to extend its reach and endurance with fewer 
personnel. These initiatives are designed to 
mitigate manpower constraints while reinforcing 
operational resilience—addressing the dual pres-
sure of growing security threats and declining 
human resources.

South Korea, despite maintaining conscription, 
now struggles to field its forces due to its demo-
graphic cliff. In Japan’s case, given constitutional 
constraints and public opinion, conscription is 
not a realistic policy option. The social, legal, and 
economic costs of such a shift would be prohibi-
tive.52
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Instead, Japan must pursue realistic and flex-
ible approaches within its existing voluntary 
recruitment system. These may include adjusting 
age requirements, extending retirement and 
reemployment options, and expanding the use of 
reservists—measures that enable a broader and 
more adaptable personnel base. While institu-
tional differences must be acknowledged, Japan 
can and should draw insights from other nations’ 
restructuring efforts to chart its own sustainable 
path forward.

While the direction toward labor-saving and 
unmanned approaches is certainly driven by 
structural constraints on the JSDF’s personnel 
base, the rationale for this shift extends beyond 
demographic pressures. Recent changes in 
the nature of warfare further underscore the 
necessity of reassessing human dependency 
in defense structures. The following section 
explores the strategic significance of labor-
saving and unmanned capabilities from a tactical 
perspective, with a focus on how evolving modes 
of warfare justify this transformation.

Why unmanned 
systems matter: 
Tactical effects 
and strategic utility 
in modern warfare

Recent shifts in the security environment have 
prompted major transformations in military strat-
egies and force structures worldwide. One of the 
most notable developments is the accelerating 
shift from manned to unmanned platforms. As 
manpower constraints become an unavoidable 
reality, there is an urgent need to transition from 
a force posture centered on human labor to one 
that prioritizes protecting and maximizing human 
assets. The key to this transformation lies in the 
strategic use of unmanned systems.

This shift is closely linked to rapid technological 
advances in unmanned assets. Innovations in AI, 
communications, sensors, and battery systems 
have made real-time and persistent surveillance 
and analysis possible—capabilities that were (or 
still are) difficult to achieve with traditional manned 
platforms. Moreover, unmanned assets can be 
mass-produced more quickly and cost-effectively, 
offer lower observability, and are highly suitable 
for distributed operations and saturation attacks. 
As a result, they provide greater operational flex-
ibility and sustainability, making them especially 
valuable for nations with limited human resources 
by enabling a reduction in personnel attrition while 
still achieving desired tactical effects.

The combat effectiveness of unmanned systems 
has been clearly demonstrated in recent conflicts. 
During the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh war, 
Azerbaijan extensively used Turkish Bayraktar 
TB253 drones and Israeli IAI Harop54 loitering muni-
tions to neutralize Armenian air defense systems, 
armored vehicles, and artillery units. These oper-
ations allowed Azerbaijan to gain air superiority 
without deploying manned aircraft, significantly 
shifting the course of the conflict.55 The case 
illustrated how unmanned assets can enable even 
mid-sized powers to achieve tactical dominance.

This trend has become even more pronounced 
in the context of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 
Commercial and military drones are widely used 
for ISR, ground attack, and electronic warfare 
missions with a frequency and intensity that 
manned systems alone could not support.56 By 
combining reconnaissance, strike, and targeting 
functions, these systems shorten the sensor-to-
shooter loop and increase the speed of tactical 
decisionmaking. In June 2025, a Ukrainian drone 
attack destroyed or damaged several Russian 
strategic bombers stationed far from the front 
lines. This incident highlighted both the vulnera-
bility of aircraft on the ground and the operational 
and cost-effectiveness of employing low-cost 
commercial drones for strategic strikes.57 In July 
2025, the U.S. secretary of defense announced 
the “Unleashing U.S. Military Drone Dominance” 
initiative, directing the rapid, field-driven deploy-
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ment of low-cost small drones and the removal 
of institutional barriers.58 Reflecting this trend, 
countries around the world are accelerating the 
development and integration of diverse unmanned 
assets with varying capabilities and roles, making 
them indispensable components in preparation for 
future conflicts.

Against this backdrop, the U.S. Air Force (USAF) 
is advancing its Collaborative Combat Aircraft 
(CCA) program as a concrete effort to realize 
manned-unmanned teaming,59 wherein manned 
and unmanned aircraft operate in coordination 
to execute shared missions. In this concept, 
AI-equipped unmanned aircraft operate in forma-
tion with manned platforms to perform tasks 
such as ISR, electronic warfare, and fire support. 
The unmanned assets shoulder a wide range of 
roles—including decoys and saturation oper-
ations—which reduces structural dependence 
on personnel and contributes to the creation 
of a sustainable force structure.60 Through this 
approach, new forms of aerial combat involving 
integrated operations between manned and 
unmanned aircraft are being explored.

In recent years, advances in AI have significantly 
enhanced the tactical potential of unmanned 
systems. Under the Air Combat Evolution 
program jointly promoted by the USAF and the 
Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, 
Shield AI’s Hivemind AI has been installed on the 
X-62A VISTA, demonstrating maneuverability 
equivalent to that of experienced pilots in simu-
lated air-to-air combat scenarios.61 This indicates 
that AI may soon be capable of making tactical 
decisions in real combat environments, and it 
reflects steady technological progress toward 
such realization.62 While these technological 
demonstrations are advancing, the USAF has 
already designated the CCA as a core component 
of its future airpower. In addition to the FY2025 
defense budget, supplementary proposals 
submitted by the Republican Party also specify 
CCA-related development and procurement as 
high-priority investment areas.63 These initiatives 
strongly indicate that unmanned assets will play 

a central role in future air operations, and their 
development and deployment are expected to 
accelerate further.

These developments are not an exception 
for Japan. In recent years, the vulnerability of 
runways themselves has come into sharp focus.64 
The USAF has been promoting the Agile Combat 
Employment concept, which seeks to avoid reli-
ance on large fixed bases by enabling dispersal 
and rapid deployment.65 As precision-guided 
munitions pose an increasing risk of rendering 
major runways unusable in a short period of time, 
Japan must also consider the introduction of 
runway-independent platforms—such as vertical 
take-off and landing-type unmanned aircraft 
and air-launched drones—as well as operational 
concepts that enable aircraft to be deployed and 
sustained by a minimal number of personnel. 
These approaches are highly meaningful from 
the perspective of reducing human attrition and 
ensuring responsiveness.

The use of unmanned assets is also designated 
as a priority in Japan’s National Defense Strategy, 
and their deployment and operational expansion 
are steadily progressing. Notably, unmanned 
systems have proven their relevance not only 
in wartime but also in peacetime. As mentioned 
above, China’s unmanned ISR operations have 
become increasingly routine. Responding to 
such activities with manned aircraft imposes a 
continuous operational burden and creates an 
asymmetric cost structure. For missions such 
as persistent peacetime surveillance and the 
defense of national airspace, the effective use 
of unmanned assets offers a realistic means of 
maintaining necessary deterrence while reducing 
manpower requirements and overall costs.

Going forward, it is essential to position the 
utilization of unmanned systems as an integral 
part of force design, based on actual operational 
environments. Such an approach should be 
strategically promoted as a framework for both 
enhancing defense capabilities and optimizing 
the human resource base.
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KEY FINDINGS

The analysis in this section leads to the following 
strategic findings regarding the structural chal-
lenges facing the JSDF’s human resource base:

1.	 Demographic decline is not a future risk, 
but an ongoing constraint. Japan’s rapidly 
aging society and declining youth popula-
tion are already severely limiting the JSDF’s 
ability to recruit personnel. This is no longer 
a future concern but a structural constraint in 
effect today. This challenge is not limited to 
the JSDF but reflects a broader issue facing 
Japanese society as a whole.

2.	 Maintaining current authorized strength 
levels is becoming increasingly unrealistic. 
As Japan faces a continued decline in its 
youth population and increasing diversifica-
tion in work styles, manpower constraints are 
becoming more acute. Adjusting authorized 
strength to reflect actual personnel avail-
ability is essential to ensure the sustainability 
of force readiness.

3.	 Further advancement of labor-saving and 
unmanned capabilities is an inevitable 
and forward-looking strategic choice. As 
quantitative personnel acquisition becomes 
increasingly difficult, the flexible employ-
ment of emerging technologies such as AI 
and UAVs will form the core of future deter-
rence and response capabilities. This shift 
represents not a reduction in capability but a 
structural transformation toward maintaining 
and enhancing operational effectiveness 
while rationally reducing human dependency.

4.	 International examples are informative, but 
Japan must craft an institutionally tailored 
and feasible strategy. Cases such as the 
U.K.’s force compacting and South Korea’s 
“Defense Innovation 4.0” provide useful 
insights. However, Japan must develop its 
own strategy that reflects its unique insti-
tutional, legal, and cultural constraints and 
enables phased and realistic implementation.

Reframing force 
design through 
labor-saving 
and unmanned 
capabilities

This section outlines a new direction for Japan’s 
defense development, considering demo-
graphic constraints and the growing reliance on 
unmanned systems, by proposing labor-saving 
and unmanned approaches aimed at supporting 
the recalibration of personnel strength. This is 
not a call to reduce personnel, but to flexibly 
adjust authorized strength in line with actual 
staffing—while considering mission requirements 
and budgeting constraints—to better utilize 
limited human resources and ensure sustain-
ability.

As of March 2025, the JASDF had an authorized 
strength of 47,007 and an actual strength of 
42,608—a fulfillment rate of 90.6%. If current 
initiatives like improved treatment and lower 
attrition yield results, and operational perfor-
mance is maintained, it may be reasonable to 
revise the authorized strength to a midpoint—
around 45,000. This adjustment, implemented 
in phases over the next decade alongside labor-
saving and unmanned capability development, 
would reflect a realistic approach to force struc-
ture.

This recalibration would reduce the gap between 
authorized and actual strength, ease burdens 
on personnel, and support better retention 
and organizational appeal. At the same time, 
distinguishing between essential missions 
for uniformed personnel and those that can 
be outsourced will be crucial to focus limited 
manpower on core duties.



14  PROMOTING LABOR-SAVING AND UNMANNED CAPABILITIES IN THE AIR SELF-DEFENSE FORCE

FIGURE 5

Concepts of the collaborative combat aircraft

Source: Artwork excerpted from the USAF official website67

Implementing these personnel reforms requires 
investment in equipment, training, and opera-
tional systems. Because such transitions take 
time, early and deliberate action is essential.

These reforms should extend beyond the JASDF. 
The entire JSDF must pursue labor-saving and 
unmanned innovations, including structural rede-
sign. While current defense policy emphasizes 
seven core capability areas, labor-saving and 
unmanned systems should also be recognized 
as a strategic pillar, supported institutionally and 
financially.

Future defense programs should be assessed for 
their contribution to labor efficiency. In parallel, 
institutional designs should be restructured 
based on a leaner personnel model.

With rapid advances in AI and unmanned tech-
nologies, the JSDF should actively evaluate and 
adopt proven practices from advanced militaries 
like the United States. These efforts will not 
only enhance performance but also improve the 

JSDF’s appeal as a modern, adaptive force. This 
section presents five illustrative initiatives to 
support the proposed restructuring of personnel 
strength through labor-saving and unmanned 
approaches. While not comprehensive, they offer 
a starting point for broader discussion and may 
be adapted to areas such as force integration, 
equipment systems, and personnel policies.

1. OPTIMIZATION OF MANNED 
AIRCRAFT NUMBERS THROUGH A 
FORCE STRUCTURE CENTERED ON 
UNCREWED SYSTEMS

In the United States, the introduction of CCA, 
designed to operate in coordination with F-35 
and F-22 fighter jets, has entered full-scale 
development. In 2024, two prototypes—the 
YFQ-42A by General Atomics and the YFQ-44A 
by Anduril—were selected for further develop-
ment (see Figure 5). These aircraft are expected 
to enter initial operational capability around 
2030, with eventual procurement plans envi-
sioning up to 1,000 platforms.66
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In Japan, development is also underway on an 
unmanned aerial vehicle which will collaborate 
with the next-generation fighter aircraft, with 
a target deployment around 2035. Technical 
studies on manned-unmanned teaming (MUM-T) 
operations have already begun, alongside efforts 
to develop AI-based flight control and simulation 
technologies. While Japan’s approach differs 
from that of the United States, the direction is 
aligned in its emphasis on integrating unmanned 
assets through the MUM-T concept—opening 
the door to future cooperation in technical devel-
opment.

Positioning CCAs and similar unmanned assets as 
core elements of the future force structure would 
help Japan both enhance its defense capabilities 
and achieve labor-saving effects. If such plat-
forms are effectively applied not only to wartime 
missions but also to peacetime operations such 
as airspace or Air Defense Identification Zone 
violation response (scrambles), they could 
significantly reduce the personnel and financial 
burden on the JASDF. In fact, the USAF’s CCA 
designs are expected to reduce the workload 
of both pilots and maintenance crews.68 Taking 
into account the recent evolution of warfare, if 
the currently planned increase of approximately 
30 manned fighter aircraft can be offset through 
rationalization enabled by CCAs—thus reallo-
cating scarce human resources to other critical 
functions—this would directly contribute to 
relieving pressure on personnel and budgets.

Moreover, particularly in times of contingency, 
the risk of attacks on bases and runways during 
the initial phase of conflict has become increas-
ingly apparent. In this context, the utilization of 
runway-independent unmanned assets is also 
considered a promising option for enhancing the 
sustainability of defense capabilities.69 Platforms 
capable of distributed operations and austere 
field deployment can serve as effective means 
of generating operational power even under 
constraints in manpower and physical resources.

On the other hand, the introduction of CCA 
is also expected to generate new personnel 
requirements. For example, maintenance 
personnel will still be needed, and the burden 
on personnel in data analysis and communica-
tions is also expected to increase. Additionally, 
there is growing recognition that personnel 
with cross-functional skills beyond traditional 
occupational categories will be necessary. In the 
USAF, there are discussions about having indi-
viduals take on multiple roles such as analysis, 
intelligence, maintenance, and piloting.70 In this 
sense, CCA eliminates the need for a pilot, but 
does not necessarily reduce the burden on other 
roles. Rather than eliminating human involvement 
altogether, it is more realistic to understand that 
the nature of human roles will be restructured.

Nonetheless, the introduction of unmanned 
assets such as CCA remains essential—not only 
due to Japan’s operational and strategic ratio-
nale, but also in terms of minimizing human attri-
tion and optimizing sustainment and operational 
costs. As the emphasis in warfare continues to 
shift from manned to unmanned systems, posi-
tioning such assets as a central element of the 
future force structure is highly meaningful for 
enhancing sustainability and efficiency. At the 
same time, to achieve truly effective labor-saving 
outcomes, it is essential to combine these efforts 
with a reconfiguration of the human resource 
base—including operators, maintainers, and 
support personnel—to maximize the benefits of 
their introduction.
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FIGURE 6

Operational System of the JSDF and the JSDF Joint Operations Command

Source: Excerpt from the Defense of Japan White Paper

2. STREAMLINING AND OPTIMIZING 
COMMAND STRUCTURE

With the establishment of the JSDF Joint 
Operations Command (JJOC), Japan has begun 
to strengthen its joint operational command and 
enhance its ability to conduct combined opera-
tions with the United States (see Figure 6).

At the same time, while the existing service-spe-
cific command structures remain in place, the 
addition of the JJOC, highlighted in red in the 
figure, has introduced a new command node. 
As a result, from peacetime through contingen-
cies, ensuring timely situational awareness and 
decisionmaking will require the streamlining and 
optimization of this structure—an increasingly 
important issue going forward.

In the JASDF, for instance, the Air Defense 
Command (ADC), under the authority of the joint 
operations commander, is tasked with air combat 
operations.71 Four regional air defense force 
headquarters are subordinate to ADC to ensure 

effective responses to airspace incursions.72 
While redundancy and backup functionality 
across commands remain critical in contingency 
scenarios or large-scale disaster response, 
evolving security dynamics and growing 
personnel constraints suggest that the current 
command structure warrants reevaluation.

Against this backdrop, the MOD formulated the 
Ministry of Defense Basic Policy on Promoting 
the Utilization of AI (commonly known as the 
MOD AI Strategy) in July 2024, designating 
seven priority areas for AI applications, including 
command and control.73 The policy promotes 
the use of AI to generate action plans, support 
targeting, and accelerate information analysis 
and assessment in increasingly complex and 
fast-paced operational environments. These 
measures aim to reduce the burden on personnel 
while enhancing decisionmaking.
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Reports by institutions such as the RAND 
Corporation have similarly suggested that 
replacing repetitive and structured tasks with 
AI can improve both efficiency and responsive-
ness.74 Given personnel limitations, it is essential 
to redeploy human resources as core assets 
where they are most needed. In the case of 
JASDF regional commands, maintaining their 
function and operational relevance while stream-
lining workflows and roles would be a realistic 
path forward.

The integration of AI into command restructuring 
initiatives represents a phased and pragmatic 
approach to improving labor efficiency and orga-
nizational optimization, without compromising 
command effectiveness or flexibility. These 
efforts are in line with the MOD AI Strategy. 
As personnel constraints intensify, leveraging 
advanced technologies such as AI to stream-
line and optimize command structure will be an 
indispensable strategic adaptation for the JSDF. 
Moreover, the application of AI should not be 
limited to the command structure; it should also 
be considered for all applicable units across the 
force going forward.

3. THE MULTI-SKILLING OF PERSONNEL

The USAF is advancing the Agile Combat 
Employment (ACE) concept,75 which emphasizes 
dispersal and rapid deployment to reduce reli-
ance on large, fixed bases. In Japan as well, the 
Defense Buildup Program identifies the need to 
establish a framework enabling flexible, dispersed 
operations at each base to enhance the JASDF’s 
resilience and operational continuity.76

The JASDF’s current personnel system is based 
on highly specialized occupational fields (tokugi), 
with personnel assignments and promotions 
largely determined by the specialty selected 
during initial training.77 To support such opera-
tions with limited manpower, a flexible organi-
zational structure is essential, making the multi-
skilling of personnel (i.e., equipping personnel 
with competencies beyond their primary 
specialty) an increasingly critical initiative.

For example, if tasks such as aircraft mainte-
nance, refueling, facility management, transport, 
and security can be executed by cross-functional 
personnel under the supervision of specialists, 
then operational capabilities can be maintained 
with a smaller footprint. This would not only 
contribute to a reduction and rationalization of 
personnel requirements but also enhance unit 
responsiveness and self-sufficiency—maximizing 
the operational value of limited human resources.

That said, the development of such multi-ca-
pable personnel is recognized—even within 
the USAF—as one of the most challenging 
initiatives to implement. While the concept has 
been promoted under the Multi-Capable Airmen 
(MCA) initiative, institutionalization has faced 
obstacles. For instance, while Pacific Air Forces 
(PACAF) actively promote MCA as part of their 
ACE posture, United States Air Forces in Europe 
– Air Forces Africa has adopted a more cautious 
stance due to concerns over skill dilution and 
increased training burdens.78 “PACAF Strategy 
2030” clearly states that continued investment 
in leadership education, technical training, 
and advanced exercises is essential for MCA 
development—indicating its institutional priori-
tization.79 Such divergent approaches highlight 
the complexities of embedding MCA into force 
structure, and underscore concerns about 
cultural resistance, loss of specialization, and 
underdeveloped training systems.

To address these challenges, the USAF intro-
duced an MCA training framework in 2023. This 
system integrates foundational training—such 
as Ready Airman Training—with cross-utilization 
instruction and occupational-specific modules.80 
In March 2024, the 29th Aircraft Maintenance 
Unit at Holloman Air Force Base launched MCA 
training programs that allow personnel to acquire 
foundational skills across multiple career fields, 
signifying a step toward selective and phased 
implementation.81
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Within the ACE concept, MCA is valued as a 
key enabler of flexibility, responsiveness, and 
self-sustainment. However, the U.S. experience 
illustrates that a phased and pragmatic approach 
is essential for success.

As discussed above, promoting multi-skilling 
among personnel is one of the most challenging 
reforms to implement. To institutionalize this 
initiative, it is essential not only to establish a 
structured training system but also to foster an 
organizational culture that treats multi-skilling as 
a fundamental competency for JASDF personnel. 
Although the JASDF does not maintain a global 
posture like the USAF, the implementation of 
multi-skilling remains challenging, given the 
enduring influence of Japan’s occupational 
specialization system. Overcoming friction with 
the traditional culture of occupational specializa-
tion requires sustained and proactive engage-
ment by commanders and other leaders at all 
levels.

In addition to establishing an appropriate educa-
tion and training system, it is essential to position 
multi-skilling as a foundational competency for 
JASDF personnel and to cultivate an organiza-
tional culture that supports its development. 
Since the current occupational specialty system 
and training framework are not designed with 
such an approach in mind, it will also be neces-
sary to provide appropriate incentives—such as 
evaluation, promotion, assignment, and allow-
ances—for those undertaking multi-skilled roles.

Accordingly, the introduction of multi-skilling 
should not be carried out uniformly or imme-
diately. Instead, it should be implemented in a 
phased and selective manner, tailored to the 
nature of missions, unit operations, and organi-
zational culture. By ensuring both institutional 
support and operational flexibility, this effort 
has the potential to become a highly effective 
measure for sustaining force readiness and 
enhancing mission execution capability.

4. ENHANCING BASE DEFENSE 
FUNCTIONS THROUGH ADVANCED 
TECHNOLOGIES

JASDF bases serve as the foundation for gener-
ating operational capabilities and house high-
value assets such as aircraft and radar sites, 
making the impact of any attack on them particu-
larly severe. The JASDF maintains approximately 
70 bases and subordinate installations across the 
country and undertakes base security missions 
such as perimeter patrols, access control, 
and suspicious object response on a 24-hour 
basis—an area characterized by a high personnel 
burden.

In addition, the emergence of new threats, such 
as reconnaissance by small unmanned aerial 
vehicles and swarm drone incursions, has posed 
increasing challenges to base defense. The 
previously mentioned Ukrainian drone attack on 
Russian strategic bombers further highlighted 
the vulnerability of aircraft while on the ground, 
underscoring the need to strengthen defensive 
measures against such evolving threats. Against 
this backdrop, along with advancements in 
unmanned assets and AI, base security has come 
to be regarded as an area warranting urgent 
modernization and early fielding of advanced 
technologies. As this is also a domain where 
labor-saving effects are anticipated, various 
militaries have been pursuing initiatives to reduce 
the number of personnel required for base 
protection.

For example, the USAF has initiated research on 
utilizing autonomous security robots for interior 
perimeter patrols,82 and studies suggest that the 
use of AI-powered image analysis could poten-
tially reduce the workload of personnel engaged 
in direct visual monitoring by up to approximately 
75%.83

Furthermore, in response to emerging threats 
such as drone swarms, high-power microwave 
(HPM) weapons have attracted attention as a 
potential countermeasure. HPM systems possess 
a “one-to-many” capability, enabling the simulta-
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neous neutralization of multiple targets, and are 
considered to have potential as a cost-effective 
means of responding to such threats with rela-
tively limited personnel.84

According to the MOD’s FY2025 budget, initia-
tives such as the testing of remote surveillance 
systems for garrison security are currently 
underway.85 For the JASDF as well, it will become 
increasingly important to establish posture 
through autonomous patrols using ground robots 
and aerial drones, the deployment of all-weather 
surveillance cameras and infrared sensors, and 
the construction of AI-based alert systems to 
detect abnormalities. In addition, for countering 
threats such as drone swarms, consideration 
should be given to equipping both non-kinetic 
systems, such as HPM and laser weapons, and 
conventional kinetic means, in a manner that 
enables an effective response with minimal 
personnel.

Nevertheless, it must be noted that compro-
mising the actual effectiveness of base security 
would be counterproductive; hence, human 
involvement remains essential for final judg-
ment and contingency response. It is necessary 
to establish optimal coordination frameworks 
between personnel, AI, and unmanned systems.

Moreover, the introduction of advanced technol-
ogies such as drones and HPM entails the acqui-
sition of new technical skills and could lead to an 
increase in personnel requirements. This high-
lights the importance of pursuing parallel efforts 
in multi-skilling JASDF personnel and advancing 
education and training. As such, capability 
enhancement in base defense through advanced 
technologies should not be understood as a mere 
reduction of personnel, but rather as a strategic 
realignment of valuable human resources to 
mission-essential areas.

Taking these technological trends into account, 
the JASDF should promote the phased intro-
duction of unmanned and automated systems 
in base defense, particularly in areas with a high 
personnel burden and in domains where technical 

maturity allows for realistic near-term implemen-
tation. This should be accompanied by ongoing 
verification and evaluation to gradually expand 
the scope of application.

5. OPTIMIZING THE NUMBER OF 
TRAINING AIRCRAFT THROUGH 
SIMULATION-DRIVEN REFORM

The JASDF currently operates approximately 200 
domestically produced T-4 jet trainer aircraft, 
which are used for pilot training as well as for 
aerobatic missions such as the Blue Impulse 
demonstration team. However, more than 35 
years have passed since the T-4 was introduced 
in 1988, and the platform is rapidly aging. The 
Defense Buildup Program explicitly states the 
need to upgrade the flight training and exer-
cise environment, particularly to accommodate 
next-generation aircraft such as the F-35.

In the 2024 Japan-U.S. Joint Leaders’ Statement, 
the two governments also announced their inten-
tion to pursue opportunities for joint development 
and production of a next-generation trainer 
aircraft.86 This area is thus becoming increasingly 
important in the context of deepening Japan-U.S. 
defense industrial cooperation. Accordingly, 
Japan must carefully consider the institutional 
and technical requirements for such a bilateral 
effort.

Looking ahead, Japan’s training system should 
be fundamentally redesigned through digital 
transformation, including the application of virtual 
reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) technol-
ogies. These systems can replicate flight envi-
ronments virtually, enabling safe, efficient, and 
effective ground-based training. When combined 
with high-performance simulators, they are 
expected to reduce reliance on live-flight hours 
while maintaining training quality, improving 
aircraft availability, and easing the maintenance 
burden.

If parts of traditional flight training can be substi-
tuted with VR/AR and advanced simulators, it 
would reduce both personnel and component 
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demands, potentially allowing for a rational-
ization of the number of trainer aircraft to be 
acquired. The procurement of new trainer aircraft 
should be aligned with a restructured training 
system, enabling simultaneous optimization of 
both equipment acquisition and human resource 
utilization.

This reform would serve as a strategic measure 
to balance operational readiness, cost-efficiency, 
and labor-saving—contributing to the sustain-
ability of the JASDF’s training infrastructure in the 
decades to come.

Conclusion
As Japan’s security environment becomes 
increasingly serious and operational demands 
grow, the idea of rationalizing the personnel 
base and reorganizing force structures may 
appear, at first glance, contradictory. However, 
maintaining the current posture without securing 
the necessary personnel due to structural 
constraints on human resources may, in fact, 
undermine the effectiveness of deterrence and 
response. It could also undermine the trust of 
Japan’s only formal ally, the United States, as 
well as that of like-minded countries and other 
partners. Therefore, efforts toward labor-saving 
and unmanned approaches—including force 
structure reform—should be understood not as 
retrenchment, but as forward-looking strategic 
adaptations that rationally reduce dependence 
on human personnel while protecting and 
empowering those who serve. It is, in essence, 
an evolution.

That said, as such efforts progress, growing risks 
associated with centralized information systems, 
cyber vulnerabilities, and reliance on networked 
communications must not be overlooked. As 
AI-enabled tactical decisionmaking and autono-
mous operations continue to expand, institutional 
and ethical frameworks governing their use will 
also need to be developed.

To advance these efforts, in addition to joint 
training with the United States and other part-
ners, bilateral and multilateral cooperation in 
emerging technologies—such as unmanned 
systems and AI—will be essential. Such cooper-
ation presents not only opportunities to reduce 
personnel burdens and improve cost-effec-
tiveness, but also strategic opportunities to 
strengthen shared technological foundations. In 
particular, working with both advanced econo-
mies facing demographic decline and emerging 
countries with comparatively ample human 
resources will enable mutual complementarity 
in capabilities, technology, and operational 
concepts. These forms of collaboration can 
enhance the sustainability and flexibility of 
Japan’s defense posture, while also contributing 
to the development of a multilayered structure of 
deterrence and stability in the Indo-Pacific.

The impacts of population aging and human 
resource constraints are not limited to the 
Ministry of Defense or the Japan Self-Defense 
Forces. They extend across government agen-
cies, private industry, and Japanese society. For 
this reason, Japan must pursue labor-saving and 
unmanned approaches as a broader national 
effort to ensure institutional resilience.

Fundamentally strengthening defense capability 
from a personnel perspective does not mean 
simply gathering more people; rather, it means 
shifting to a force design that can be sustained 
and strengthened even as the number of 
personnel declines. If we postpone addressing 
personnel challenges, we cannot deny the risk 
that the effectiveness of our defense capabilities 
will be undermined in the medium to long term.

Although changes in the personnel base may 
appear gradual, their effects are irreversible and 
accumulate over time. Once the impact becomes 
visible, the range of available options will be 
limited.

That is precisely why beginning to think about 
these issues now is the first step toward ensuring 
flexibility in the future.
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