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The MEF and JET Programs in U.S.-Japan Relations

In July 1983 I boarded a United Airlines flight bound
for Anchorage en route to Tokyo to take up my position as a
Monbusho English Fellow (MEF) at Yoshida High School in
Shizuoka Prefecture. I had a copy of Berlitz Conversational
Japanese, a history of Japan by Edwin O. Reischauer, and the
letter from my predecessor describing how to make the o-furo
work in my apartment. I had no idea what an o-furo was. Nor
did I have the slightest inkling of how consequential this trip to
Japan would be for my entire life and career. I knew Japan from
studying karate, reading James Clavell’s Shogun, and taking
one Asian history course in college. I thought my year in Japan
was going to be an exotic palette-cleanser before I pursued a
diplomatic career working on Europe, where my mother and
father had both worked earlier in their careers. As it turned out,
I ended up staying in Japan for two years as an MEF and then
coming back for another three years during graduate school.
U.S.-Japan relations became the center of my professional life.

Eighteen years after that first flight to Japan, I was serving
on the staff of the National Security at the White House as the
Director for Asian Affairs. Junichiro Koizumi had just been
elected President of the Liberal Democratic Party and Prime
Minister of Japan. The Bush administration had come into office
pledging to strengthen the alliance with Japan as the cornerstone
of our broader strategy towards China and Asia. Indeed, that
was why I had been hired at the NSC. The President wanted a
strong partnership with his Japanese counterpart, but Koizumi
was relatively unknown to the traditional managers of the U.S.-
Japan alliance. His signature issues had been postal savings
reform and not defense or foreign policy. The President wanted
to know, who is this guy? How do we make the relationship
work?

I was authorized to chair a special committee of the top
Japan experts from the State, Defense, Treasury, the CIA,
Commerce and USTR. Each agency would designate its own
representative. When we first gathered in the Old Executive
Office Building and introduced ourselves, we came to an
intriguing realization. Every official around the room but one
had either been an MEF, a JET or a Mansfield Fellow. We had
lived in small towns and cities all across Japan. We could have
conducted the entire meeting in Japanese.

After several rounds of meetings and discussions with our
Japanese counterparts, we recommended that President Bush
offer a special first summit to Prime Minister Koizumi and
lay out a comprehensive vision with the Prime Minister for
strengthening our alliance in the fields of security, economic
cooperation and global development. The President invited
Prime Minister Koizumi to come to the Presidential retreat at
Camp David, Maryland. He gave the Prime Minister a baseball
and glove with the White House logo as a gift. The two leaders
played catch in front of the cameras. It was a perfect metaphor
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for what would become the strongest partnership between
an American and Japanese leader in the history of our two
nations. The President cared what Prime Minister Koizumi
thought. He deferred major decisions until he had a chance
to talk to him. He briefed Koizumi on the most sensitive
issues, sharing intelligence on North Korea and consulting on
strategy. Immediately after 9-11 Prime Minister Koizumi sent
the President a letter. It was simple and straightforward. Japan
would stand with the United States. “I will always be your
friend.” It concluded. Koizumi took major political risks at
home to show support in Afghanistan and Iraq. The President
never forgot. In public opinion polls Americans started listing
Japan as one of the top three most reliable American allies.

A week or so after 9-11 the President received another
letter from Japan. The Secret Service brought it to me since
it contained only a handwritten note in Japanese and 3200
yen in change. The note had been written by children from
an elementary school in —if I remember correctly —Tochigi
Prefecture. “This is money we collected to help America after
9-11,” it said, “Gambatte Kudasai.” I told the National Security
Advisor and the President about the letter. They were deeply
touched. Iimagined those kids lives were touched at some point
by a JET -- that America and the other citizens of the world
were real human beings to them and not just pictures on TV or
in a movie.

On 3-11 countless Americans showed how important Japan
is to us. Sadly we lost two JETs. The testimonials of their
teachers, friends and students in Tohoku are incredibly powerful.
Numerous other former MEFs and JETs in the U.S. Embassy
and Consulates worked around the clock to help with rescue and
recovery, as did current JETs living in Tohoku. Diplomats who
were on leave from Iraq volunteered to end their vacations in
order to augment the U.S. Embassy because they could speak
Japanese and wanted to lend a hand.

The history of the U.S.-Japan relationship over the past
two or three decades really cannot be accurately told without
understanding the way that the MEF and JET programs have
become central threads in the fabric that bonds our two societies
and governments. In the White House, in U.S. embassies and
consulates, in businesses and in the hardest hit areas of Tohoku,
current and former MEFs and JETs have pulled our two nations
closer together. The same is no doubt true for the British,
Australian, Canadian and other participants in the programs
when they go home. Could the JET program be improved?
Maybe. I know we MEFs were constantly providing unsolicited
advice on how to do things better in the Japanese education
system in the 1980s. But one thing is clear: the Japanese people
made an incredibly wise decision investing in these programs.
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