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THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20301

5 MAY 151

The Honorable Masayoshi Ito
Minister for Foreign Affairs

The attached preliminary findings respond to the commitment
of President Reagan to provide a report on the collision
between USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and NISSHO MARU prior to

Prime Minister Suzuki's visit to Washington.




THE COLLISION BETWEEN USS GEORGE WASHINGTON
AND NISSHO MARU

Pursuant to the promise by the Government of the United
States to deliver preliminary results from the investigation of
the collision between USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and NISSHO MARU, the
following report responds to the questions of the Government of
Japan.

Question One. How did the collision occur?

At 9:00 A.M. Tokyo time on April 9, 1981, the United States
ballistic missile submarine GEORGE WASHINGTON was in international
waters conducting a submerged transit south of Japan enroute to a
scheduled port visit in the Republic of Korea. The submarine was
not in primary alert status as a part of U.S. strategic deterrent
forces. It had, however, made itself available for an anti-
submarine warfare exercise -- a normal procedure designed to help
maintain a high state of proficiency among the U.S. Navy patrol
plane squadrons on duty in Japan. As is normally done under such
circumstances, the submarine's general location was made known to
the Patrol Squadron. A P3C Orion was launched for training
purposes to detect the submarine and fix its position accurately
enough, if possible, to pursue a simulated attack. Knowing
that it might be the object of such an exercise, the submarine
" continued its transit, trying to remain undetected.

In the area of the GEORGE WASHINGTON on the morning of April 9,
the weather was low overcast and rain with visibility wvarying from
good to very poor. The P3C, which normally operates at higher
altitudes, was forced by the cloud cover to fly at low altitudes
(between 500 and 1000 feet) for the exercise.

At 10:26 A.M., GEORGE WASHINGTON came to periscope depth to
verify its position. GEORGE WASHINGTON's sonar, which was
functioning properly, had not obtained information to alert the
ship that she was approaching a collision situation with a surface
ship. At this point the submarine raised its periscope. Visual
conditions were poor with weather and high swells streaking and
blurring vision through the periscope. Although two 260 degree
sweeps with the periscope were made, the submarine did not see
NISSHO MARU. The periscope was then lowered.

GEORGE WASHINGTON did not know that the P3C had detected and
localized the submarine's position and at that very moment was in
the process of simulating an attack, passing immediately over-—
head. Coming up to a somewhat shallower depth, the Officer of the
Deck raised the periscope and immediately saw the P3C. He quickly
lowered the periscope, trying to hide from the aircraft. At this



point sonar information was gained by the GEORGE WASHINGTON on
NISSHO MARU. This information was passed to the ship's conning
station, but was not heard or acknowledged by the Officer of the
Deck. At this stage in the investigation it is not clear that the
collision could have been avoided had the sonar information been
acted upon promptly. The collision occurred at 10:32 A.M. at

latitude 31 degrees-23 minutes North and longitude 129 degrees-05
minutes East in international waters.

Question Two. What sort of rescue efforts were made?

Immediately after the collision, the Commanding Officer of
GEORGE WASHINGTON was motivated by several considerations. He was
concerned about the safety of the vessel he had struck, he was
concerned about the safety of his own ship, and he was concerned
about concealment of his ship as a strategic missile submarine.
The submarine came to the surface just after the collision, but
the Commanding Officer returned it to periscope depth immediately
after receiving internal reports that there was no significant
damage to GEORGE WASHINGTON. He did so because, under the exist-
ing adverse weather conditions, his vessel was safer when sub-
merged. He observed the NISSHO MARU through his periscope while
on the surface and while submerging. In the 3 to 5 minutes before
NISSHO MARU went out of sight in the deteriorating visibility at a
distance of about 1250 yards, he did not note any signs that the
ship was in distress. He even observed a man standing stationary
on the starboard wing of the bridge, looking toward the
submarine. He saw no signs of panic or disruption. Based on his
brief observations of NISSHO MARU and his evaluation of the
physical jolt experienced aboard GEORGE WASHINGTON, the Commanding
Officer concluded that NISSHO MARU had not been seriously
damaged. He was aware of his obligations under international law
and U.S. Navy regulations to render assistance to ships and
persons in distress, but was not aware that the crew of NISSHO
MARU was 1in peril. Based on his evaluation, he withdrew the
GEORGE WASHINGTON to a holding area approximately eight miles to
the north and transmitted his initial report of the collision to
higher authority. The initial report was made approximately one
hour and twenty seven minutes after the collision. Shortly
thereafter, to confirm his belief that MNISSHO MARU had not been
seriously damaged, the Commanding Officer of the GEORGE WASHINGTON
asked the P3C to search the area looking for ships in distress.
Searching 100 percent of the local area, three ships were sighted
and inspected by the P3C aircraft, but none of these was in
distress. This further reinforced GEORGE WASHINGTON's erroneous
understanding of the situation.

Over the critical period of time, Jjust prior to and after the
collision, the crew of the P3C aircraft that was engaged in the
exercise with GEORGE WASHINGTON was unaware of the impending colli-
sion and the subsequent plight of NISSHO MARU's crew. Intent on
tracking the submarine, buffeted by high winds and turbulent air,



"and hampered by weather-induced poor visibility, the crew flew the
aircraft largely by instruments and rarely looked outside of the
plane. Even after returning at the request of the submarine to
locate NISSHO MARU, the aircraft never saw the raft and survivors.

Although the surviving NISSHO MARU crew members thought they
had conveyed their distress to the submarine and had been sighted
by the aircraft, .neither U.S. Navy unit was in fact aware of the
situation aboard NISSHO MARU. As a result, regrettably, neither
the GEORGE WASHINGTON nor the P3C initiated the rescue actions
that most assuredly would have been pursued had either unit
realized that NISSHO MARU was in distress.

Question Three. Why was notification made to Government of Japan
so late?

Preliminary investigation indicates that there were excessive
delays in reporting the collision within U.S. communications
channels. The single most important element contributing to these
delays was the fact that no one realized that the NISSHO MARU was
seriously damaged or had sunk as a result of the collision until
the survivors were picked up. The investigation reveals that the
NISSHO MARU's SOS probably was never transmitted because, accord--
ing to the crew, the ship's radio antenna apparently was touching
the hull of the ship. It also reveals that the Commanding Officer
of the GEORGE WASHINGTON, believing the collision had not caused
serious damage to the NISSHQ MARU, initially reported the incident
.to a limited number of commands. His first message indicated the
NISSHO MARU had been seen leaving the scene of the collision with
no problems noted. Although U.S. Naval authorities in Japan
received a report of the collision shortly after noon on April 9,
the facts as known at the time led them to believe that the surface
ship involved in the collision had not been seriously damaged. The
fact that the NISSHO MARU had sunk was not known. 1In fact it was
not until 8:45 A.M. on April 10, when Commander, U.S. Naval Forces
Japan, received a call from Japanese Maritime Self Defense Force
(JMSDF) liaison asking for information about the reported sinking
of a Japanese ship by a submarine, that the serious nature of the
event became apparent. A similar report was received by the U.S.
Navy Patrol Squadron Commander from his JMSDF counterparts about 25
minutes later. It was not until this point that other U.S. authori-
ties first realized that the collision had resulted in the sinking
of the NISSHO MARU. The American Embassy in Tokyo was notified by
phone through the Naval Attache of these developments and, in turn,
notified the Ministry of Foreign Affairs shortly before noon on
April 10.

Question Four . What sort of compensation arrangements can be
expected?

A commission of United States officials has been appointed and
is awaiting submission of the claims of the individual crew mem-
bers. A claim for damages arising from the loss of the ship and



.the portions of ii. cargo owned by Japanese .nterests was received
by United States officials on May 1 in the approximate amount of
yven 570 million ($2.7 million). Further discussions with the
claimant's attorneys are scheduled on May 7. The United States
will continue to take vigorous action to ensure that fair and full
compensation for all damages arising out of the collision will be
expeditiously paid.

The United States emphasizes that the foregoing answers are
based on the investigating officer's preliminary report of invest-
igation. They are subject to change and modification as addi-
tional information is received and analysis conducted. Pending
recommendations and possible action following receipt of the
Seventh Fleet Commander's formal report, the Commanding Officer
and the Officer of the Deck at the time of the collision have been
transferred from the command.






THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20301

MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT

SUBJECT: Collision Between -USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and
Japanese Merchant Vessel NISSHO MARU

In order to support your commitment to Prime Minister
Suzuki to provide an explanation of the collision between
USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and the Japanese vessel NISSHO MARU
prior to his visit to Washington, the report at Tab A has
been prepared. -

(™. This report will be delivered to the Prime Minister
in New York on May 5, via Ambassador Okawara. A copy of
the forwarding memorandum is at Tab B.

) For your information the following is the expected
ch®onology of the case: The Investigating Officer will
follow his preliminary report to the Commander of the
SEVENTH Fleet with a formal, written report in about ten
days. The Fleet Commander will then decide on what actions,
punitive or administrative, might or might not be appropri-
ate. If a type of reprimand or court martial is directed,
there would of course be review procedures at a minimum,
and there could be appeal actions. Thus the case might
not be finally settled for a matter of months. Neverthe-
less, I think the report provided will at least remove
much of the mystery from the case and hopefully ease the -
unwarranted media attention the incident has been receiving
in Japan.

fbi Without trying to minimize the seriousness of the inci-
dent in Japanese perceptions, the U.S.-Japan relationship is

certainly of more import, and of a totally different charac-
ter, than this regrettable accident.
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THE CO. ISION BETWEEN USS GEORGE .ASHINGTON
AND NISSHO MARU

Pursuant to the promise by the Government of the United
States to deliver preliminary results from the investigation of
the collision between USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and NISSHO MARU, the
following report responds to the questions of the Government of
Japan.

Question One. How did the collision occur?

At 9:00 A.M. Tokyo time on April 9, 1981, the United States
ballistic missile submarine GEORGE WASHINGTON was in international
waters conducting a submerged transit south of Japan enroute to a
scheduled port visit in the Republic of Korea. The submarine was
not in primary alert status as a part of U.S. strategic deterrent
forces. It had, however, made itself available for an anti-
submarine warfare exercise -- a normal procedure designed to help
maintain a high state of proficiency among the U.S. Navy patrol
plane squadrons on duty in Japan. As is normally done under such
circumstances, the submarine's general location was made known to
the Patrol Squadron. A P3C Orion was launched for training
purposes to detect the submarine and fix its position accurately
enough, if possible, to pursue a simulated attack. Knowing
that it might be the object of such an exercise, the submarine
continued its transit, trying to remain undetected.

In the area of the GEORGE WASHINGTON on the morning of April 9,
the weather was low overcast and rain with visibility varying from
good to very poor. The P3C, which normally operates at higher
altitudes, was forced by the cloud cover to fly at low altitudes
(between 500 and 1000 feet) for the exercise.

At 10:26 A.M., GEORGE WASHINGTON came to periscope depth to
verify its position. GEORGE WASHINGTON's sonar, which was
functioning properly, had not obtained information to alert the
ship that she was approaching a collision situation with a surface
ship. At this point the submarine raised its periscope. Visual——-
conditions were poor with weather and high swells streaking and
blurring vision through the periscope. Although two 360 degree
sweeps with the periscope were made, the submarine did not see
NISSHO MARU. The periscope was then lowered.

GEORGE WASHINGTON did not know that the P3C had detected and
localized the submarine's position and at that very moment was in
the process of simulating an attack, passing immediately over-
head. Coming up to a somewhat shallower depth, the Officer of the
Deck raised the periscope and immediately saw the P3C. He quickly
lowered the periscope, trying to hide from the aircraft. At this
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point sonar information was gained by the GEORGE WASHINGTON on
NIS3HO MARU. This information was passed to the ship's conning
station, but was not heard or acknowledged by the Officer of the
Deck. At this stage in the investigation it is not clear that the
collision could have been avoided had the sonar information been
acted upon promptly. The collision occurred at 10:32 A.M. at
latitude 31 degrees-23 minutes North and longitude 129 degrees-05
minutes East in international waters.

Question Two. What sort of rescue efforts were made?

Immediately after the collision, the Commanding Officer of
GEORGE WASHINGTON was motivated by several considerations. He was
concerned about the safety of the vessel he had struck, he was
concerned about the safety of his own ship, and he was concerned
about concealment of his ship as a strategic missile submarine.
The submarine came to the surface just after the collision, but
the Commanding Officer returned it to periscope depth immediately
after receiving internal reports that there was no significant
damage to GEORGE WASHINGTON. He did so because, under the exist-
ing adverse weather conditions, his vessel was safer when sub-
merged. He observed the NISSHO MARU through his periscope while
on the surface and while submerging. In the 3 to 5 minutes before
NISSHO MARU went out of sight in the deteriorating visibility at a
distance of about 1250 yards, he did not note any signs that the
ship was in distress. He even observed a man standing stationary
on the starboard wing of the bridge, looking toward the
submarine. He saw no signs of panic or disruption. Based on his
brief observations of NISSHO MARU and his evaluation of the
physical jolt experienced aboard GEORGE WASHINGTON, the Commanding
Officer concluded that NISSHO MARU had not been seriously
damaged. He was aware of his obligations under international law
and U.S. Navy regulations to render assistance to ships and
persons in distress, but was not aware that the crew of NISSHO
MARU was in peril. Based on his evaluation, he withdrew the
GEORGE WASHINGTON to a holding area approximately eight miles to
the north and transmitted his initial report of the collision to
higher authority. The initial report was made approximately one
hour and twenty seven minutes after the collision. Shortly
thereafter, to confirm his belief that NISSHO MARU had not been
seriously damaged, the Commanding Officer of the GEORGE WASHINGTON
asked the P3C to search the area looking for ships in distress.
Searching 100 percent of the local area, three ships were sighted
and inspected by the P3C aircraft, but none of these was in
distress. This further reinforced GEORGE WASHINGTON's erroneous
understanding of the situation.

Over the critical period of time, just prior to and after the
collision, the crew of the P3C aircraft that was engaged in the
exercise with GEORGE WASHINGTON was unaware of the impending colli-
sion and the subsequent plight of NISSHO MARU's crew. Intent on
tracking the submarine, buffeted by high winds and turbulent air,



and hampered by weather-induced poor wvisibility, the crew flew the
aircraft largely by instruments and rarely looked cutside of the
plane. Even after returning at the request of the submarine to
locate NISSHO MARU, the aircraft never saw the raft and survivors.

Although the surviving NISSHO MARU crew members thought they
had conveyed their distress to the submarine and had been sighted
by the aircraft, neither U.S. Navy unit was in fact aware of the
situation aboard NISSHO MARU. As a result, regrettably, neither
the GEORGE WASHINGTON nor the P3C initiated the rescue actions
that most assuredly would have been pursued had either unit
realized that NISSHO MARU was in distress.

Question Three. Why was notification made to Government of Japan
so late?

Preliminary investigation indicates that there were excessive
delays in reporting the collision within U.S. communications
channels. The single most important element contributing to these
delays was the fact that no one realized that the NISSHO MARU was
seriously damaged or had sunk as a result of the collision until
the survivors were picked up. The investigation reveals that the
NISSHO MARU's SOS probably was never transmitted because, accord-
ing to the crew, the ship's radio antenna apparently was touching
the hull of the ship. It also reveals that the Commanding Officer
of the GEORGE WASHINGTON, believing the collision had not caused
serious damage to the NISSHQ MARU, initially reported the incident
to a limited number of commands. His first message indicated the
NISSHO MARU had been seen leaving the scene of the collision with
no problems noted. Although U.S. Naval authorities in Japan
received a report of the collision shortly after noon on April 9,
the facts as known at the time led them to believe that the surface
ship involved in the collision had not been seriously damaged. The
fact that the NISSHO MARU had sunk was not known. In fact it was
not until 8:45 A.M. on April 10, when Commander, U.S. Naval Forces
Japan, received a call from Japanese Maritime Self Defense FPorce
(JMSDF) liaison asking for information about the reported sinking
of a Japanese ship by a submarine, that the serious nature of the
event became apparent. A similar report was received by the U.S.
Navy Patrol Squadron Commander from his JMSDF counterparts about 25
minutes later. It was not until this point that other U.S. authori-
ties first realized that the collision had resulted in the sinking
of the NISSHO MARU. The American Embassy in Tokyo was notified by
phone through the Naval Attache of these developments and, in turn,
notified the Ministry of Foreign Affairs shortly before noon on
April 10.

Question Four. What sort of compensation arrangements can be
expected?

A commission of United States officials has been appointed and
is awaiting submission of the claims of the individual crew mem-
bers. A claim for damages arising from the loss of the ship and



the portions of it = cargo owned by Japanese terests was received
by United States c..ficials on May 1 in the approximate amount of
ven 570 million ($2.7 million). Further discussions with the
claimant's attorneys are scheduled on May 7. The United States
will continue to take vigorous action to ensure that fair and full
compensation for all damages arising out of the collision will Dbe
expeditiously paid.

The United States emphasizes that the foregoing answers are
based on the investigating officer's preliminary report of invest-
igation. They are subject to change and modification as addi-
tional information is received and analysis conducted. Pending
recommendations and possible action following receipt of the
Seventh Fleet Commander's formal report, the Commanding Officer
and the Officer of the Deck at the time of the collision have been
transferred from the command.



THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE

WASHINGTON, D.C. 2030}

His Excellency Zenko Suzuki
Prime Minister of Japan

The attached preliminary findings are provided for use as
you see fit and support the commitment of President Reagan

to provide a report on the collision between USS GEORGE
WASHINGTON and NISSHO MARU prior to your visit to Washington.

Sincerely,
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The attached preliminary findings are provided for in support of the
commitment of President Reagan to provide a report on the collision
between USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and NISSHO MARU prior to your visit to

Washington.

You should be aware that to convey preliminary information of this

type to a foreign government is an unprecedented step. The procedures
for investigating incidents at sea involving US naval forces incorporate
the principles both of the uniform code of military justice, which has
the force of national law, embodies the due process rights of the

Constitution of the United States and International Admiralty Law.

In such cases the investigation and subsequent legal proceedings take
months and interim results are never published in order not to influence
the final results and not to make public preliminary conclusions which

may be wrong.

However, in view of the importance of this incident, to ﬁS—Japanese
relations, I am making this summary of preliminary results available
to you. My aim is to reassure you that the tragic events of April 9th
did not include a willful attempt by the United States to deceive and

withhold information from the government and people of the United States.



I would strongly discourage speculation on bersonal responsibility

for the events of April 9 - 10 based on the enclosed preliminary
report. The responsibility will be determined in the course of the
investigation and appropriate disciplinary'action taken in accordance
with judicial and nonjudigial procedufes. The most important task
before officials of the two countries is to draw the necessary lessons
from the unfortunate incident to prevent a reoccurrence and to

strengthen the fundamental mutual interests of our two countries.



May 5, 1981
TO: KAY ZERWICK
FROM: CAROL CLEVELAND

Per our conversation, attached
is the unclassified DOD report
on the submarine incident.

I have given a copy to Mort Allen.
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Pursuant to the promise by the Government of the United
States to deliver preliminary results from the investigation of"
the collision between USS GECRGE WASHINGTON and NISSHO MARU, the

following report responds to the questions of the Government of
Japan.

Question One. How did the collision occur?. .

At 9:00 A.M. Tokyo time on April 9, 1981, the United States .
ballistic missile submarine GEORGE WASHINGTON was in international
waters conducting a submerged transit south of Japan enroute to a
scheduled port visit in the Republic of Korea. The submarine was
not in primary alert status as a part of U.S. strategic deterrent
forces. It had, however, made itself available for an anti-
submarine warfare exercise -- a normal procedure designed to help
maintain a high state of proficiency among the U.S. Navy patrol
plane sguadrons cn duty in Japan. As is normally done under such
circumstances, the submarine’'s general location was made known to
the Patrol Sguadron. A P3C Orion was launched for training
purposes to detect the submarine and fix its position accurately
enough, if possible, to pursue a simulated attack. Knowing
that it might be the object of such an exercise, the submarine
continued its transit, trying to remain undetected.

In the area of the GEOFGE WASHINGTON on the morning of April 9,
the weather was low overcast and rain:with visibility varying from
good to very poor. The P3C, which normally operates at higher
altitudes, was forced by the cloud cover to fly at low altitudes
(between 500 and 1000 feet) for the exercise.

At 10:26 A.M., GEORCE VASHINCTON came ¢c periscope dapth to
verify its position. GECRGE WASHINGTON's sonar, which was
functioning properly, had not obtained information to alert the
ship that she was approaching a collision situation with a surface
ship. At this point the submarine raised its periscope. Visual
conditions were poor with weather and high swells streaking and
blurring vision through the periscope. Although two 360 degree
sweeps with the periscope were made, the submarine 4id not see-
N1SSHO MARU. The periscope was then lowered.

GEORGE WASHINGTON did not know that the P3C had detected and
localized the submarine‘'s position and at that very moment was in
the process of simulating an attack, passing immediately over-
head. Coming up to a somewhat shallower depth, the Officer of the
Deck raised the periscope and immediately saw the P3C.: He quickly
lovered the periscope, trying to hide from the aircraft. At this



p2int sonar inform: “on was gained by the GEC' 'E WASHINGTON on
NISSHO MARU. This information was passed to vine ship’'s conning
ntation, but was not heard or acrnowledged by the Cfficer of the
Deck. At this stage in the investigation it is not clear that the
collision could have been avoided had the sonar information been
acted upon promptly. The collisicn occurred at 10:32 A.M. at
latitude 31 degrees—-23 minutes North and longitude 129 degrees-05
minutes Fast in international waters.

Question Two. What sort of rescue efforts were made?

Immediately after the callision, the Commanding Officer of
GEORGE WASHINGTON was motivated by several considerations. EHe was
roncerned about the safety of the vessel he had struck, he was
concerned about the safety of his own ship, and he was concerned
about concealment of his ship as a strategic nmissile gubrarine.
The submarine came to the surface just after the collision, but
the Commanding Officer returned it to periscope depth irmediately
nfter receiving internal reports that there was no significant
damage to GEORGE WASHINGTON. He d)d so because, under the exist—~
ing adverse weather conditions, his vessel was safer when sub-
merged. He obszerved the NISSHO MERD through his perisccpe while
on the surface and while submerging. In the 3 to 5 minutes before
NISSHO MARU went out of sight in the deteriorating visibility at a
distance of about 1250 yards, he 4id not note any signs that the
ship was in distress. He even observed a man standing stationary
on the starboard wing of the bridge, looking toward the
submarine. He saw no signs of panic or, disruption. Based on his
brief observations of NISSHO MARU and his evaluation of the
physical jolt experienced aboard GEORGE WASHINGTON, the Commanding
Officer concluded that NISSHO MARU had not been seriously
damaged. He was aware of his obligations under international law
anad U.S. Navy regulzticns tso render assistance to shiips and
persons in distress, but was not aware that the crew of NISSHO
MARU was in peril. Pased on his evaluation, he withdrew the
GEORGE WASHINGTON to a holding area approxirately eight miles to
the north and trancsmitted his initial report of the collision to
higher authority. The initial report was made approximately one
hour and twenty seven minutes after the coilision. Shortly
thereafter, to confirm his belief that NISSHO MARU had not been
teriously damaged, the Commanding Officer of the GEORGE VWASHINGTOM
asked the P3C to search the area lcoking for ships in distress.
Searching 100 percent of the local area, three ships were sighted-
and inspected by the P3C aircraft, but none of these was in
distress. This further reinforced GEORGE WASHINGTON's erroneous
understanding of the situation. ’

Over the critical period of time, just prior to and after the
collision, the crew of the PIC aircraft th2at was engaged in the
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rxercise with GEORGE WASHINGTON was unaware of the impending colli-

»ion and the subsequent plight of NISSHO MARU's crew. Intent on
tracking the submarine, buffeted by high winds and turbulent air,
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and hampered by w *her-induced poor visibi? “y, the crew flew the
aircraft largely by instruments and rarely l.oked outside of the
plane. Even after returning at the request of the submarine to
locate NISSHO MARU, the aircraft never saw the raft and survivors.

Although the surviving LISSHO MARU crew members thought they
had conveyed their distress to the submarine and had been sighted
by the aircraft, neither U.S. Navy unit was in fact aware of the
situation aboard KISSHO MARU. As a result, regrettably, neither
the GEORGE WASHINGTON nor the P3C initiated the rescue actions
that most assuredly would have been pursued had either unit
realized that NISSHO MARU was in distress.

Question Three. Why was notification made to Government of Japan
so late?

Preliminary investigation indicates that there were excessive
declays in reporting the collision within U.S. cormunications
channels. The single most important element contributing to these
delays was the fact that no one realized that the NISSHO MARU was
seriously damaged or had sunk as a result of the collision until
the survivors were picked up. The investigation reveals that the
NISSHO MARU's SOS probably was never transmitted because, accord-
ing to the crew, the ship's radio antenna apparently was touching
the hull of the ship. It also reveals that the Commanding Officer
of the GEORGE WASHINGTON, believing the collisjon had not caused
serious damage to the NISSHC MARU, initially reported the incident
to a limited number of commands. His first message indicated the
NISSH0 MARU had been seen leaving the scene of the collision with
no problems noted. Although U.S. Naval authorities in Japan
received a report of the collision shortly after noon on April 9,
the facts as known at the time led them to believe that the surface
ship involved in the collision had not been seriously damaged. The
fact that the NISSHO MARU had sunk was not known. In fact it was
not until) 8:45 A.M. on April 10, when Commander, U.S. Naval Forces
Japan, received a call from Japanese Maritime Self Defense Force
(JMSDF) liaison asking for information about the reported sinking
of a Japanese ship by a submarine, that the serious nature of the
event became apparent. A similar report was received by the U.S.
Navy Patrol Squadron Commander from his JMSDF counterparts about 25
minutes later. It was not until this point that other U.S. authori-
ties first realized that the collision had resulted in the sinking
of the NISSHO MARU. The American Embassy in Tokyo was notified by
phone through the Naval Attache of these developments and, in turn,
notificd the Ministry of Foreign Affairs shortly before noon on
April 10. . )

Question Four. VWhat sort of compensation arrangements can be
expected?

A commission of United States officials has been appointed and

is awaiting submission of the claims of the individual crew men-
bers. A claim for damages arising from the loss of the ship anad
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Tne porcions ©orL 115 Ccargo owned by Japanese interests was received
by United States o “icials on May 1 in the a roxirate amount of
yen 570 million ($<.7 million). Further discussions with the
claimant’s attorneys are scheduled on May 7. The United States
will continue to take vigorous action to ensure that fair and €ull

compensation for all damages arising out of the collision will be
expeditiously paid.

The United Stiates emphasizes that the foregoing answers are
based on the investigating officer’s preliminary report of invest-
igation. They are subject to change and modification as addi-
tional information is received and analysis conducted. Pending
recommendations and possible action following receipt of the
Seventh Fleet Commander's formal report, the Commanding Officer
and the Officer of the Deck at the time of the collision have been
transferred from the command.
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The President has seen__pav~
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MEMOF IDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT

SUBJECT: Collision Between USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and
Japanese Merchant Vessel NISSHO MARU

bﬂg In order to support your commitment to Prime
Minister Suzukl to provide an explanation of the collision
between USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and the Japanese vessel NISSHO
MARU prior to his visit to Washington, the report at Tab A
has been prepared.

( This report will be delivered to the Prime Minister
in New York on May 5, via Ambassador Okawara. A copy of the
forwarding memorandum is at Tab B.

(EQ For your information the following is the expected
chronology of the case: The Investigating Officer will
follow his preliminary report to the Commander of the
SEVENTH Fleet with a formal, written report in about ten
days. The Fleet Commander will then decide on what actions,
punitive or administrative, might or might not be appropri-
ate. If a type of reprimand or court martial is directed,
there would of course be review procedures at a minimum, and
there could be appeal actions. Thus the case might not be
finally settled for a matter of months. Nevertheless, I
think the report provided will at least remove much of the
mystery from the case and hopefully ease the unwarranted
media attention the incident has been receiving in Japan.

C&% You will note that the forwarding letter to Suzuki

has be prepared for my signature in order not to involve
you in these preliminary findings. Should you nevertheless
wish to forward the repor 0 attached a letter

for your signature.

BY-—-— ""“"'-“(
Attachments



His Excellency Zenko Suzuki
Prime Minister of Japan

Dear Mr. Prime Minister:

I trust that the attached preliminary findings fulfill
my commitment to provide you with a report on the collision
between USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and NISSHO MARU prior to your
visit to Washington.

Let me take this opportunity again to express my deep
regret over this tragic accident. I believe that the infor-
mation compiled by the U.S. Navy will be responsive to your
concerns.

I look forward to our meeting here in Washington and
the opportunity to discuss our mutual interests.

Sincerely,






THE COLLISION BETWEEN USS GEORGE WASHINGTON
AND NISSHO MARU

Pursuant to the promise by the Government of the United
States to deliver preliminary results from the investigation of
the collision between USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and NISSHO MARU, the
following report responds to the questions of the Government of
Japan.

Question One. How did the collision occur?

At 9:00 A.M. Tokyo time on April 9, 1981, the United States
ballistic missile submarine GEORGE WASHINGTON was in international
waters conducting a submerged transit south of Japan enroute to a
scheduled port visit in the Republic of Korea. The submarine was
not in primary alert status as a part of U.S. strategic deterrent
forces. It had, however, made itself available for an anti-
submarine warfare exercise —- a normal procedure designed to help
maintain a high state of proficiency among the U.S. Navy patrol
plane squadrons on duty in Japan. As is normally done under such
circumstances, the submarine's general location was made known to
the Patrol Squadron. A P3C Orion was launched for training
purposes to detect the submarine and fix its position accurately
enough, if possible, to pursue a simulated attack. Knowing
that it might be the object of such an exercise, the submarine
" continued its transit, trying to remain undetected.

In the area of the GEORGE WASHINGTON on the morning of April 9,
the weather was low overcast and rain with visibility varying from
good to very poor. The P3C, which normally operates at higher
altitudes, was forced by the cloud cover to fly at low altitudes
(between 500 and 1000 feet) for the exercise.

At 10:26 A.M., GEORGE WASHINGTON came to periscope depth to
verify its position. GEORGE WASHINGTON's sonar, which was
functioning properly, had not obtained information to alert the
ship that she was approaching a collision situation with a surface
ship. At this point the submarine raised its periscope. Visual
conditions were poor with weather and high swells streaking and
blurring vision through the periscope. Although two 360 degree
sweeps with the periscope were made, the submarine did not see
NISSHO MARU. The periscope was then lowered.

GEORGE WASHINGTON did not know that the P3C had detected and
localized the submarine's position and at that very moment was in
the process of simulating an attack, passing immediately over-—
head. Coming up to a somewhat shallower depth, the Officer of the
Deck raised the periscope and immediately saw the P3C. He quickly
lowered the periscope, trying to hide from the aircraft. At this



point sonar information was gained by the GEORGE WASHINGTON on
NISSHO MARU. This information was passed to the ship's conning
station, but was not heard or acknowledged by the Officer of the
Deck. At this stage in the investigation it is not clear that the
collision could have been avoided had the sonar information been
acted upon promptly. The collision occurred at 10:32 A.M. at

latitude 31 degrees-23 minutes North and longitude 129 degrees-05
minutes East in international waters.

Question Two. What sort of rescue efforts were made?

Immediately after the collision, the Commanding Officer of
GEORGE WASHINGTON was motivated by several considerations. He was
concerned about the safety of the vessel he had struck, he was
concerned about the safety of his own ship, and he was concerned
about concealment of his ship as a strategic missile submarine.
The submarine came to the surface just after the collision, but
the Commanding Officer returned it to periscope depth immediately
after receiving internal reports that there was no significant
damage to GEORGE WASHINGTON. He did so because, under the exist-
ing adverse weather conditions, his vessel was safer when sub-
merged. He observed the NISSHO MARU through his periscope while
on the surface and while submerging. 1In the 3 to 5 minutes before
NISSHO MARU went out of sight in the deteriorating visibility at a
distance of about 1250 yards, he did not note any signs that the
ship was in distress. He even observed a man standing stationary
on the starboard wing of the bridge, looking toward the
submarine. He saw no signs of panic or disruption. Based on his
brief observations of NISSHO MARU and his evaluation of the
physical jolt experienced aboard GEORGE WASHINGTON, the Commanding
Officer concluded that NISSHO MARU had not been seriously
damaged. He was aware of his obligations under international law
and U.S. Navy regulations to render assistance to ships and
persons in distress, but was not aware that the crew of NISSHO
MARU was in peril. Based on his evaluation, he withdrew the
GEORGE WASHINGTON to a holding area approximately eight miles to
the north and transmitted his initial report of the collision to
higher authority. The initial report was made approximately one
hour and twenty seven minutes after the collision. Shortly
thereafter, to confirm his belief that NISSHO MARU had not been
seriously damaged, the Commanding Officer of the GEORGE WASHINGTON
asked the P3C to search the area looking for ships in distress.
Searching 100 percent of the local area, three ships were sighted
and inspected by the P3C aircraft, but none of these was in
distress. This further reinforced GEORGE WASHINGTON's erroneous
understanding of the situation.

Over the critical period of time, Jjust prior to and after the
collision, the crew of the P3C aircraft that was engaged in the
exercise with GEORGE WASHINGTON was unaware of the impending colli-
sion and the subsequent plight of NISSHO MARU's crew. Intent on
tracking the submarine, buffeted by high winds and turbulent air,



and hampered by weather-induced poor visibility, the crew flew the
aircraft largely by instruments and rarely looked outside of the
plane. Even after returning at the request of the submarine to
locate NISSHO MARU, the aircraft never saw the raft and survivors.

Although the surviving NISSHO MARU crew members thought they
had conveyed their distress to the submarine and had been sighted
by the aircraft, neither U.S. Navy unit was in fact aware of the
situation aboard NISSHO MARU. As a result, regrettably, neither
the GEORGE WASHINGTON nor the P3C initiated the rescue actions
that most assuredly would have been pursued had either unit
realized that NISSHO MARU was in distress.

Question Three. Why was notification made to Government of Japan
so late?

Preliminary investigation indicates that there were excessive
delays in reporting the collision within U.S. communications
channels. The single most important element contributing to these
delays was the fact that no one realized that the NISSHO MARU was
seriously damaged or had sunk as a result of the collision until
the survivors were picked up. The investigation reveals that the
NISSHO MARU's SOS probably was never transmitted because, accord-
ing to the crew, the ship's radio antenna apparently was touching
the hull of the ship. It also reveals that the Commanding Officer
of the GEORGE WASHINGTON, believing the collision had not caused
serious damage to the NISSHO MARU, initially reported the incident
to a limited number of commands. His first message indicated the
NISSHO MARU had been seen leaving the scene of the collision with
no problems noted. Although U.S. Naval authorities in Japan
received a report of the collision shortly after noon on April 9,
the facts as known at the time led them to believe that the surface
ship involved in the collision had not been seriously damaged. The
fact that the NISSHO MARU had sunk was not known. In fact it was
not until 8:45 A.M. on April 10, when Commander, U.S. Naval Forces
Japan, received a call from Japanese Maritime Self Defense Force
(JMSDF) liaison asking for information about the reported sinking
of a Japanese ship by a submarine, that the serious nature of the
event became apparent. A similar report was received by the U.S.
Navy Patrol Squadron Commander from his JMSDF counterparts about 25
minutes later. It was not until this point that other U.S. authori-
ties first realized that the collision had resulted in the sinking
of the NISSHO MARU. The American Embassy in Tokyo was notified by
phone through the Naval Attache of these developments and, in turn,
notified the Ministry of Foreign Affairs shortly before noon on
April 10.

Question Four. What sort of compensation arrangements can be
expected?

A commission of United States officials has been appointed and
is awaiting submission of the claims of the individual crew mem-
bers. A claim for damages arising from the loss of the ship and



the portions of its cargo owned by Japanese interests was received
by United States officials on May 1 in the approximate amount of
yen 570 million ($2.7 million). Further discussions with the
claimant's attorneys are scheduled on May 7. The United States
will continue to take vigorous action to ensure that fair and full
compensation for all damages arising out of the collision will be
expeditiously paid.

The United States emphasizes that the foregoing answers are
based on the investigating officer's preliminary report of invest-
igation. They are subject to change and modification as addi-
tional information is received and analysis conducted. Pending
recommendations and possible action following receipt of the
Seventh Fleet Commander's formal report, the Commanding Officer
and the Officer of the Deck at the time of the collision have been
transferred from the command.






THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20301

4 Mey 1981

His Excellency Zenko Suzuki
Prime Minister of Japan

The attached preliminary findings respond to the commitment
of President Reagan to provide a report on the collision
between USS GEORGE WASHINGTON and NISSHO MARU prior to your
visit to Washington.

Sy Sincerely,

) ZLL, // -
Joipds
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CONINDENTIAL May 12, 1981
\\\\ /
AN
MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT
FROM: RICHARD V. ALLEN
SUBJECT: Prime Minister Suzuki's Visit

Mike Mansfield has sent you the following report on reaction
to Suzuki's visit. NQ

Begin text.

——

What I have heard since returning to Tokyo reinforces my impression

that Prime Minister Suzuki's recent visit marked the most successful

U.S.-Japan summit in many years. The Japanese were deeply impressed

by the obvious importance which the administration attached

to the talks with Suzuki. Such unprecedented gestures as the
impressive ceremonies surrounding the visit, the lengthy private

meeting with you, and the granting of the privileges of the

Senate floor to Suzuki and his party have both added to Suzuki's
stature at home and conveyed an image of full and equal U.S.-
Japan partnership. The special attention given to the Japanese

media reps such as the advance background briefing was a very

helpful symbolic demonstration of the importance we attached

to visit. The Japanese were also highly pleased with the forth-

coming administration posture with regard to the submarine incident,

appreciation of their auto export restraints, recognition of

the need for even closer consultations in the future on issues

resembling the grain embargo, and a green light on nuclear

reprocessing. DECLASSIFIED
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CONFIBENTIAL -2-
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I find the Japanese unanimous in interpreting the characterization
of the U.S.-Japan relationship as an alliance as marking a very
important turning point in our relations. Most, such as the
government and the ruling party, wax enthusiastic, while a minority
is negative about the change. This is as it should be in a
functioning democracy. Not surprisingly, the leftist opposition
and some elements of the media tend to dominate the headlines

as they seek to portray alliance as implying a Japanese military
role beyond its constitutionally-imposed defense-only concept.
There are the usual charges that Suzuki may have aroused in

us expectations that Japan will be unable to fulfill. However,
in responding to this criticism, Suzuki and Foreign Minister

Ito have so far carried the day by their forthright definition
of U.S.-Japan relations as an alliance based on common values
and interests in the world and on a will to defend them. They
have made clear that while the U.S.-Japan alliance contains

a military element in the form of our mutual security treaty,

it extends far beyond purely military considerations. In my
view, this is the perfect keynote for our relationship. It
provides a framework within which we can steadily expand our
cooperation not only on defense but across the range of issues
before us. Mansfield

End text.

cc: The Vice President
Ed Meese
Jim Baker
Mike Deaver














