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By Jeannette J. LeeHAGATNA, Guam—As the Pen-
tagon gears up to move thou-

sands of marines to Guam, federal dollars 
are flowing to the island territory, with 
contractors in close pursuit. The needed 
infrastructure will cost many billions of 
dollars. No one wants to be left out.

In Gov. Felix Camacho’s office here, a 
collection of business cards reveals whose 
representatives have dropped by in the 
past two years: the engineering firm Par-
sons Brinckerhoff, the Seattle-based law 
firm Davis Wright Tremaine, Alaska Na-
tive corporations, the governments of 
Australia and New Zealand, and about 
two dozen others.

“Anyone involved in federal contracting 
is here or on their way here. They come to 
the governor’s office to pick our brains,” 
said Nora Camacho, a distant relative of 
the governor and deputy director of the 
governor’s military buildup office.

The Defense Department’s strategic 
shift involves relocating most of the 3rd 
Marine Expeditionary Force—8,000 
troops and their 9,000 dependents—
from Okinawa, Japan, to this small U.S. 
territory on the western Pacific Rim. 
With other branches of the military also 
expanding their presence, Guam’s mili-
tary population of 15,000 is expected to 
swell to 39,000 by 2020. An indetermi-
nate number of civilian workers—likely 
in the tens of thousands—will increase 
the population even more. 

The island, home to 170,000-plus peo-
ple, lacks the infrastructure to handle the 
influx. Even now, water and power out-
ages are routine, and the main hospital 
is so full that the local newspaper prints 
a daily front-page tally of the number of 
beds available.

“I don’t want to say it’s all roses. It’s 
a long process and we have challenges 
ahead,”  said Madeleine Bordallo, the terri-
tory’s nonvoting delegate in Congress. “We 
are meeting regularly with the military, and 
things are beginning to be realized.”

Expansions and upgrades for roads, 

housing, utilities, the seaport, the air-
port, health facilities, and schools are 
in various stages of planning, with con-
struction slated to begin next year. The 
Pentagon estimates that the island will 
need to boost its electricity capacity by 
31 percent. The solid waste generated 
by the military will likely increase by 230 
percent. (The territorial government has 
opened a landfill, off-base, where all of it 
will be dumped.) 

Much of the funding for improve-
ments—about $6 billion—will come 
from the Japanese government. The U.S. 
military is not popular in Japan, where 
people peg American soldiers as the 
main culprits behind crime, noise pollu-
tion, and drunk driving. The rape of a 
12-year-old Japanese schoolgirl by three 
U.S. servicemen in 1995 provoked long-
simmering public resentment on the 
densely populated island of Okinawa, a 
major stronghold of the American mili-
tary. The crash of a Marine helicopter 
on the island’s university campus in 2004 
didn’t help matters. 

Tokyo’s financial contribution is part of 

an effort to hasten the relocation and to 
placate Japanese voters. The newly elected 
government of the Democratic Party of Ja-
pan is even less fond of the U.S. military 
presence in Okinawa than former leaders 
were, and it is asking the U.S. government 
to reopen the 2006 agreement that is send-
ing the Marine Corps to Guam. The new 
government hasn’t said exactly what it 
wants, but it may push to have the Marines 
speed up the move, and to further reposi-
tion remaining U.S. forces on Okinawa.

“With the crowded conditions in Japan, 
especially on Okinawa, there’s long been 
recognition that we need to look at other 
areas around the Pacific,” said David Bice, 
executive director of the Joint Guam Pro-
gram Office, a Defense Department unit 
that is overseeing the shift. “And by par-
ticipating in this realignment, Japan can 
still participate in its own defense.”

A s part of the relocation agreement, 
the U.S. will grant Japan’s military 
a greater foothold on Guam. The 

Japanese air and maritime defense forces 
already train on the island, and the pact 
opens the way for the country’s ground 
forces to conduct exercises there as well. 
The agreement also provides for a near-
continuous presence of Japanese forces 
on Guam and other parts of the North-
ern Marianas archipelago. 

“The agreement enhances regional 
stability and security because it promotes 
a closer relationship,” Bice said. “Guam 
is where America touches Asia, where 
Asian nations can train with us and get a 
glimpse of America. It gives them an idea 
of how the U.S. operates, and it makes 
them stronger allies.” The U.S. will still 
maintain a significant military presence 
in Japan, he said, with a maximum of 
10,000 marines to remain on Okinawa. 

In an interview last month with Na-
tional Journal, Bice said that construction 
on Guam is on track to begin next year, 
with a draft environmental impact state-
ment slated for release in the next few 
weeks. “There’s all sorts of opportunities 
for businesses small and large, and U.S. 
workers, to participate in this effort,” said 
Bice, a retired Marine Corps major gen-
eral who served for many years in Asia 
and the Pacific. He estimates the worth 
of next year’s military construction proj-

As some 17,000 marines and their families move from Okinawa  
to Guam, Guamanians ponder the opportunities and challenges.

The Rush on Guam
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A sailor learns a traditional  
Guamanian dance, the Katon I Tano. 
Thousands of marines will soon  
be joining him.
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ects at about $1 billion. No construction 
contracts have yet been awarded. 

Specific near-term projects include 
utility improvements at the Navy’s Apra 
Harbor. Andersen Air Base, on the north-
ern end of Guam, will need new hangars 
and ramp space to support Marine avia-
tion, and the new Marine base at Fine-
gayan needs basic utilities. The 2010 De-
fense authorization bill allots nearly $50 
million for off-base road construction.

As project deadlines approach, the 
Guam buildup is attracting more scrutiny. 
A June report from the Government Ac-
countability Office warned that the mili-
tary’s plans for new utility services on the 
island are vague and that the funding 
sources are ill-defined. The Pentagon has 
yet to “provide specific information on ba-
sic utilities planning,” the GAO said, leav-
ing stakeholders, “including Congress,” in 
the dark.

Guam’s politicians are worried that the 
military won’t be able to meet the island’s 
overall needs, and they are scrambling to 
secure a $6 billion federal budget request 

for fiscal 2010 for an array of projects. The 
Defense Department will pay for some, 
but not all, of the necessary infrastructure 
outside its gates. Other funding will likely 
come from private sources, local govern-
ment, and other federal agencies. 

“There’s been no real commitment 
to the civilian side of the buildup,” said 
territorial Sen. Judith Guthertz, a Demo-
crat who heads the Legislature’s military 
buildup committee. “We love the mili-
tary, but we are very concerned. If it’s 
not a win-win for Guam and the military, 
don’t send the troops. Just don’t come.”

A particularly prickly debate over fund-
ing unfolded this year in  Con gress.   Rep. 
Neil Abercrombie, D-Hawaii, wants to 
bump up construction wages for proj-
ects connected with the buildup and to 
cap the number of foreign workers. He 
hopes that the move will spur residents 
of his unemployment-plagued state to 
make the seven-hour flight to Guam to 
find work. Abercrombie, who is running 
for governor of Hawaii next year, counts 
labor unions among his staunchest sup-

porters. The Congressional Budget Of-
fice calculated that Abercrombie’s bill, if 
enacted, would raise the final price tag to 
$25 billion, up from various estimates of 
$13 billion to $15 billion.

“I’m getting a lot of heat back home 
for this, because it will derail the project,” 
said Bordallo, who said she was planning 
to meet with Abercrombie. “I’m going to 
be very frank with him—I oppose it.”

Bice said he “can’t imagine” what the 
bottom line of the Guam buildup will be. 
“The cost will continue to develop over 
the years as we make this strategic realign-
ment in the Western Pacific,” he said. 

Guamanians largely support the mili-
tary, grateful that America liberated the 
island from Japanese troops during World 
War II. Of all U.S. states and territories, 
Guam ranks near the top in its per capita 
military enlistments and in deaths of ser-
vice members in the Iraq and Afghanistan 
wars. But many worry that the buildup will 
lead to overcrowding and could threaten 
Guam’s environment and unique island 
culture. “People here feel both put upon 
by the military and grateful to have con-
nections to the military,” said University 
of Guam President Robert Underwood, 
who was the island’s congressional del-
egate during the 1990s.

One Obama administration official 
said that the White House has held several 
meetings specifically to discuss the impact 
of the buildup on the civilian community. 
“This administration is responding at high 
levels to the concerns of the local people,” 
the official said. “In this tough economy, 
it’s trying to figure out what Guam’s pri-
orities are and how best the federal gov-
ernment can respond.”

Builders will encounter a hot, humid 
climate, earthquakes, tropical storms, 
and constant corrosion from salt air, not 
to mention Guam’s infamous (but non-
lethal) brown tree snakes. “We tell them 
we are in ‘Typhoon Alley’ on the rim of 
fire, far from supply lines,” said Carlotta 
Leon-Guerrero, the lieutenant gover-
nor’s chief of staff. She emphasized the 
“preciousness of the land,” on the 212-
square-mile island, about three times the 
size of the District of Columbia. “They 
are not pushing into the Texas desert. 
You can’t just keep going.” 

The author is a freelance writer based in 
Washington. She can be reached at jeannette 
.lee@gmail.com.
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Here Come the Marines
About 15,000 U.S. military personnel and their families 
live on Guam–most of them in the Air Force and Navy. 
Over the next several years, however, more than 17,000 
marines and their families are scheduled to move from 
Okinawa, Japan, to Guam, which would shift the military 
makeup of the island.
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10,895 17,557

NOTE: Chart does not show the number 
of personnel on Guam from other military 
services, who are relatively few.


