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Introduction  
Just north of Japan exists a few dozen islands that have been disputed for over a century. The story of the 

Kuril Islands is one of failed diplomacy that has kept Russia and Japan from officially ending WWII. This 

chain of 56 islands which cover a total area of 10,503.2 km2 are claimed by both Russia and Japan 

(Georgetown University, Borders Project). Japan refers to the islands as its “Northern Territories”, 

whereas Russia refers to them as its “Eastern Frontier”. The islands are currently home to about twenty 

thousand people, most of which are Russian citizens. The primary economic resource of the island is 

fishing. Although these islands seem to be small, the diplomatic problems that they cause between Russia 

and Japan are not. The current owner of the islands, Russia, has gained the islands trough conquest at 

the end of the second world war and has fortified it to be used for military purposes ever since. The people 

of the island are divided on the issue: on one hand they are almost all ethnically and culturally Russian 

and therefore want to stay with Russia, but small portions of the people want to join Japan because of its 

superior financial status and the financial aid that it promises. After many years of cold relations, the 

diplomatic dialogue regarding the status of the Kuril Islands has once again commenced and both 

countries are once again committed to develop a solution on this problem.  

 

Definition of Key Terms1 
Dispute: “A disagreement or argument”.  

Russia and Japan are currently having a dispute over the Kuril Islands since both claim sovereignty over 

them. 

Repatriate: “Send (someone) back to their own country.”  

The USSR repatriated Japanese people living in the Kuril Islands after the invasion of the islands during 

WWII. 

Territorial Claim: “(Claims) Relating to the ownership of an area of land or sea.”  

Both Russia and Japan have territorial claims over the Kuril Islands. 

 
 
                                                
1 All the defintions are taken from the Oxford Dictionary 



General Overview  
The Kuril Islands were originally inhabited by the Ainu people who had a very different culture 

from both the Russians and the Japanese. Japan took control over the Islands during the Edo era, in the 

17th century and the islands appeared on “Shōhō Onkuko Ezu" map made by the Tokugawa shogunate in 

1644.  

The dispute of the Kuril Islands started in 1855 

with the signing of the treaty of Shimoda, in which the 

Empire of Japan and the Empire of Russia first 

officially recognized each other. The second article of 

this treaty established the border between the two 

empires and gave the Kuril Islands to Russia. But only 

20 years later, on August 22nd 1875, the status of the 

islands changed and they were given back to Japan 

with the treaty of Saint Petersburg. Japan’s claim on 

the islands was later solidified with the Japanese 

victory in the Russo-Japanese war of 1905 and the 

succeeding treaty of Portsmouth which gave the Kuril 

Islands to Japan (New World Encyclopedia, Kuril 

Islands). 

 From that day up to World War II, the 

Japanese Empire exercised ownership over the Kuril 

Islands. During this time, Japan used the islands for military purposes; due to the islands’ lack of 

foreigners, sparse population and the constant fog the islands were used by the Japanese navy to 

prepare for their attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 (USA Today, Dec. 7, 1941). Before the end of the war, 

the islands were bombed multiple times by the allied forces. Earlier that year, in April 1941, Japan 

signed a non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union. This pact was unilaterally renounced by the Soviet 

Union in 1945 when the Soviet Union agreed to fight Japan at its eastern front. Just before the Soviets 

started their invasion of the islands on August 18, the Japanese Empire unconditionally surrendered to 

the allies on August 15. The Soviet invasion of the islands concluded on September 3, and two years 

later the Soviets repatriated the 17.000 Japanese inhabitants of the islands (BBC, Kuril Islands dispute 

between Russia and Japan). 

 
 The modern dispute over the islands is primarily caused by the treaties after the war. Although 

the Yalta Agreement of 1945 clearly states “The Kuril Islands shall be handed over to the Soviet Union”, 

the Japanese and American governments claimed that this agreement did not apply to the territory that 

Japan claimed despite the fact that even American geographers usually listed the territories claimed by 

Japan as a part of the Kuril island chain. This also demonstrated contrast between the American attitudes 

Picture 1: A political map of the Kuril islands, depicting the 
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towards the Soviet Union after the war compared to times during the war. After the war the US treated the 

Soviet Union as an enemy, which shows why the American government pushed the Japanese for a more 

aggressive approach against the Soviets. 

After the conclusion of the war, Japan’s claims on the islands went mostly unnoticed until 1951 

with the establishment of the San Francisco Treaty. In this territory Japan gave up all of its claims granted 

by the Portsmouth treaty of 1905, but this treaty also reaffirmed Japan’s claim that the “Northern 

territories” are not affected by the Yalta treaty, and therefore belong to Japan. Soviet Union, which 

controlled the islands, did not sign the treaty and claimed that the territories claimed by Japan were 

covered by the Yalta treaty.  

In 1956, during the peace talks between Japan and the Soviet Union, the Soviet Union offered to 

settle the dispute with Japan by offering to give Japan the islands of Shikotan and Habomai. Since the 

Japanese government thought that they would never be able to achieve their full claim over the islands, 

they agreed. The treaty was to go through if it weren’t for the US intervention. US pushed for a more 

aggressive approach and blocked the signing of the treaty by threatening Japan by saying they would 

keep Okinawa if Japan renounced any of their claims on the Kuril Islands. Because of this threat, Japan 

turned down the USSR’s offer and the Soviet-Japanese declaration of friendship was signed in 1956 

without including a solution to this dispute. 

This was the last major convention in which the dispute over the Kuril Islands was discussed. 

After the collapse of the USSR the economy of the islands crumbled, thousands of people left the islands 

and returned to mainland Russia for a higher standard of living. Meanwhile some of the island’s population 

wanted to join Japan since the Japanese government offered financial benefits to the citizens of the 

islands, but so far no serious attempt has been 

made by the people of the islands to join Japan. 

During the mid-2000s Russia started fortifying these 

islands with military units with the excuse that they 

played a vital role in Russia’s national defense due 

their position which neighbors the Pacific Ocean 

(Russia Defence Report: Kuril Islands Dispute). The 

Russian government has also taken some financial 

action to help the island’s weak economy and to 

create job opportunities. The aggressive Russian 

border security forces did not let Japanese 

fishermen fish near the island and have even 

caused the death of a Japanese fisherman in 2006. Most recently in December 2016 the Russian 

president Vladimir Putin and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe have met to discuss the status of the 

islands. Although no side gave up their claims it was announced that the two countries would improve 

their bilateral communication over the issue and establish economic ties on the islands. The Russian 
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government announced their intentions to resume talks on the resolution of this dispute and signing a 

peace treaty which will conclude the Second World War (The Japan Times). 

 
Major Parties Involved and Their Views 
 

Japan  
Japan claims four of the southernmost islands in the Kuril island chain to be its “Northern territories”. 

Japan controlled all of these islands before WWII which were invaded by the USSR. After the dissolution 

of USSR, the islands came under the control of the Russian Federation and Japan reopened dialogue to 

reclaim the islands.   

 

Russia 
Russia has controlled the islands since 1991 when they inherited them from the USSR. Russia claims the 

islands on the basis that the population of the islands is Slavic and of Russian descent and that they are 

vital in Russia’s national security since they create a gap between the Pacific Ocean and mainland 

Russia. In December 2016 the Russian president Vladimir Putin has agreed to cooperate with Japan on 

the issue. 

 

USA 

The US has played a crucial part in the 

ratification of USSR’s claims over the Kuril 

Islands since they agreed to hand the Kuril 

Islands to the USSR. After the war concluded 

the US strongly supported Japan’s claims over 

the islands. Therefore, like Japan, US claims 

that Japan’s “Northern territories” are not 

covered by the Yalta treaty. Even today the 

US continues to support Japan’s claims. 

 

Republic of Korea 
Although the Republic of Korea hasn’t been directly involved in the issue any instability caused by this 

issue will severely affect Korea’s foreign policy. This is because the Republic of Korea is allied with Japan 

and the US which means that any Russian territorial gains could be a potential threat. 
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People’s Republic of China 
China isn’t directly involved in the dispute but since they too have territorial disputes the outcome of this 

dispute will have significant effect on Chinese foreign policy. If this situation concluded in favor of Russia 

then Japan’s other territorial claims that are disputed would be significantly weakened 

 

Timeline of Events 

1644 
The Kuril Islands are included on a map of Japan drawn by the 

Tokugawa clan. 

7 February 1855 

Treaty of Shimoda was signed, it stated the formal relations of 

the Russian and Japanese states and was the first treaty which 

decided on the ownership of the Kuril Islands. 

22 August 1875 
Treaty of St. Petersburg was signed and gave the control of Kuril 

Islands to Japan. 

Feb 8, 1904 – Sep 5, 1905 
The Russo-Japanese war occurred; during this war Russia 

suffered a humiliating defeat to the Japanese Empire.  

Sep 5, 1905 
Treaty of Portsmouth was signed, which ended the Russo-

Japanese war and awarded the Kuril Islands to Japan. 

11 February 1945 
Treaty of Yalta was signed, this treaty gave the control of the 

Kuril Islands to the USSR. 

8 September 1951 
Treaty of San Francisco was signed, this treaty legitimizes 

Japan’s claims.  

19 October 1956 
Soviet-Japanese Declaration of Friendship took place, which 

was the last major attempt to solve the dispute. 

15 December 2016 

The Russian President and Japanese Prime Minister announced 

that they intend to resume negations on the dispute and create 

economic relations on the islands. 

 

Treaties and Events 

• Treaty of Shimoda 

• Treaty of St. Petersburg 

• Treaty of Portsmouth 

• The non-aggression pact between the Soviet Union and Japanese Empire 

• The Cairo declaration 

• Yalta Agreement 

• The Potsdam declaration 



• Treaty of San Francisco 

• Soviet-Japanese declaration of friendship 

 
Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 
Previously the issue was attempted to be solved with the treaty of San Francisco. This attempt failed since 

it legitimized Japan’s claims. This attempt mainly failed because the USSR, who claimed that the San 

Francisco treaty gave land to Japan that was promised them in the Yalta treaty. Therefore, the USSR 

refused to sign the treaty, and didn’t end the war between them and Japan.  

Another attempt was made in 1956 with the Declaration of Soviet-Japan friendship, but this also failed, 

this time due to pressure applied by the US to Japan to not give up any of their claims. The US didn’t want 

Japan to compromise to reach a solution since it would mean that the Soviet Union would legitimately own 

a strategically significant area in the pacific. 

 

Possible Solutions 
For this issue to be resolved under any circumstance, stable diplomatic dialogue between Russia and 

Japan must be established. The organization of convention between Japan and Russia, with the 

supervision of UN, may be what is needed to establish the necessary conversation for the solution of this 

dispute. The demilitarization of the islands would be a very effective way for Russia to demonstrate good 

fate and show its desire for the peaceful resolution of this dispute. This would also decrease the chance of 

the creation of further civilian causalities. Creating an economic zone on the islands that is open to Japan 

could soften Japan’s attitude and accelerate a resolution. 

 

Notes from the Chair 
Dear delegates, for you to understand the different points of view on this issue, I suggest you check the 

links below. You should also see if your country is a signatory of the San Francisco treaty. 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/europe/russia/territory/overview.html 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jm8YwiSt8Uk 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-4cZF6iEvQk 
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