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From staff and wire reports

TOKYO -- Japan has agreed to eliminate pollution caused by a smokestack near a military base housing about 3,000 U.S. servicemen and their families, and to provide lodging for the families during the process. 

The initiative is expected to cost Japan hundreds of millions of dollars, and a senior U.S. official, speaking on condition of anonymity, said Japan agrees to close the plant in question if the project does not eliminate the problem. 

"We are most appreciative," U.S. Defense Secretary William Cohen, on a three-day official visit to Japan, said Thursday after the announcement. 

"This is something that affects the health and welfare and well-being of not only American citizens who are at Atsugi, but also of Japanese citizens," Cohen added. 

Dioxin 10 times above standard

The level of toxic emissions from the Shinkampo incinerator - - which Japan's Environment Agency has said was dangerously high -- has been an irritant in U.S.-Japanese relations. 

The U.S. Navy has complained for more than 10 years about the pollution from the privately owned plant located outside the gate of Atsugi Naval Air Facility, about 40 kilometers (25 miles) west of Tokyo. 

A study last summer conducted by the Japanese government and the U.S. Navy found dioxin in concentrations 10 times above Japanese standards, Navy spokesman Lt. Cmdr. James Graybeal said. He added the plant's owner has escaped penalty by finding loopholes in Japan's environmental laws. 

"If it can't be cleaned up, then it should be closed down," Cohen said earlier in the day while visiting Atsugi, where he also addressed several hundred sailors. 

The initiative was announced by Tsutomu Kawara, chief of the Japan Defense Agency, who read a prepared statement to reporters. Neither Kawara nor Cohen answered journalists' questions. Cohen thanked both Kawara and Japanese Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi, whom he visited later in the day, for helping to resolve the issue. 

Project contains five elements

The initiative contains five elements. First, Japan will expedite the legal and bureaucratic process to construct a 300-foot smokestack at the incinerator to reduce harmful emissions. No specific deadline was set. 

The four other elements are: 

  A government pledge to make sure that Shinkampo's owner completes installation of special filters on two of its burners by the end of March, and then shuts down the third burner so it can be fitted with a filter. 

  A joint U.S.-Japan monitoring plan to survey the ambient air around the plant for as long as necessary. 

  Japan will not object to the U.S. government's efforts to sue Shinkampo for violation of environmental laws. The U.S. official said Washington plans to file such a lawsuit this spring, and will ask the Japanese court for an injunction to halt the plant's operations. 

  Japan will provide temporary off-base housing, at no cost to U.S. personnel. 

Cohen and Kawara also discussed the status of negotiations on a five-year agreement to pay for the 47,000 American troops stationed in Japan. Pentagon officials have said they hope a "host-nation support" pact will be reached by the summer. 

However, Japanese officials have indicated they may want to reduce the $5 billion a year that Tokyo pays under the current arrangement, which expires in 2001. U.S. data shows Japan will have spent about 453 billion yen ($4.31 billion) per year during the five years to next March. 

