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Lieutenant General Eiji Kimizuka, commanding general of 
Japan’s Joint Task Force-Tohoku, views imagery of the area 
affected by Japan’s earthquake and subsequent tsunami, 
in the Carrier Air Wing Intelligence Center aboard the 
aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan (CVN 76) on March 31, 
2011. Kimizuka visited Ronald Reagan to tour operations 
supporting Japan’s earthquake and tsunami relief efforts.

Photo by Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class Dylan McCord/U.S. Navy 1
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Few disasters in memory compare to the Great East Japan 
Earthquake in terms of its scale and complexity. The 9.0 
magnitude earthquake that struck off the eastern coast of 

Japan’s main island of Honshu on the afternoon of March 11, 
2011, generated a massive tsunami that minutes later swept as 
far inland as six miles (10 kilometers) in some areas and trig-
gered an accident at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant 
that resulted in the release of radioactive materials. This triad of 
disasters caused profound geographic and economic devastation 
and claimed nearly 16,000 lives, while more than 3,200 people 
remain missing, according to Japan’s National Police Agency.

As the contributors to this issue of Liaison point out, on 
their own, the earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster would 
each have been a destructive event; together they formed an 
unprecedented challenge to national and international disaster 
response frameworks. For the host nation, long considered a 
model for disaster preparedness, it put to the test improvements 
the government had made to its response mechanisms as a result 
of previous devastating earthquakes. It also marked the most 
joint effort in the Japan Self-Defense Forces’ history, drawing 
together all branches of service. For many of the foreign govern-
ments and organizations that eagerly offered assistance, this was 
their first time supporting an advanced nation that was capable 
of managing most aspects of the disaster on its own. The cold 
weather conditions and the threat of nuclear radiation exposure 
were first-time operating conditions for many, as well. Added to 
these variables were challenges that are always present in major 
disaster response operations, chief among them the struggle to 
harmonize civilian and military efforts to enable the most effec-
tive response.

The occurrence of a disaster in such unusual circumstances 
creates a learning opportunity. At the Center for Excellence in 
Disaster Management & Humanitarian Assistance, our mission 
is to enhance civil-military preparedness and response through 
collaborative partnerships, education and training, applied 
research, and the identification and sharing of lessons learned. 
We consider our academic journal, Liaison, one of our key tools 
in accomplishing the latter. By capturing civil-military lessons 
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learned in the response to the Great East Japan Earthquake, we 
hope to promote continued dialogue and action that will build 
on the successes as well as learn from the challenges in this 
disaster to strengthen civil-military coordination and enhance 
partner preparedness to respond to the next unthinkable event. 
In this issue, contributors are divided into the three groups of 
responders traditionally identified in disaster response coordi-
nation mechanisms – the affected state, assisting states and the 
humanitarian community.

We are fortunate to have contributions from the Japanese 
Cabinet Office, as well as representatives of multiple Ministry of 
Defense offices. Because Japan was so well-equipped to deal with 
this disaster, it required minimal on-the-ground assistance from 
foreign countries. The largest exception was support from the 
U.S. military, which had some 38,000 troops in the country at the 
time of the disaster. One article reflects on the lessons learned by 
U.S. Forces Japan and U.S. Pacific Fleet in what was known as 
“Operation Tomodachi.” Representatives of responding Urban 
Search and Rescue teams from Australia and Switzerland have also 
contributed to this issue, complemented by an article on how one 
of Japan’s neighbors, the Republic of Korea, is taking measures 
to enhance its own preparedness for tsunamis. Finally, we hear 
from a cross-section of humanitarian responders, including the 
leader of the United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordina-
tion team in Japan. The Red Cross Red Crescent Movement also 
offers lessons learned, along with the chief executive officer of 
one of the many non-governmental organizations involved in the 
response, and a volunteer who reflects on his experience working 
side-by-side with soldiers and civilians from around the world.

These contributors by no means represent the full range of 
all of the countries, organizations and individuals involved 
in the response to the Great East Japan Earthquake. But from 
their experiences emerge common themes about some of 
the most pressing challenges facing civil-military response 
operations, and solutions for how to address them, which 
are summarized in the Editor’s letter at the end of this issue.

Unfortunately, it is increasingly clear that what happened in 
Japan is not likely to remain a unique scenario. The frequency and 

intensity of natural disasters and their corresponding secondary 
crises are growing around the world. No country is immune 
from such events, but some are certainly better prepared to deal 
with their consequences – Japan being among the very best. It 
is unsettling to think of what might happen if such a complex 
and powerful disaster were to occur elsewhere, but it is my hope 
that the lessons drawn from the contributors to this issue will 
help prepare all of us for more effective, coordinated civilian and 
military support to host nation-led disaster response operations.

Very respectfully,

COL Phillip A. Mead
Director (interim), Center for Excellence  

in Disaster Management & Humanitarian Assistance

FOREWORD
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ADF – Australian Defence Force
BCC – Bilateral coordination center
BCP – Business continuity plan
CA – Civil affairs
CBIRF – Chemical Biological Incident Response 

Force (United States)
CEO – Chief executive officer
CMOC – Civil-Military Operations Center
COP – Common operating picture
CRS – Catholic Relief Services
DMAT – Disaster Medical Assistance Team (Japan)
DOD – Department of Defense (United States)
DOE - Department of Energy (United States)
DOS – Department of State (United States)
EEW – Earthquake Early Warning
FRNSW – Fire and Rescue New South  

Wales (Australia)
HA/DR – Humanitarian Assistance  

and Disaster Relief
HAZMAT – Hazardous materials
ICRC – International Committee of the Red Cross
ICS – Incident Command System
ICU – International Christian University
IDP – Internally displaced person
IFRC – International Federation of Red Cross  

and Red Crescent Societies
INSARAG – International Search and Rescue 

Advisory Group
JASDF – Japan Air Self-Defense Force
JFLCC-Forward – Joint Force Land Component 

Command-Forward (United States)
JGSDF – Japan Ground Self-Defense Force
JMA – Japan Meteorological Agency
JMAT – Japan Medical Association Team
JMSDF – Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force
JRCS – Japanese Red Cross Society
JSDF – Japan Self-Defense Forces
JSF – Joint Support Force (United States)
JTF-519 – Joint Task Force-519 (United States)
JTF-TH – Joint Task Force-Tohoku (Japan)
MEU – Marine Expeditionary Unit (United States)
MOD – Ministry of Defense (Japan)
MOFA – Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Japan)
MSF – Medecins Sans Frontieres
NATO – North Atlantic Treaty Organization
NBC – Nuclear, biological and chemical
NDA – National Defense Academy of Japan

Index of acronyms

NDMI – National Disaster Management Institute (Korea)
NDMS – National Disaster Management System (Korea)
NEMA – National Emergency Management Agency (Korea)
NGO – Non-governmental organization
NSWTF/1 – New South Wales Task Force 1 (Australia)
OCHA – United Nations Office for the Coordination  

of Humanitarian Affairs
OFDA – Office of United States Foreign Disaster Assistance
OSOCC – On-Site Operations Coordination Centre
PACFLT – United States Pacific Fleet
PWA – Peace Winds America
PWJ – Peace Winds Japan
SCU – Standing Care Unit
SHA – Swiss Humanitarian Aid
TEPCO – Tokyo Electric Power Company
THW – German Federal Agency for Technical Relief
UNDAC – United Nations Disaster Assessment and 

Coordination
UNHCR – United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
USAID – United States Agency  

for International Development
USAR – Urban Search and Rescue
USFJ – United States Forces Japan
USMC – United States Marine Corps
USPACOM – United States Pacific Command

Map of the Great East Japan Earthquake epicenter.
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About a year and a half has passed since 
the Great East Japan Earthquake. Since 
immediately after the disaster occurred, 
the Cabinet Office has been working to 
analyze and learn from the experiences of 
the Great East Japan Earthquake. Based 
on what has been learned, the Cabinet 
Office is now in the process of reexamin-
ing and revising the country’s Basic Disas-
ter Management Plan as well as making 
legal changes to improve preparedness for 
disasters which may occur in the future, 

such as Tokyo Inland Earthquakes (earth-
quakes that occur beneath metropolitan 
areas), or a massive earthquake along the 
Nankai Trough off of Japan’s southeast 
coast, for example.

The following describes the Japanese 
government’s immediate and ongoing 
response to the Great East Japan Earth-
quake. For additional information regard-
ing the activities of the Japan Self-Defense 
Forces (JSDF), please refer also to reports 
by the Ministry of Defense (MOD).

Learning from the response to the  
Great East Japan Earthquake
By Cabinet Office (Disaster Management), Government of Japan

AFFECTED STATE

A city devastated by the March 11 tsunami. Photo courtesy of Cabinet Office, Government of Japan
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Emergency response to the Great 
East Japan Earthquake

The fourth most massive earthquake 
in the world since 1900 and the tsunami 
which resulted from it occurred during 
severe cold weather on March 11, 2011. In 
coastal areas, inundation and fire caused 
by the tsunami spread over an area cov-

ering 561 square kilometers (217 square 
miles). The earthquake was felt across a 
wide region, and the destruction of build-
ings and infrastructure and liquefaction 
occurred not only in the Tohoku region 
but also in the Kanto region, which in-
cludes Tokyo. As a result, it was extremely 
difficult to conduct rescue operations and 
transport relief supplies, and communi-
cation was also interrupted.

In Japan, it is primarily the responsibil-
ity of local governments (cities, towns and 
villages) to conduct disaster response, and 
they can request support from prefec-
tures or from the national government if 
needed. However, in this situation many 
of the affected local governments were 
unable to perform this function since they 
lost administrative capacity, and sufficient 
information did not reach the government 
due to disruptions in communication. 
Within the first day after the disaster, the 
national government dispatched the Gov-
ernment Investigation Team and started 
providing support, including through 
the application of the Disaster Relief Act 
and issuing of the Designation of Ex-
tremely Severe Disaster. Relief activities 
were advanced with all concerted efforts 
from across the country, although it was 
not immediately possible to enter certain 
areas to begin disaster relief operations, 
such as the area where the tsunami caused 

the accident at the Fukushima Daiichi 
Nuclear Power Station. Some examples of 
efforts which took place immediately after 
the occurrence of the Great East Japan 
Earthquake are discussed below.

Restoration of roads
Immediately after the disaster oc-

curred, work to restore the transportation 

network began. This was indispensable 
in enabling the dispatch of rescue teams 
and the transportation of relief supplies. 
Although the Tohoku Expressway in the 
stricken area sustained serious damage 
from the earthquake, as a result of quick 
restoration work this major national 
expressway was restored by April 1, three 
weeks after the earthquake, with the ex-
ception of the section that was restricted 
due to the nuclear power plant disaster. 
Restoration of roads contributed not only 
to relief and recovery activities, but also to 
the revival of the Japanese economy.

Supply and distribution of relief goods
Many people were obliged to live in 

shelters immediately after the disaster 
occurred. While the JSDF bore the main 
responsibility for the quick and smooth 
delivery of relief supplies to shelters, 
private enterprises also contributed 
greatly. A certain transportation company 
established a disaster management office 
in its headquarters and branch within 
the stricken area on the very day the 
earthquake occurred. It delivered 6,840 
truckloads of relief supplies in March 
and April, and also provided blankets for 
stranded people even in Tokyo on the 
day of the disaster. Moreover, 193 food 
production companies cooperated to 
provide food, baby formula and drinks to 

the shelters, supplying 1,280,000 servings 
per day at the peak.

Provision of means of communication
Satellite communication vehicles were 

dispatched to local governments in areas 
where the means of communication were 
lost due to the earthquake and tsunami, 
and satellite cellular phones were loaned to 

local governments 
for free. There were 
also instances in 
which the satellite 
communica t ion 
circuit was utilized 
for information 
gathering by the 
local governments 
in areas that suf-

fered a great deal of damage. There was 
one case in which data received from 
a land-observing satellite was used for 
implementation of recovery operations 
by the national and local governments.

Coordination of international  
disaster relief

Beginning immediately after the disas-
ter, Japan received warm support from 
all over the world, including at least 163 
countries and localities, and 43 organiza-
tions. It is well known that support, such 
as the U.S. military’s “Operation Tomoda-
chi,” provided a big and timely contribu-
tion to recovery from the disaster. Details 
about this assistance can be found in 
reports from the MOD.

However, it was difficult to efficiently 
coordinate the assistance offered by 
rescue teams from overseas. One of the 
causes of delay in coordinating their help 
was the difficulty of determining the 
extent of damage and specific needs in 
stricken areas amid the confusion ensuing 
immediately after the suffering of such a 
disaster. There was also a problem with 
domestic laws regulating the medical 
services offered by the rescue parties from 
overseas. There were other challenges 
regarding acceptance procedures and the 
organization of compensation systems for 
accident claims.

“…it was difficult to efficiently coordinate the assistance offered 
by rescue teams from overseas. One of the causes of delay in 
coordinating their help was the difficulty of determining the 
extent of damage and specific needs in stricken areas amid the 
confusion ensuing immediately after…[the] disaster.”
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Given that information about the 
needs in stricken areas changed on a daily 
basis, it was also difficult to distribute the 
variety of goods sent from many countries 
to the most suitable locations in a timely 
manner. Based on these experiences, in 
the future it will be necessary to deliberate 
for better coordination of support from 
overseas.

Removal of disaster waste
The Great East Japan Earthquake, and 

especially the resulting tsunami, gener-
ated a huge quantity – almost 18,800,000 
tons – of disaster waste in Iwate, Miyagi 
and Fukushima prefectures. In order to 
remove the disaster waste promptly and 
dispose of it appropriately, a system was 
created by which the processing of disas-
ter waste was undertaken by the national 
government, instead of by the local gov-
ernments that had suffered damage.

Response to the nuclear power  
station disaster

On March 11, the tsunami which was 
generated by the earthquake caused an ac-
cident at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Station, and so the same day the 
government established a Nuclear Disas-
ter Management Headquarters and an-
nounced a Declaration of Nuclear Emer-
gency Situation. In order to resolve the 
accident in an organized manner, Tokyo 
Electric Power Company (TEPCO) re-
leased the “Roadmap towards Restoration 

from the Accident at Fukushima Daiichi 
Nuclear Power Station” on April 17. The 
radiation dose had declined by July 19, 
and the nuclear reactors were brought to a 
condition equivalent to a “cold shutdown” 
state on December 16. Since then, the gov-
ernment and TEPCO have been working 
together toward the decommissioning 
of the power station. Monitoring of the 

environmental radioactivity 
level continues and infor-
mation about the results 
is being provided on the 
government’s portal website 
(http://radioactivity.mext.
go.jp/en/).

Examples of success-
ful countermeasures 
against natural 
disasters

The following are some 
examples of countermea-
sures against natural disas-
ters in Japan that had been 
taken before March 11, 
2011, and functioned well 
in this calamity.

Earthquake Early Warning
When an earthquake 

occurs, the preliminary 
tremor, called a P-wave, is 
usually detected before what 
is known as the S-wave, 
which produces strong 
tremors. By detecting the 
P-wave and predicting the 
scale and focus of an earth-
quake, an early warning 
system can send out a warning several 
to tens of seconds before the disruptive 
S-wave arrives. The Japan Meteorological 
Agency (JMA) began operating an Earth-

quake Early Warning (EEW) system that 
follows this model nationally in 2007.

When it is predicted that an earthquake 
has occurred with a magnitude greater 
than 5 on the JMA seismic intensity scale, 
an EEW is issued. Warnings are sent not 
only through television or radio, but also 
by mobile phone. There are technical 
limits to the EEW system, and informa-

tion may not arrive on time at the place 
near the epicenter of the earthquake. In 
the Great East Japan Earthquake, there 
were some areas where information did 
not arrive on time, and areas in which 

information was not delivered due 
to disruptions in communication 
capabilities. However, the EEW 
system was utilized even during 
the aftershocks that occurred fre-
quently after the major earthquake.

Early Earthquake Detection System  
of the Shinkansen

The Tohoku Shinkansen (high-speed 
bullet train) line passes through an area 
where the shaking from the Great East 
Japan Earthquake was very intense. 
Twenty-seven trains were active in com-
mercial service on the line at the time of 
the earthquake on March 11, and among 

“Restoration of roads contributed not only to relief 
and recovery activities, but also to the revival of 
the Japanese economy.”

This stone monument in Iwate Prefecture describes lessons 
learned in previous tsunamis. The words on the stone say, 
“Don’t build a house on ground lower than this level.”

Photo courtesy of Cabinet Office, Government of Japan
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them 19 trains were in operation. Due 
to a warning received from the railway’s 
Early Earthquake Detection System, while 
power transmission to the trains stopped 
automatically, the emergency brakes still 
operated. None of the 27 trains was de-
railed and there were no casualties. This 
was the result of advances in earthquake-
proofing and having made the Shinkan-
sen Early Earthquake Detection System 
highly efficient as the result of experiences 
in the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake 
(also known as the Kobe Earthquake) in 
1995 and the Niigata-ken-Chuetsu Earth-
quake in 2004.

Earthquake-proofing of schools
Since school facilities are the center 

of children’s activities and also serve as 
emergency evacuation areas for local 
residents when a disaster occurs, it is 
important to maintain the safety of those 
facilities. Although the earthquake-proof-
ing rate of public elementary and junior 
high school institutions in Japan was 44.5 
percent in 2002, it had risen to 67 percent 
in 2009 and 84.8 percent in 2012, accord-
ing to statistics released by the Ministry 
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 
and Technology. In the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, damage occurred at unre-
inforced school facilities, but there were 

no reported deaths resulting from the 
collapse of a school building. As a result 
of this experience, there is a renewed 
awareness of the importance of schools as 
emergency evacuation areas.

Designation of Tsunami  
Evacuation Buildings

In locations in which tsunamis are 
presumed likely to occur and difficult to 
escape due to reasons such as geographic 
conditions or a lack of available time 
between the occurrence of an earthquake 

and the arrival of a tsunami, government-
designated Tsunami Evacuation Buildings 
are vital temporary escape facilities. In 
the Great East Japan Earthquake, many 
buildings suffered flood damage caused 
by the massive tsunami, but cases were 
reported of lives being saved by taking 
refuge in buildings designated as Tsunami 
Evacuation Buildings. For example, 

many residents ran 
up into an eight-story 
tsunami refuge building 
in Kamaishi city, Iwate 
Prefecture, and although 
the tsunami rolled into 
the third floor, residents 

who had gathered above were protected 
from it. Also in the case of the four-
story, town-owned residence designated 
as the Tsunami Evacuation Building in 
Minamisanriku town, Miyagi Prefecture, 
residents who had taken refuge on the 
roof were safe in spite of the fact that the 
massive tsunami reached nearly that high.

Disaster reduction education
Not all countermeasures against ca-

lamities involve costly technical items and 
equipment. In Japan, disaster reduction 

drills to prepare for earthquakes and fires 
are regularly conducted in schools. In the 
Great East Japan Earthquake, there was 
a good example of students surviving 
due to the disaster reduction education 
they received in school. In Kamaishi city, 
students had been prepared by disaster 
reduction education especially focused 
on response to tsunamis. Although the 
Kamaishi Higashi Junior High School 
was flooded by the March 11 tsunami, the 
knowledge cultivated in disaster drills and 
education about disasters took effect, so 
all of the students who had gone to school 
that day took refuge in high places and 
were able to survive. Since the students 
had been taught to not only take refuge 
but also help other people around them 
on their own initiative, they helped the 
elderly people in the neighborhood and 
the children of a nearby elementary school 
to find refuge on that day as well. From 
such examples, the importance of disaster 
reduction education is appreciated anew. 
The strengthening of disaster reduction 
education has been incorporated into the 
revision of the Disaster Countermeasures 
Basic Act, which was implemented by the 
Cabinet on May 18, 2012.

“Not all countermeasures against 
calamities involve costly technical 
items and equipment.”

Students and residents evacuate Kamaishi city, Iwate Prefecture, on March 11, 2011, just 
before the tsunami reached the area.

Photo courtesy of Kamaishi Higashi Junior High School
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Inheriting lessons learned
In areas that have suffered tsunami 

damage frequently in the past, stone mon-
uments have been built and the fear of 
tsunamis has been handed down to later 
generations. One of the photographs in 
this article is a stone monument in Aneyo-
shi district in Iwate Prefecture, which was 
built at a previous tsunami run-up point. 
It is inscribed with the words, “Don’t 
build a house on ground lower than this 
level.” People who obeyed this instruction 
were able to survive the recent tsunami 
without damage. The passing along of 
past lessons learned is important for the 
mitigation of future disaster damage. The 
Cabinet Office has been trying to educate 
the public with information from studies 
of various disasters of the past. New 
lessons learned from the Great East Japan 
Earthquake are being incorporated in 
this information and distributed through 
various educational activities inside and 
outside of Japan.

Development of business  
continuity plans

When a large-scale disaster occurs and 
business activity becomes stagnant, it not 
only impacts the individual companies, 
but also deals a blow to employment and 
the economy in the surrounding area. The 
Cabinet Office has promoted implemen-
tation and operation of business continu-
ity plans (BCPs) since 2003. According 
to a study conducted by the Cabinet 
Office in November 2011, more than 70 
percent of major companies in Japan had 
completed or were developing 
BCPs, compared to 58 percent 
in 2009 and 35.3 percent in 
2007. Among mid-ranking 
companies, 35 percent had or 
were developing plans, com-
pared to 27.2 percent in 2009 
and 15.8 percent in 2007. In the 
Great East Japan Earthquake, 
there were companies that, in 
spite of having suffered serious 
damage, resumed business 
quickly with the help of BCPs 
they had already formulated.

Conclusion

Japan is a country that is prone to 
natural disasters, including not only 
earthquakes or tsunamis, but also volca-
nic eruptions, typhoons, heavy snowfall, 
etc. On the other hand, Japan is also a rich 
country which has various seasons and 
receives benefits from its beautiful and 
abundant natural resources, such as the 
sea, mountains and farmland. Mitigation 
of disaster damage has been a challenge 
for many years in Japan, and various mea-
sures have been taken so far. However, old 
assumptions were called into question by 
the experience of the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, which caused broad and 
serious damage, and made reassessment 
of past approaches an urgent requirement.

If a large-scale disaster, such as a massive 
earthquake along the Nankai Trough, 
a major volcanic eruption, or extensive 
flooding in a metropolitan area, were to 
occur in the future, we are concerned that 
there could be serious damage equivalent 
to or exceeding that caused by the Great 
East Japan Earthquake. While the Japa-
nese government continues strengthening 
countermeasures against such disasters 
inside Japan, it also promotes measures 
to share experiences and lessons learned 
from the disaster with the international 
community in order to contribute to 
disaster risk reduction throughout the 
world. 

About the author: This article was 
written by Cabinet Office (Disaster Man-
agement), Government of Japan. The 
Cabinet Office supports the affairs of the 
Japanese Cabinet. In 2001, the post of 
Minister of State for Disaster Management 
was established in the Cabinet Office to 
integrate and coordinate disaster reduction 
policies and measures of Japanese govern-
ment ministries and agencies. The Cabinet 
Office (Disaster Management) manages 
the Central Disaster Management Council, 
chaired by the Prime Minister, which 
formulates and promotes comprehensive 
countermeasures related to disaster man-
agement. For more information about the 
Cabinet Office, please visit http://www.cao.
go.jp/index-e.html.

March 11, 2011 March 17, 2011

Restoration of the Joban Expressway, which links the Tohoku district with Tokyo.

Photos courtesy of NEXCO East
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The Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) 
learned many lessons in the response to 
the Great East Japan Earthquake. Clari-
fying the relationship between JSDF ac-
tivities and civilian activities is the biggest 
theme among these lessons. The JSDF’s 
main function in disaster relief is to coop-
erate with civilians leading relief activities 
as much as possible, but in reality this 
is not a simple arrangement. When the 
Great East Japan Earthquake occurred, I 
was the Deputy Director of the Defense 
Operations Division of the Operational 
Policy Bureau in the Ministry of Defense 
(MOD). Immediately after the disaster, 
the JSDF was one of the most reliable 
organizations involved in the response, as 
many civilian organizations had been af-
fected and had fallen into confusion. As a 
result, the JSDF received many requests for 
assistance. Particularly in the first week, 
sometimes I spent almost a whole day on 
the telephone addressing these requests. 
For example, other ministries and on-site 
government headquarters would ask for 
assistance transporting personnel and 

relief supplies, or for additional manpow-
er to augment their overstretched staffs. 
Cooperation is ideal and the civilian and 
military sectors should collaborate as best 
they can, but in this case the JSDF could 
not fulfill all requests because the damage 
was huge and widespread. The JSDF had 
limited manpower and capability, and in 
the first three days after the earthquake 
there were few cases when we were able to 
do what a caller requested.

The response to the Great East Japan 
Earthquake highlighted the importance 
of regular civil-military coordination 
and mutual understanding of roles and 
capabilities in a disaster response. In this 
article, I will explain the relationship 
between JSDF and civilian activities and 
highlight some of the lessons that the 
JSDF has learned about improving co-
operation. First, I will explain the JSDF’s 
rescue activities immediately after the 
earthquake. I will then address transport 
assistance, relief activities, infrastructure 
rehabilitation assistance and the response 
to the nuclear disaster.

Prioritizing disaster response 

By Tetsuya Ito

The Japan Self-Defense Forces’ efforts to respond to requests 
for assistance following the Great East Japan Earthquake

AFFECTED STATE
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Rescue activities

I believe search and rescue are among 
the most important disaster relief activi-
ties for the JSDF. If we fail in these efforts, 
we become targets of criticism. After the 
Great East Japan Earthquake, the JSDF 
initially allotted all of its efforts to search 
and rescue operations. Dispatched units 
cooperated with the police, fire depart-
ments, Japan Coast Guard and others in 
rescuing a large number of disaster sur-
vivors from collapsed buildings and other 
places. In areas that had been isolated 
due to submersion, rescue helicopters, 
transport helicopters and other modes of 
transportation were utilized to assist the 
evacuation of tens to hundreds of sur-
vivors. Aircraft and ships were also mo-
bilized as much as possible to carry out 
search and rescue operations in the seas 

neighboring the disaster-stricken areas. 
The JSDF was able to rescue approxi-
mately 19,000 survivors, which accounts 
for nearly 70 percent of all those rescued. 
The JSDF earned very high public esteem 
from these operations.

The background for these positive 
results was the JSDF’s application of 
lessons learned from the Great Hanshin-
Awaji Earthquake in Kobe in 1995. Fol-
lowing that disaster, the JSDF formulated 
and improved its disaster relief plans and 
actively participated in local government 
disaster drills. It has continued efforts to 
strengthen cooperation with local govern-
ments, which include enhancing liaison 
arrangements and seeking consistency 
among disaster control plans. There are 
approximately 193 retired JSDF officers 
working as liaisons with local govern-
ments on disaster prevention in 44 prefec-

tures and 103 municipalities throughout 
the country. Using experienced JSDF 
personnel as liaisons has proven to be a 
very effective method to improve coop-
eration with local governments. Through 
drills, the JSDF also gets to know the staff 
of local governments who are responsible 
for managing disasters.

The MOD and JSDF also believe that 
carrying out specific efforts, such as 
the following, is important in order to 
conduct rescue operations in support of 
local governments more effectively during 
disasters:

Securing staging areas and heliports
In order for JSDF units to carry out op-

erations, space is required for the staging 
of materials. As vehicle operations are 
often limited during disasters, a heliport 
is required near the affected area for 

Photo courtesy of Japan Joint Staff Office
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transporting emergency patients and ma-
terials as well as for helicopters used for 
fighting fires. Relations with municipali-
ties are being strengthened on a continual 
basis through such means as promoting 
the identification of staging areas and he-
liports in regional disaster pre-
vention plans. It is necessary to 
clearly delineate staging areas 
and heliports from evacuation 
areas, and make the local popu-
lace aware of these locations.

Arranging for equipment and 
resources

It is important to prepare a 
disaster prevention map which 
indicates the location of evacu-
ation areas, heliports, etc., so 
that they can be used by all 
disaster management organiza-
tions. Furthermore, the main-
tenance of firefighting equip-
ment for aerial firefighting 
by helicopter and the securing of water 
resources, such as reservoirs, are required. 
Municipalities are moving forward with 
the preparation of these measures.

Marking building numbers
In order to efficiently carry out op-

erations such as the gathering of data and 
transportation of people and materials 
by aircraft, it is useful to mark numbers 
on the rooftops of facilities, such as pre-
fectural offices 
and schools, to 
identify buildings 
important for 
rescue and relief 
activities.

Securing facili-
ties for liaison and coordination

In order for JSDF liaison personnel to 
carry out coordination smoothly during 
disaster dispatches, it is necessary to secure 
space in the local municipality for liaison 
personnel to conduct their operations 
and communications. Through coopera-
tion between JSDF and local municipali-
ties, 13 cities and prefectures are currently 

taking the necessary measures to include 
the securing of facilities for JSDF liaisons 
in their regional disaster prevention plans.

All of these measures will help improve 
readiness for rescue operations in any 
disaster. Clarifying basic response plans 

in advance and ensuring the awareness of 
concerned parties is another effective way 
of responding more promptly and ap-
propriately. For this purpose, in 2000 the 
JSDF developed a response manual for 
various types of disasters which compiled 
specific issues to be noted for each type 
of disaster. Copies of this manual were 
distributed to relevant organizations and 
local public bodies.

Cooperation with local governments in 

disaster response is important, but there 
are some emergencies in which the local 
government is incapacitated. To prepare 
for such scenarios, the JSDF has made 
plans and established standards that allow 
JSDF to dispatch units without the request 
of local governments. The importance of 
this was illustrated in the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, in which there was a munici-

pal government whose chief passed away 
in the disaster.

Another very difficult problem during 
the rescue phase of the 2011 response 
was the burial of dead bodies. Because 
the functioning of local governments 

and private-sector businesses 
was weakened by the disaster, 
in many cases dead bodies 
were not buried appropri-
ately. Some local governments 
requested JSDF assistance in 
transporting dead bodies to 
burial sites, and the JSDF did 
assist in some urgent cases. But 
the JSDF also had to conduct 
search and rescue activities, 
so it was difficult to decide 
on priorities. After extensive 
negotiation it was decided that 
the private sector would trans-
port dead bodies.

Transport and distribution 
assistance

Among the calls the MOD received for 
JSDF help after the disaster, requests for 
transportation assistance were the most 
common. Thus another major role for 
the JSDF was the provision of transport 
assistance for medical teams, patients 
and rescue units dispatched from various 
countries. The JSDF also positioned 
forces to promptly and strategically 

transport large 
amounts of relief 
supplies to the 
disaster area utiliz-
ing C-130H and 
C-1 airplanes and 
other air transport 
capabilities, while 

also positioning maritime transport capa-
bilities. But there were challenges related 
to the distribution of the supplies to the 
various area shelters in accordance with 
their respective needs. The traditional way 
of thinking of the Japanese government 
was that the Headquarters for Emergency 
Disaster Response in the Office of the 
Prime Minister should coordinate this 

“Cooperation is ideal and the civilian and military 
sectors should collaborate as best they can, but 
in this case the JSDF could not fulfill all requests 
because the damage was huge and widespread.”

Soldiers search for missing people in Kuji city, Iwate Prefecture.

Photo courtesy of 9th Division, Japan Ground Self-Defense Force
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kind of distribution in response to needs-
based requests from local governments, 
and the Headquarters would then ask the 
JSDF or other groups to transport the 
supplies to the shelters. But this terrible 
disaster weakened the functioning of local 
governments across a wide area, so the 
Headquarters for Emergency Disaster Re-
sponse, which did not have enough staff 
itself, did not know the needs at each local 
shelter and so could not arrange distribu-
tion of the supplies properly.

For this reason, under 
MOD guidance the 
JSDF accumulated relief 
supplies provided by 
local governments and 
the private sector across 
Japan at various JSDF 
camps, where they were 
later transported to 
airports in the Tohoku 
region by ground, mari-
time and air JSDF units 
under the command of 
the Joint Staff. Under 
this scheme the sup-
plies were delivered to 
the disaster area after 
passing through trans-
fer stations established 
in Iwate, Miyagi, and 
Fukushima prefectures. 
A division called the 
livelihood assistance cell was established 
at the Japan Ground Self-Defense Force’s 
(JGSDF) headquarters in the Tohoku 
region to oversee the coordination of 
the transport and distribution of relief 
supplies to shelters. In order to distribute 
supplies, JSDF wanted to know how many 
shelters were in the affected area, how 
many people lived in each shelter, what 
kinds of problems displaced persons had 
and what kinds of supplies were needed. 
In cases where local governments could 
not answer such questions, efforts were 
made to assess the specific needs as best 
as possible by dispatching JSDF units to 
make individual visits to shelters.

The establishment of such a posture 
allowed for the speedy and efficient trans-

port of relief supplies that were particu-
larly lacking in the disaster area, includ-
ing kerosene, light oil, gasoline, water, 
food, clothing, blankets, powdered milk, 
disposable diapers and portable toilets. 
It should be noted that even with these 
efforts, it is difficult to know the needs at 
each shelter immediately after a disaster, 
so it is important to speedily transport 
some of the supplies that would tradi-
tionally be necessary so as not to delay as-
sistance. As already mentioned, although 

the preferred goal is a strong civil-military 
relationship in disaster response, the mili-
tary should be prepared for cases when 
the civil sector experiences disruptions 
that temporarily prevent it from working.

Relief activities

As local governments and the private 
sector recovered from the initial damage 
of the disaster, the JSDF gradually trans-
ferred the functions it had been sup-
porting to the local governments and the 
private sector. Until then, the JSDF con-
ducted various relief activities, including 
those related to water supply, food, fuel, 
bathing and medical needs. As mentioned 
above, the JSDF came to understand the 

conditions in each shelter and achieved 
great success by paying attention to de-
tailed needs.

This disaster happened in the winter 
and in cold areas of the country, so the 
lack of fuel was a serious problem. The 
JSDF provided free fuel that had been 
stocked at camps and bases to municipal 
government offices, hospitals, shelters and 
other facilities. In addition, the JSDF made 
it possible to fuel emergency vehicles, 
such as police vehicles, ambulances and 

fire trucks, at fueling 
stations established and 
operated at the camps 
of dispatched units. 
The JSDF also assisted 
in transporting fuel to 
temporary service sta-
tions set up at shelters 
and other locations.

Infrastructure 
rehabilitation 
assistance

Roads, airports and 
ports are vital to re-
construction activities 
and to the restora-
tion of normal life in 
disaster-affected areas. 
Directly following the 
disaster, and in con-

sideration of the needs of local govern-
ments, dispatched units assisted with the 
removal, transport and disposal of rubble 
at collection points so that local govern-
ments and citizens could smoothly carry 
out reconstruction activities. The JSDF 
received many requests to remove and 
transport rubble, but of course it could 
not manage all of it. So the JSDF made a 
basic rule that it would deal with rubble 
which blocked public facilities like roads, 
airports and municipal buildings. Priority 
was given to the clearing of sites necessary 
for life-saving activities and making facili-
ties used as bases usable again. With the 
cooperation of the U.S. Armed Forces, the 
JSDF worked to restore the functioning of 
the Sendai Airport and several ports.

Photo courtesy of Japan Joint Staff Office
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Since the disaster, local governments 
and residents have commenced restora-
tion and reconstruction activities in 
earnest. Dispatched JSDF units continue 
to provide long-term assistance while 
coordinating with local governments, 
including cooperating with private-sector 
enterprises on the removal and disposal of 
rubble generated from collapsed houses.

Response to the nuclear disaster

A state of nuclear emergency was de-
clared after a nuclear reactor at Tokyo 
Electric Power Company’s (TEPCO) Fu-

kushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station 
in Fukushima Prefecture lost adequate 
cooling capacity due to the earthquake 
and tsunami. In response to a request 
from the government’s Nuclear Emer-
gency Response Headquarters, the MOD 
issued a nuclear disaster relief dispatch 
order, and a JSDF team composed mainly 
of the JGSDF’s Central Nuclear Bio-
logical Chemical Weapon Defense Unit 
responded.

The JSDF nuclear disaster relief dis-
patch system was created in 1999 and the 
Japanese government, including JSDF, 
had been conducting nuclear disaster 

preventive exercises every year since 2000. 
The JSDF provided transport support, 
assistance for evacuating residents, and 
monitoring of airborne and seaborne ra-
diation levels in these exercises. But the ex-
ercises did not include scenarios in which 
a nuclear power plant would become 
uncontrollable and the JSDF would have 
to react to such a situation. In the initial 
response, JSDF did not understand the 
condition of the nuclear power plant, 
which caused great hardships. To remedy 
the lack of understanding, the JSDF dis-
patched a liaison to the joint headquarters 
of the government TEPCO, as well as to 

Photo courtesy of Japan Joint Staff Office
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the on-site coordination office in Naraha 
town, located near the Fukushima Daiichi 
Nuclear Power Station, where several 
specialists from TEPCO, JSDF and police 
and fire units gathered. Thanks to those 
excellent liaisons, the JSDF’s situational 
awareness improved, demonstrating that 
it is critical to have liaisons in the head-
quarter meetings.

The JSDF unit that responded to the 
affected power station mainly engaged 

in pumping water to cool the used fuel 
pools, decontaminating personnel and 
vehicles, and monitoring amounts of 
airborne radiation as well as temperature 
changes in the reactors. On March 20, 
nine days after the earthquake, the Prime 
Minister ordered that water pumping and 
other on-site activities be coordinated by 
the JSDF after coordination with related 
government bodies and TEPCO. The 
JSDF thus maintained primary manage-
ment over the implementation of these 
activities. This order was significant as 
prior to the order being issued, there had 
been no clear chain of command at the 
on-site headquarters in Naraha, so activi-
ties were inefficient.

In responding to the nuclear disaster, 
we learned several lessons about assis-
tance for residents around nuclear power 
stations. In order to ensure the safety of 
disaster survivors, the JSDF assisted with 
the transport of hospitalized patients and 
individuals requiring nursing care who 
resided in evacuation areas designated by 
the chief of the Nuclear Emergency Re-
sponse Headquarters, the Prime Minister. 
Residents living within a 20- to 30-ki-
lometer (12- to 19-mile) radius of Fu-
kushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station 
were not ordered to evacuate, but were 
told to remain indoors. However, most 
of these residents were still worried about 
radiation. Many civilian workers stopped 
working and closed shops or transporta-

tion services in order to voluntarily evac-
uate. So the JSDF cared for many of the 
residents who stayed in the area, which 
included providing assistance for those 
in need of nursing care, facilitating the 
voluntary evacuation of residents, distrib-
uting food, drinking water and medicine, 
providing traveling medical examinations 
for disaster victims living at shelters and 
elderly people living at home, confirming 
the living situation of residents that local 

governments could not access, and visit-
ing homes to survey health conditions 
and residents’ willingness to evacuate. 
How to share the burden of civil-military 
activities in areas where radiation levels 
are a concern remains a big challenge. 
Although this is a complicated problem, 
it seems that in the future the civil sector 
should take on more of the activities than 
it did in this case, particularly given that 
radiation levels turned out not to be as 
serious as it thought it was.

Conclusion

The above-mentioned impressions are 
my personal views based on my experience 
at JSDF headquarters in Tokyo during the 
disaster. These are not the opinions of 
MOD or JSDF. In this disaster there were 
many situations in which JSDF was able to 
solve problems in the same way as we had 
practiced in exercises. But there were also 
many matters that we had to address for 
the first time. On any given occasion, we 

analyzed the situation, took steps to deal 
with it and found a way out of trouble. 
Many of the government staff who called 
on me requesting JSDF assistance after the 
disaster had not known me before that 
time. One of the things we have learned 
is to keep in touch with our counterparts 
through more regular exercises, and make 
clear to all parties what the JSDF can 
and cannot do. In the future, I think we 
should assume these types of scenarios 

may occur again and 
assign roles to stake-
holders in advance so as 
to ensure a thoughtful, 
practiced response. 
Adequate preparation 

and division of responsibilities are critical 
to the effective management of complex 
disasters. 

About the author: Tetsuya Ito is the 
Director of the Strategic Planning Office 
of the Defense Policy Division in the Japan 
Ministry of Defense’s (MOD) Bureau of 
Defense Policy. When the Great East Japan 
Earthquake occurred, he was the Deputy 
Director of the Defense Operations Divi-
sion in the MOD’s Bureau of Operational 
Policy. Mr. Ito can be reached at itoutet@
mod.go.jp.

“One of the things we have learned is to keep in touch with our 
counterparts through more regular exercises, and make clear 
to all parties what the JSDF can and cannot do.”

Photo courtesy of Japan Joint Staff Office
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Introduction 
By Colonel Nozomu Yoshitomi

Motivation and research objectives
The Great East Japan Earthquake, 

which occurred on March 11, 2011, was a 
complex disaster that included a massive 
earthquake, an enormous tsunami and 
large-scale radiation leaks from the Fuku-
shima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. It was 
one of the most serious natural or man-
made disasters in the history of Japan. 

On the occasion of this tragic disaster, 
various military, public and private actors 
from inside and outside of Japan engaged 
in disaster relief. These included JSDF, 
U.S. forces, the Australian Defence Force 
and others from the military side, gov-
ernment ministries, local governments, 
police forces, fire departments and Japan 

Coast Guard from the public sector, as 
well as domestic and international assis-
tance organizations, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), private compa-
nies and private-sector volunteers. These 
diverse actors conducted various activities 
and made remarkable accomplishments. 
However, it should be noted that nu-
merous survivors endured immense 
suffering, chaos and deprivation in the 
affected areas. The authors of this report 
wondered whether the domestic and 
international military, public and private 
actors responded to the urgent needs of 
the survivors as quickly and effectively 
as possible. This question was the basic 
motivation for our research.

We have tried to identify solutions 
and ideas for conducting effective disas-
ter relief in close cooperation between 

various military, public and private 
(trilateral) actors. The objective of our 
research was to clarify the realities of how 
trilateral cooperation played out during 
this disaster and to find lessons learned. 
We hope our research might give sugges-
tions for more effective trilateral coopera-
tion for future disaster relief – both inside 
and outside of Japan.

Many of the trilateral actors are now 
conducting their own research about 
lessons learned as well and will issue 
their final documents after completing 
their research. This means our research 
is unavoidably based on fragmentary 
and imperfect data. Still, we believe our 
research has value as the first compre-
hensive assessment of the cooperation of 
trilateral actors during the relief activities 
that followed the March 11 disasters.

Military-public-private cooperation in disaster relief
Lessons learned from the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake

AFFECTED STATE

By Colonel Nozomu Yoshitomi, Lieutenant Colonel Koichi Arie, Captain Shunei Tamura, Ms. Ritsuko Hirose, 
Lieutenant Colonel Eijiro Imamura, Colonel (Ret.) Daisaku Sakaguchi and Lieutenant Colonel Daisuke Saito

During the disaster relief operations after the Great East 
Japan Earthquake, the Japan Ministry of Defense (MOD) 
and Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) cooperated with 
various domestic and foreign military, public and private 
actors. The Great East Japan Earthquake was the most serious 
disaster the MOD and JSDF had ever experienced. The range 
of cooperation with various entities was beyond their expecta-
tion and achieved excellent results because of hard work by all 
parties. However, from the MOD and JSDF perspective, many 
lessons were learned related to the need for better coopera-

tion. These lessons learned are essential to preparing for and 
dealing with future disasters at home and abroad.

This report is the result of research by seven faculty members 
in the School of Defense Sciences at the National Defense 
Academy of Japan (NDA) and was subsidized by the Scholar-
ship and Education Foundation of the NDA. This report also 
could not have been completed without the invaluable support 
of The Boeing Company. All views presented in this paper 
belong to the contributors.
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Professor and Director for International Programs 
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Focus of the research
In most countries, including Japan, the 

public sector has responsibility for disas-
ter relief and the use of military assets is 
the last resort. On the other hand, in most 
large-scale disasters, such as the Indian 
Ocean Tsunami in 2004, the earthquake 
in Haiti in 2010 and the Great East Japan 
Earthquake in 2011, military assets have 
played remarkable roles in the early stage 
of disaster relief. Generally speaking, mili-
tary assets feature self-sufficiency, strict 
discipline and unique ground, sea and 
air transportation capabilities. Therefore, 
they can operate systematically and effec-
tively even in severe circumstances. It is 
quite natural that military assets are more 
useful than any public-private actors in 
the early stage of disaster relief.

However, it is also quite natural that 
military assets could not by themselves 
deal with all contingencies in a disaster 
relief operation. Military assets need ef-

fective cooperation with public and 
private actors. Therefore, the focus of 
our research is trilateral cooperation 
from the point of view of the MOD/
JSDF. We focused on the early stage 
of disaster relief, approximately the 
first month after March 11, when 
many instances of such cooperation 
occurred. It should be acknowledged 
that many military, public and 
private actors participated in the 
disaster relief operations, but not all 
are mentioned here.

Research methods
Our research was based on relevant 

documents, interviews and research 
discussions. However, several actors 
were still examining their lessons 
learned when we completed our 
report, and it was sometimes diffi-
cult to obtain documents. Therefore, 
we depended heavily on interviews 
as material for this research. Some 
interviewees did not allow us to 
include their comments because 
their organizations’ reports had not 
yet been publicly released. Accord-
ingly, we could not annotate certain 
sources and their comments.

I. COOPERATION BETWEEN 
JSDF AND FOREIGN FORCES

Bilateral coordination between 
JSDF and U.S. forces 
By Colonel Nozomu Yoshitomi

Just after the Great East Japan Earth-
quake on March 11, JSDF launched its 
largest ever domestic disaster relief opera-
tion. The strength of the dispatched forces 
was 107,000 personnel, 60 naval vessels 
and 540 aircraft at peak.1 In order to deal 
with the aftermath of the earthquake 
and tsunami, the MOD put units from 
the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force 
(JMSDF) and Japan Air Self-Defense 
Force (JASDF) under the command of 
Northeastern Army/Japan Ground Self-
Defense Force (JGSDF) and established 
Joint Task Force-Tohoku (JTF-TH). This 

constituted the largest JTF in JSDF’s 
history, and was the first JTF in Japan 
created for a disaster relief mission. As for 
the disaster relief related to the nuclear 
accident, the JGSDF’s Central Readiness 
Force (CRF) was the lead body, and some 
units from JMSDF and JASDF also took 
part.

The U.S. Government accepted a rescue 
assistance request from the Government 
of Japan and U.S. forces conducted a large-
scale disaster relief operation named “Op-
eration Tomodachi.” The U.S. military re-
sponse was initially commanded by Lieu-
tenant General Burton Field, Commander 
of U.S. Forces Japan (USFJ). On March 
18, U.S. Pacific Command established the 
Joint Support Force (JSF) to lead Opera-
tion Tomodachi and later placed it under 
the command of Admiral Patrick Walsh, 
then the Commander of U.S. Pacific Fleet 
and Joint Task Force-519 (JTF-519). The 
strength of the JSF was 16,000 personnel, 
15 naval vessels and 140 aircraft at peak.2 
The JSF conducted various relief opera-
tions in cooperation with JSDF. JSDF and 
U.S. forces have years of experience in 
bilateral exercises for combat operations, 
but it was the first time for both forces 
to conduct disaster relief operations 
together in Japan. Therefore, JSDF and 
the JSF faced some challenges in bilateral 
coordination, which mainly took place 
in three bilateral coordination centers 
(BCCs) at the MOD at Camp Ichigaya, 
the headquarters of the JSF at Yokota Air 
Base and the headquarters of JTF-TH at 
Camp Sendai. Several lessons learned 
about the bilateral coordinating structure 
and coordinating methods between U.S. 
forces and JSDF are discussed here.

Coordinating structure
Immediately after the earthquake on 

March 11, BCC (Ichigaya) and BCC 
(Yokota) were established. BCC (Ichiga-
ya) was organized with 20 Japanese staff 
led by a JGSDF major general and 15 U.S. 
staff led by a brigadier general of the U.S. 
Marine Corps (USMC). BCC (Yokota) 
was organized with 10 Japanese staff led by 
a JGSDF major general and 300 U.S. staff. 

Senior Chief Naval Air Crewman Steve Sinclair, 
assigned to the Black Knights of Helicopter Anti-
Submarine Squadron 4, greets a Japanese aid  
worker in Takihana, Japan, on March 13, 2011.

Photo by Mass Communication Specialist 
3rd Class Dylan McCord/U.S. Navy
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BCC (Sendai) was established on March 
16 and was organized with 45 Japanese 
staff led by a JGSDF colonel and 50 U.S. 
staff led by a USMC colonel.3 The overall 
picture of the relationship between JSDF, 
U.S. forces and the BCCs is illustrated in 
Figure-1.

The MOD issued Lessons Learned in the 
Disaster Relief Operation after the Great 
East Japan Earthquake (Midterm Report) 
in August 2011. This report said that the 
BCCs contributed to comprehensive 
coordination concerning Operation 
Tomodachi. However, 
based on the Guidelines 
for Japan-U.S. Defense 
Cooperation, BCCs are 
to be established only 
in the case of aggression 
against Japan and in 
cases of emergencies in 
areas surrounding Japan. 
Therefore, the official 
status of the BCCs in 
disaster relief operations 
was ambiguous during 
Operation Tomodachi. 
The Midterm Report 
recognized the neces-
sity to clarify the status 
of BCCs in disaster relief 
operations.4 Addition-
ally, there was an opinion 
that the governments 
of Japan and the United 
States should 
make an 
a g r e e m e n t 
on mutual 
support in 
disaster situ-
ations and 
review the 
a g r e e m e n t 
c o n t i n u -
ously.5

The Midterm Report also stated that 
the BCCs’ capabilities were inadequate 
to deal with the widespread coordina-
tion required for this disaster, and not all 
BCCs had a clear division of roles. Based 
on these insights, the Midterm Report 

highlighted two measures to enhance the 
BCCs’ capabilities. One is to reinforce the 
BCCs with more staff and more clearly 
defined functions. Another is to facilitate 
information sharing and coordination 
by improving the alignment of JSDF and 
U.S. BCC counterparts.

The Joint Staff Office, Ground Staff 
Office, Maritime Staff Office and Air 
Staff Office in Tokyo all immediately 
dispatched representatives to BCC (Ich-
igaya) and BCC (Yokota). Most of them 
were familiar with bilateral coordination 

in their original offices, but not specifi-
cally concerning disaster relief. Therefore, 
it took time to activate those BCCs. BCC 
(Sendai) in the Northeastern Army Head-
quarters/JGSDF was short of staff who 
were familiar with bilateral coordination 
because there was no daily coordination 

with U.S. forces at this regional army 
headquarters. Additionally, the Northeast-
ern Army Headquarters had huge respon-
sibilities and demands commanding four 
divisions and nine brigades from JGSDF, 
and dispatching JMSDF and JASDF units 
as part of a Joint Task Force. In addition, 
there was also a tremendous amount of 
work in coordinating with local govern-
ments. Accordingly, the Northeastern 
Army Headquarters could not afford to 
involve itself with bilateral coordination. 
Consequently, the commander of the 

Northeastern Army/JTF-TH 
had to organize the BCC 
(Sendai) with staff called 
from Tokyo, and it took time 
to activate it.

JSDF and U.S. forces 
have a basic procedure for 
establishing BCCs after an 
event. However, in order 
to activate BBCs as soon as 
possible, both forces need 
to prepare before an event 
occurs. A solution to this 
preparedness problem may 
be the establishment of a 
permanent, standing BCC 
that would consist of a small 
staff from both forces and 
would be engaged in infor-
mation sharing, planning 
and so on before an event. 
A permanent BCC could 

coordinate the 
initial response 
i m m e d i a t e l y 
after an event 
occurs. By rein-
forcing the staff 
after an event, 
the functions 
of the BCC 
would expand 

to full scale, and the coordination in the 
BCC would be more seamless.

During the disaster response, BCC 
(Ichigaya) and BCC (Yokota) took charge 
of coordination at the operational level. 
On the other hand, BCC (Sendai) took 
charge of tactical-level coordination. The 
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JFLCC
(Army, USMC)
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Figure-1: Overall picture of the relationship between JSDF, U.S. forces and the 
bilateral coordination centers.

“A solution to this preparedness problem may be the 
establishment of a permanent, standing [bilateral 
coordination center] that would consist of a small staff 
from both forces and would be engaged in information 
sharing, planning and so on before an event.”



24

relationships among these BCCs were 
ambiguous, and it seemed there were 
some frictions about the role of each BCC 
because there was no experience or plan 
for establishing BCCs in disaster relief. 
Therefore, JSDF and U.S. forces should 
clarify the functions of each BCC based 
on various scenarios, including disaster 
relief.

There were also gaps in the alignment 
of U.S. and JSDF command counterparts. 
As Figure-1 shows, the Japan Joint Chief 
of Staff and the JSF commander ap-
peared to be equal counterparts at the 
operational level. On the other hand, 
the counterpart of the JTF-TH com-
mander at the tactical level was ambigu-
ous. Additionally, the JSDF divided the 
functional command roles for disaster 
relief between the JTF-TH commander, 
who took charge of operations related 
to the aftermath of the earthquake and 
tsunami, and the CRF commander, who 
was responsible for operations related to 
the nuclear accident. But there was no 
corresponding functional commander 
in the JSF charged with these specific 
roles. Both BCC (Ichigaya) and BCC 
(Yokota), operational-level counterparts, 
had joint coordination capabilities. 
As for the tactical level, BCC (Sendai) 
and the Joint Force Land Component 
Command-Forward (JFLCC-Forward) 
were counterparts. However, the JFLCC-
Forward did not have enough joint coor-
dination authority. At the same time, the 
joint nature of BCC (Sendai) was a mere 
formality because the like branches of 
service – JGSDF and the U.S. Army and 
USMC; JMSDF and the U.S. Navy; and 
JASDF and the U.S. Air Force – showed 
strong tendencies to coordinate with each 
other rather than as a whole. The separate 
coordination was effective when it came 
to the detailed activities of each service, 
but it caused difficulty regarding infor-
mation sharing and coordination among 
JSDF counterparts.

In summary, JSDF and U.S. forces 
should have routine discussions and 
exercises to clarify coordination relation-
ships at the operational and tactical levels 

during various types of operations, in-
cluding disaster relief. Both forces should 
accelerate developing joint coordination 
capabilities at the tactical level.

Coordinating method
The Midterm Report recognized that 

coordination via BCCs could be a model 
for coping with various types of emergen-
cies.6 On the other hand, coordination 
between JSDF and the JSF in the response 

to the Great East Japan Earthquake was 
largely based on trial and error because 
both forces used unfamiliar coordinating 
methods during the disaster relief opera-
tion. Two important lessons were noted in 
the Midterm Report regarding coordinat-
ing methods. First, both forces needed 
time to clarify their respective roles, mis-
sions and capabilities and this delayed ef-
fective cooperation. Second, the Midterm 
Report noted that there was a problem 

Lance Corporal Brandon McCormick, left, and Sergeant Tony Hinds set up a satellite system on March    14 as part of  the humanitarian assistance 
center established by the U.S. III Marine Expeditionary Force in the affected area to assist the Govern    ment of Japan-led relief efforts.
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in the bilateral coordination framework 
among relevant actors.7

JSDF and U.S. forces had not ad-
equately considered the possibility of bi-
lateral disaster relief operations in Japan. 
Therefore, JSDF had insufficient under-
standing about U.S. forces’ capabilities 
in intelligence, transportation, medical 
service, etc, in disaster relief operations. 
JGSDF especially had little understand-
ing about the capabilities of the different 

U.S. military branches of service. Con-
sequently, JSDF did not utilize the U.S. 
forces’ capabilities quickly and effectively. 
In addition, JSDF did not understand the 
objective of U.S. forces’ engagement in 
foreign disaster relief. Generally speaking, 
the engagement of U.S. forces needs to 
fulfill the national interests of the United 
States.8 Thus it was important for this U.S. 
engagement to meet strategic goals, such 
as demonstrating the quick deployment 

and sophisticated joint operations of its 
forces, as well as the humanitarian goal of 
assisting the Japanese people in this time 
of need. Considering this condition and 
the benefits for Japan of a strong alliance 
with the United States, JSDF should have 
provided the JSF with more opportunities 
to show its remarkable work to the Japa-
nese public, regional countries and U.S. 
taxpayers who may have questioned the 
scale of the U.S. response in Japan.

The JSF also lacked knowledge about 
the basic Japanese system for domestic 
disaster relief, such as the authority of 
local governments and JSDF’s gener-
ally passive status. Moreover, U.S. forces 
had great experience in disaster relief in 
developing countries but they did not 
have enough experience in advanced 
nations such as Japan. Fortunately, the 
JSF consisted mainly of U.S. forces based 
in Japan. They generally demonstrated 
great cultural awareness during Opera-
tion Tomodachi, which was appreciated 
by survivors. However, it was reported 
that some frictions occurred because of 
a lack of consideration towards survivors 
or JSDF personnel at the tactical level.

In order to clarify roles, missions and 
capabilities, JSDF and U.S. forces should 
deepen mutual understanding by ex-
panding exchanges of personnel and con-
ducting substantial exercises involving 
various scenarios, particularly including 
disaster relief.

In terms of enhancing cooperation 
between BCCs and relevant actors, the 
Midterm Report said that the Joint Staff 
Office and JTF-TH handled the requests 
to U.S. forces for disaster relief assistance.9 
This means that government ministries 
and local governments, the source of the 
requests for disaster relief, did not contact 
the BCCs directly. The reason for this 
process was that in the Japanese disaster 
relief system, government ministries and 
local governments have leading authority 
and they decide whether to make requests 
of the JSDF. Also, the JSF’s basic posture 
was to support JSDF, as opposed to ac-
cepting direct requests from the govern-
ment. However, this might have created 

Lance Corporal Brandon McCormick, left, and Sergeant Tony Hinds set up a satellite system on March    14 as part of  the humanitarian assistance 
center established by the U.S. III Marine Expeditionary Force in the affected area to assist the Govern    ment of Japan-led relief efforts.

Photo by Gunnery Sergeant Leo A. Salinas/U.S. Marine Corps
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a gap between the government’s requests 
and activities by U.S. forces. Additionally, 
the Midterm Report mentioned the neces-
sity of having meetings between relevant 
Japanese and U.S. actors. The background 
for this comment might be awareness of 
insufficient cooperation among Japanese 
and U.S. trilateral actors.

U.S. forces usually establish a Civil-Mil-
itary Operations 
Center (CMOC) 
during foreign hu-
manitarian assis-
tance operations. 
A CMOC coor-
dinates various 
public and private actors, such as govern-
ment ministries, local governments, in-
ternational organizations, NGOs, private 
companies and so on, with the military. It 

also facilitates the clarification of requests 
from the affected people and links them 
with the capabilities of those providing 
aid. A CMOC could be a considerable 
benefit in enhancing the cooperation 
between BCCs and relevant actors in 
Japan. In the reconstruction operation 
at the seriously damaged Sendai Airport 
after March 11, JSDF, U.S. forces, airport 

officials and private companies met to-
gether and facilitated rapid coordination. 
It is said that such meetings were one of 
the reasons why Sendai Airport reopened 

in such a short time.10

In addition, the U.S. Army and USMC 
have a function called civil affairs (CA), 
which is necessary in civil-military coop-
eration. CA provides the military com-
mander with expertise on the civil com-
ponent of the operational environment.11 
CA personnel and units play key roles in 
various military operations by promoting 

civil-military cooperation. JSDF should 
also consider developing a CA capability 
to facilitate cooperation among various 
military, public and private actors.

“In the future, the Japan MOD should anticipate that U.S. 
forces will react quickly to support Japanese efforts both during 
wartime or peacetime disaster relief operations…”

Japanese citizens move food and water out of a helicopter. Photo by Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class Alexander Tidd/U.S. Navy
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Disaster relief provided  
by U.S. forces
By Lieutenant Colonel Koichi Arie

Upon the occurrence of the disaster, 
U.S. President Barack Obama stated that 
his country “stands ready to help the 
Japanese people,” and Japanese Foreign 
Minister Takeaki Matsumoto officially 
requested help from U.S. Ambassador 
John Roos that evening.12 In the wake of 
the earthquake and tsunami, USFJ swiftly 
reacted and conducted massive, long-term 
support operations in cooperation with 
JSDF. Military forces 
from the Army, Navy, 
Air Force and Marine 
Corps participated 
in this mission. By 
March 24, U.S. forces 
had been organized 
into the JSF and were 
augmented by JTF-519.

Among the U.S. forces’ activities in the 
affected areas, U.S. Navy helicopters trans-
ported emergency food and other supplies 
from ships to land. The 31st Marine Ex-
peditionary Unit (31st MEU) in Okinawa 
was dispatched aboard the USS Essex to 
transport and provide support materials to 
people in need. The 31st MEU conducted 
recovery operations on Oshima Island, 
while Marines from Task Force Fuji (from 
Camp Fuji in Gotemba, Japan) led the 
restoration of Sendai Airport in coopera-
tion with the U.S. Army and U.S. Air Force. 
Later, U.S. Army units were employed 
to remove debris along Japan Railways’ 
Senseki Line, which provided rail access 
to the coastal areas of Miyagi Prefecture 
and was heavily damaged by the tsunami. 
The U.S. Air Force transported personnel 
and materiel by air. In total, the JSF pro-
vided approximately 280 tons of food, 7.7 
million liters of water and 450,000 liters of 
fuel, and transported 3,100 tons of cargo. 
Moreover, the JSF conducted three time-
intensive recovery operations for missing 
persons along stricken coastal areas from 
April 1-26. Throughout the operations 
they cooperated with JMSDF and found a 
total of 289 bodies.

As for the response to the accidents 
at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Plant, U.S. forces provided two 
fire engines to cool nuclear reactors, 
100 anti-radiation protection kits, two 
barges loaded with fresh water, and 
other supplies. They also provided the 
Japanese government with imagery in-
formation, which was gathered by U.S. 
Air Force Global Hawks (unmanned 
surveillance aircraft) and other plat-
forms. Approximately 150 personnel 
of the USMC’s Chemical Biological 
Incident Response Force (CBIRF) flew 

from the U.S. mainland to Yokota Air 
Base.13 Several lessons learned were 
observed about this extensive coopera-
tion between the U.S. military and the 
Japanese during Operation Tomodachi.

Reassurance of the deterrent of the  
U.S.-Japan alliance

In the response to the Great East 
Japan Earthquake, the U.S. and Japa-
nese military forces conducted bilateral 
disaster relief operations for the first 
time. These operations reassured the 
deterrent value of the U.S.-Japan alli-
ance and conveyed an implicit signal to 
foreign countries surrounding Japan, 
while highlighting the importance of 
USFJ to the Japanese people.14

There is a view that the successful 
bilateral operations between the U.S. 
forces and JSDF after the March 11 
disaster could increase the credibility 
of the U.S.-Japan alliance deterrent for 
Japan and the Asian region.15 There-
fore, the Japan MOD must reconfirm 
that alliance and devise the means  
with which to strengthen it through  
a deepened practical consultation 
with the U.S. Office of the Secretary  
of Defense.

Quick reaction of U.S. forces
U.S. forces, as well as JSDF, quickly 

commenced relief operations upon the 
occurrence of the disaster.16 The dock-
landing ship USS Tortuga, at anchor in 
Sasebo, Japan, and the amphibious assault 
ship USS Essex, which had arrived in Ma-
laysia for disaster relief training, readied 
to depart for the disaster-affected areas on 
the evening of March 11. The USS Blue 
Ridge, the flagship of the U.S. Seventh 
Fleet, was in Singapore and prepared to 
depart on March 12. The USS Ronald 
Reagan carrier strike group, at sea in the 

western Pacific 
on its way to 
Korea, changed 
its course to 
Japan and com-
menced an airlift 
of relief supplies 
to the affected 

areas as early as March 13.17

It has been said that JSDF was so 
focused on organizing its own forces 
for the disaster response that it may not 
have been adequately prepared to accept 
support from U.S. forces at the same time. 
In the future, the Japan MOD should an-
ticipate that U.S. forces will react quickly 
to support Japanese efforts both during 
wartime or peacetime disaster relief op-
erations, and should conduct extensive 
planning for incorporating U.S. support 
into JSDF efforts in order to make the al-
liance more effective.

Practical joint operations of U.S. forces
In peacetime disaster relief situations, 

the U.S. forces operate jointly in the same 
way as in wartime. For example, regarding 
joint operations of the USMC and the U.S. 
Army, the Marines came first into the di-
saster areas and were later replaced by the 
Army in the same way they would be in 
an amphibious landing operation.18 Also, 
the USMC and the Navy operated jointly 
in the amphibious resupply of Oshima 
Island off the coast of Kesennuma on 
March 27. Deployed off that coast, the 
USS Essex launched Landing Craft Utility 
to land 40 Marines of the 31st MEU at 

“…the Japan MOD must increase its own forces’ 
preparedness for nuclear disaster contingencies,  
as well as nuclear terrorism and nuclear attacks.”
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Kesennuma Port.19 Moreover, Global 
Hawks of the U.S. Air Force also support-
ed operations beginning March 13, flying 
from Guam to northeastern Japan.20 The 
Japan MOD needs to study more deeply 
how U.S. forces conduct joint operations 

and apply the results of this study, not 
only to the higher echelons, but also to 
the unit level of the JSDF in the form of 
intensive training.

Caution of U.S. forces in dealing  
with nuclear accidents

U.S. forces never committed any units 
or soldiers to deal with the Fukushima 
Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant accidents, 
except for the Marine CBIRF nuclear 
specialists who were dispatched to Yokota 
as a reserve in case of unforeseen con-
tingencies. U.S. forces lent fire engines 
and other equipment without operators, 
leaving their operation to JSDF. Fur-
thermore, the U.S. forces distanced their 
units from the nuclear plants immedi-
ately after the accidents.21 This require-
ment may have been levied because of 
the U.S. experience planning for nuclear 
contingencies during the Cold War era. 
On March 15, the Ronald Reagan carrier 
strike group moved away from the 
downwind area of the Fukushima plants 
to avoid radiation that leaked from those 
plants. The next day, the USS Essex, with 
the 31st MEU onboard, entered the Sea 
of Japan to commence support from 
Japan’s west coast. This was due to con-
cerns about radiation levels closer to the 
Fukushima nuclear site.22 In this regard, 
the Japan MOD must increase its own 
forces’ preparedness for nuclear disaster 
contingencies, as well as nuclear terror-
ism and nuclear attacks.

Information sharing with the U.S.  
Department of Defense

Lastly, the Japan MOD needs to con-
sider how it can better share necessary 
information with the U.S. Department of 
Defense (DOD). When the author inter-

v iewed 
some of 
the U.S. 
A r m y 
officers 
(mostly 
majors) 
at the 
P e n -
t a g o n , 

they pointed out the lack of necessary 
information on the Great East Japan 
Earthquake. They needed military infor-
mation which could not be acquired from 
ordinary TV news.23 Therefore, the MOD 
should explore how to keep such DOD 
officers informed of Japan’s military situ-
ation, particularly during contingencies.

Assistance from foreign forces 
besides the United States
By Captain Shunei Tamura

Following the Great East Japan Earth-
quake, Australia, Israel, the Republic 
of Korea, Thailand, France and other 
countries also offered military assistance 
to Japan. Their support included medical 
assistance, donation of relief supplies and 
transportation.24 What follows is a brief 
description of these countries’ military 
assistance and a few lessons learned about 
foreign military cooperation.

The Australian Defence Force (ADF) 
assisted Japan through humanitarian 
assistance and disaster relief operations 
that it labeled “Operation Pacific Assist.” 
ADF supplied three C-17A Globemaster 
aircraft, which during 12 days of airlift 
operations made 23 flights within Japan 
to transport vital stores and equipment. 
The ADF moved 450 tons of cargo, in-
cluding 41 vehicles and 135 passengers, 
mostly from the 15th Brigade of JGSDF. 
After the ADF C-17A deployed to Yokota 
Air Base, some Australian personnel were 

involved in coordinating with U.S. forces 
and JSDF through the U.S. 13th Air Force 
Movement Control Center. In spite of this 
being the first airlift mission for ADF in 
Japan, it carried out its mission effectively 
because it was able to obtain knowledge 
from U.S. forces about cooperating with 
JSDF. During the response to the tsunami 
and earthquake, general officers from 
JASDF and ADF exchanged e-mails a 
couple of times a day. This made the 
support more effective.

The Israel Defense Forces dispatched a 
medical team that conducted medical ex-
aminations in Minamisanriku, Miyagi Pre-
fecture, from March 29 to April 10. This was 
the first medical team that was dispatched 
by foreign forces to the affected area. Sixty 
doctors, nurses, pharmacists and translators 
from the Israel Defense Forces were involved 
in providing medical assistance.

“More activities and exercises are required 
to clarify means of communication, roles, 
missions and capabilities with Japan’s 
counterparts, and to establish an effective 
coordination mechanism.”

An SH-60B helicopter flies over the city of Sendai to   deliver more than 1,500 pounds  
of food to survivors. The citizens of Ebina city, Japan,   donated the food. 
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The Republic of Korea used three Air 
Force C-130 aircraft to transport 102 
rescue workers, doctors and translators, 
together with relief supplies, between 
Japan and the Republic of Korea.25

The Royal Thai Armed Forces also used 
two C-130s to transport 1,000 sleeping 
bags, 44 boxes of supplies, 9,000 cans 
and 1,300 survival kits on March 19. 
The C-130s flew to Yokota Air Base via 
Kadena Air Base on Okinawa.26 Singapore 
and Malaysia planned to dispatch C-130 
aircraft, but were unable to do so because 
the Japanese did not have sufficient infra-
structure or capability to support them at 
the time.

The French Air Force used Airbus 
planes to transport 140 rescue person-
nel. Additionally, the French Ministry of 
Defense donated 1,000 sets of radiation 
protective clothing to the Japan MOD in 

order to assist JSDF in their response to 
the nuclear power station accident. These 
clothes were received by JGSDF.27

Lessons learned
Among the lessons learned from ac-

cepting assisting from foreign forces was 
the need to establish close cooperation 
with these forces prior to future disasters. 
Japan has been strengthening mutual 
cooperation and collaboration, and has 
endeavored to further the smooth imple-
mentation of disaster relief activities 
through participation in exercises such 
as Cobra Gold and Pacific Partnership. 
However, this was not adequate prepara-
tion to coordinate swiftly and appropri-
ately in the case of a severe incident such 
as the Great East Japan Earthquake. More 
activities and exercises are required to 
clarify means of communication, roles, 

missions and capabilities with Japan’s 
counterparts, and to establish an effec-
tive coordination mechanism. Moreover, 
Acquisition and Cross-Servicing Agree-
ments are needed with friendly nations in 
order to make prior arrangements for the 
provision and use of supplies and services 
such as water, food, fuel and transport.

There were cases during the response 
to the March 11 disasters when it took 
time to receive assistance from foreign 
militaries because of differences in equip-
ment and standards.28 Japan needs to 
better understand the capabilities and 
equipment of foreign forces. Moreover, 
it should properly compile and store this 
information so that it is readily available 
and usable for all parties in the event of 
a disaster.

The Midterm Report published by the 
Japan MOD said that there were problems 
in matching relief needs, managing the 
activities of foreign militaries and pro-
viding information on JSDF activities.29 

Thus, it is necessary for JSDF to establish 
a coordination center where it can coordi-
nate with foreign militaries, decide on ap-
propriate roles and activities, and manage 
information under integrated leadership 
and management.

II. COOPERATION BETWEEN 
MOD/JSDF AND THE PUBLIC 
SECTOR

Interagency cooperation  
By Ms. Ritsuko Hirose

The MOD/JSDF accepted a wide 
variety of requests from, and worked to-
gether with, other Japanese government 
ministries and agencies responding to the 
Great East Japan Earthquake. This section 
discusses the facts and lessons learned 
about interagency cooperation based on 
MOD press releases, press information 
and interviews with MOD officials. In 
the early stages, the MOD/JSDF closely 
collaborated with the Office of the Prime 
Minister, the Headquarters for Emergency 
Disaster Response and other ministries 
and agencies, including the Ministry of 

An SH-60B helicopter flies over the city of Sendai to   deliver more than 1,500 pounds  
of food to survivors. The citizens of Ebina city, Japan,   donated the food. Photo courtesy of the U.S. Navy
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Economy, Trade and Industry, the Fire 
and Disaster Management Agency, the 
National Police Agency, the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, the 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 
Science and Technology and the Ministry 
of the Environment.30

A Headquarters for Emergency Disaster 
Response, a Nuclear Emergency Response 
Headquarters and an Emergency Re-
sponse Team were established just after 
the earthquake by the Prime Minister.31 
The Emergency Response Team served 
to promote interagency coordination. 
Participating members from various gov-
ernment organizations made requests for 
JSDF assistance to the Director General of 
the MOD Bureau of Operational Policy, 
followed by specific coordination with the 
MOD.32

The concrete details of water pumping 
and other on-site activities at Tokyo 
Electric Power Company’s (TEPCO) Fu-
kushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station 
were conducted according to orders given 
by the Prime Minister and were coordi-
nated by JSDF after coordination with 
related governmental bodies and TEPCO. 
JSDF also maintained primary manage-
ment over the implementation of these 
activities.33 JSDF was heavily engaged in 
decontaminating personnel and vehicles, 
monitoring operations and transporting 
fuel.

JSDF also cooperated with the police, 
fire departments, Japan Coast Guard 
and others in rescuing a large number 
of disaster victims. Based on requests 
from local governments, JSDF provided 
assistance in transporting dead bodies to 
burial sites as needed. Since local govern-
ments are responsible for the treatment of 

unidentified bodies, Minister of Defense 
Toshimi Kitazawa requested that Minister 
of Health, Labour and Welfare Ritsuo Ho-
sokawa urge local governments to order 
private-sector entities to manage the care 

of bodies in 
order to allow 
JSDF to focus 
on disaster relief 
o p e r a t i o n s , 
including the 
transportation 
of relief goods.34

There were a 
variety of other 
ways in which 
JSDF cooper-
ated with other 
agencies to 
enhance the 
effectiveness of 
the response. 
Directly fol-
lowing the 
e a r t h q u a k e , 
the MOD and 
the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs 
and Communi-
cations cooper-
ated to allocate 
radio frequen-
cies for JSDF 
operations that 
would be free 
from interrup-
tion. JSDF’s 
liaison section 
in the Cabinet 
Office smoothly 
c o o r d i n a t e d 
with other government agencies in the 
area of livelihood assistance activities.35

In the early stages of the response, min-
istries and agencies also asked for JSDF as-
sistance transporting relief goods.36 JSDF 
accumulated relief supplies provided by 

ministries and transported the supplies 
to shelters. JSDF also coordinated the 
smooth transportation of relief supplies 
with the MOD liaison officers dispatched 
to the Headquarters for Emergency Di-

saster Response. After the earthquake, in 
response to official requests, JSDF imme-
diately transported the Prime Minister, 
Chief Cabinet Secretary and other senior 
officials to disaster areas using JSDF 
airplanes.

Lessons learned
Interagency coop-

eration was generally 
successful because par-
ticipating members of 

the Emergency Response Team from gov-
ernment agencies made requests through 
the Director General of the Bureau of 
Operational Policy, followed by specific 
coordination with the MOD. Members of 

“However, due to the flood of requests and JSDF’s posture and 
practical constraints, JSDF could not respond to all requests.”

Sailors and Marines aboard the USS Blue Ridge watch a helicopter as it 
conducts a vertical replenishment of humanitarian assistance supplies.

Photo by Mass Communication Specialist 2nd Class Aaron M. Pineda/U.S. Navy



31

the MOD, namely the Minister himself, 
shared the basic policy that JSDF should 
make every effort possible to respond 
to requests from other ministries and 
agencies. The Minister of Defense even 
conducted direct coordination with other 
ministers on matters considered to be 
important. However, due to the flood of 
requests and JSDF’s posture and practi-
cal constraints, JSDF could not respond 
to all requests. Nevertheless, interagency 
partners expressed their appreciation for 
the cooperation conducted by the MOD/
JSDF, as the MOD/JSDF made every effort 
to respond to requests when possible and 
to explain why they could not answer 
some specific requests.

In order to further cooperation in the 
future, several lessons can be learned 
based on the assumption that ministries 
and agencies will make a large number of 
requests for JSDF assistance in the case 
of another great earthquake. Ministries 
should make lists of tasks to be executed 
in general priority in case of a large di-
saster, and these lists should be shared 
among ministries. Priorities should be 
quickly determined based upon the 
actual situation in the event of an earth-
quake. Cooperative agreements should 
be created between the MOD and each 
ministry, if necessary, and interagency ex-
ercises should be carried out under those 
agreements.

Cooperation with  
local governments
By Lieutenant Colonel Eijiro Imamura

In the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earth-
quake of 1995 in Kobe, problems were 
experienced such as a delay in the initial 
dispatch of JSDF units and a lack of coop-
eration between JSDF and local govern-
ments. This led to significant revisions in 
the laws regarding JSDF’s role in disaster 
relief. Subsequently, in the Great East 
Japan Earthquake such problems were 
not observed. But there were challenges 
with the regional information gather-
ing and sharing network, which was in 
a catastrophic condition after the Great 

East Japan Earthquake. The initial infor-
mation gathering system, particularly for 
gathering data about the affected people, 
had serious problems. As time passed 
during the disaster response, the relation-
ship between JSDF and local govern-
ments changed subtly. In the early days of 
relief activities, local governments had a 
common understanding that the mission 
of JSDF was to rescue victims. However, 
due to the changing needs of the affected 
people, there later came to be some dif-
ferences in how local governments viewed 
JSDF’s proper 
role and ac-
tivities, which 
prevented a 
common un-
d e r s t a n d i n g 
among local 
governments.

Coordination conducted by JSDF 
with local authorities was strained in 
part because local governments were 
dysfunctional due to earthquake casual-
ties, and there were multiple parties with 
whom coordination was necessary. In 
some cases, the proper party with whom 
to coordinate was unclear. The main 
factors in the confusion were related to 
the structure of local governments, such 
as navigating the difficulties of a vertically 
integrated administration, trouble secur-
ing and optimizing resources in the tran-
sition to a crisis management posture, 
and friction with those local governments 
that assumed the principle of the Disaster 
Countermeasures Basic Act, which states 
that municipal governments have the lead 
responsibility in dealing with disasters.37

Some of the challenges in coordina-
tion between JSDF and municipalities 
were due to the latter’s adherence to the 
norms of equality and fairness in the 
provision of services to the public. The 
basic job of the administrators of local 
governments is to distribute goods and 
services to those in need. However, avail-
able resources are not unlimited and must 
be distributed properly and efficiently. 
Therefore, local governments, in order 
to achieve equality and fairness, take a 

great interest in pre-assessment of needs. 
Local governments also make a point of 
democratic procedures so as to obtain the 
consent of the majority and not cause a 
sense of injustice among the population. 
But democratic procedures and thorough 
pre-assessments take a long time. The 
JSDF had to make immediate decisions 
and conduct operations immediately 
under unclear circumstances. Thus JSDF 
and local governments had different 
senses of speed and urgency in respond-
ing to the emergencies.

Lessons learned
From these difficulties can be drawn 

several lessons for enhanced cooperation 
between the military and local govern-
ments in future disasters. A friendly 
environment that promotes coopera-
tion is dependent on information being 
processed and flowing effectively and 
efficiently. A mechanism that allows in-
formation sharing and communication 
freely between organizations at any time 
is essential to building cooperation. JSDF 
had earlier established good relationships 
for sharing and communicating informa-
tion with local governments. However, in 
this earthquake, new challenges occurred 
that needed to be addressed at an early 
stage. These included the need to restore 
relationships between JSDF units and 
debilitated local governments that were 
adversely affected by the disaster, as well 
as the need to build new relationships 
between local governments and reinforce-
ments from outside the disaster area. In 
addition, increased frequency of unof-
ficial communication during the disaster 
led to misunderstandings and misinter-
pretations that caused potential distrust 
among stakeholders.

One of the recommended improve-
ments is the introduction of an emer-
gency command system, such as the 

“JSDF and local governments had  
different senses of speed and urgency 
in responding to the emergencies.”
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one that exists in the United States. The 
Incident Command System (ICS) is a 
crisis management system that includes 
standardized procedures and chain of 
command to allow smooth cooperation 
among institutions in times of disaster.38 
While each institution exists as a separate 
organization in peacetime, it is important 
for each institution to act in a disciplined 
and cooperative fashion during an emer-
gency. So it is necessary to unify disaster 
response procedures, chain of command 
and terminology in advance. The basic 
concept of the ICS is composed of five 
parts: command, operations, logistics, 
planning and finance. Through the in-
troduction of a system like ICS in Japan, 
local governments would be able to share 
a standard emergency response system. 
Furthermore, local governments would be 
able to operate as effective crisis response 
organizations regardless of the cause and 
scale of a crisis.

Strengthening coordination is impor-
tant in order to mitigate the uncertainty 
which disasters bring. Another effective 
means to accomplish this is practical train-
ing. Implementation of practical training 
can verify the validity of disaster manage-
ment plan and procedures. In addition, 
feedback from trainings can be used to 
improve plans. Training participants can 
acquire a better understanding of crisis 
response and behavior, and gain a sense of 
ownership by learning their own respon-
sibilities and authorities in a disaster. They 

will more clearly understand the chain of 
command and information transmission 
procedures required if an incident occurs. 
As a result, practical training gives the op-
portunity to improve the effectiveness of 
communication networks by finding and 

correcting potential problems prior to a 
crisis. It also helps to mature relationships 
among organizations through simulated 
experience. The implementation of prac-
tical training should be conducted on the 
basis of the most severe assumption or 
worst-case scenario.

Because it is important to ensure alter-
natives are available when executing crisis 
management procedures, another key 
countermeasure is to ensure redundancy 
in crisis response capabilities. By retain-
ing redundant capabilities, it is possible to 
reduce the risk of dysfunction and ensure 
backup capabilities, even if some func-
tional capability is corrupted or stopped.

III. COOPERATION BETWEEN 
MOD/JSDF AND THE PRIVATE 
SECTOR

Cooperation with aid agencies  
at home and abroad  
By Colonel (Ret.) Daisaku Sakaguchi

In the case of a large natural disaster, aid 
agencies have two main missions – disas-
ter survivor assistance and reconstruction 
support. Among the number of promi-
nent agencies that provided assistance to 
survivors of the March 11 disasters were 
the Japanese Red Cross Society (JRCS), 
the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, the International Federation of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the 

United Nations Office for the Coordina-
tion of Humanitarian Affairs, the Food 
and Agriculture Organization, the World 
Food Program, the U.N. Children’s Fund, 
the International Labour Organization 
and the International Atomic Energy 

Agency. Many reconstruction support 
organizations also assisted, including 
the International Recovery Platform, the 
U.N. Human Settlements Programme, 
the Economic and Social Commission for 
Asia and the Pacific and the World Bank, 
among others. In Japan, the MOFA has 
responsibility for coordination with in-
ternational agencies, including the many 
U.N. organizations. However, the MOD 
and JSDF may coordinate directly with 
local NGOs and private-sector entities.39

If there is a locally based organization 
well suited to coordinate and cooperate 
with the MOD and JSDF in disaster-
stricken areas, it is JRCS. Disaster relief 
activities are conducted as a mission of the 
Red Cross under the Japanese Red Cross 
Law and its statutes. In addition, JRCS is 
labeled as a “designated public corpora-
tion” by the Disaster Countermeasures 
Basic Act and the Disaster Relief Act, and 
as such is required to cooperate with the 
government to offer relief assistance in 
times of disaster.40 The details of this as-
sistance are provided for under an agree-
ment with the Ministry of Health, Labour 
and Welfare. The domestic disaster relief 
activities of JRCS are as follows:

• Medical relief and psychological care

• Storage and distribution of relief 
goods

• Provision of blood products

• Collection and distribution of vol-
untary donations

• Collection of information

• Administration of first aid

• Caring for those who evacuate to 
shelters

As JRCS is a proven aid organization 
with an established record, it operates 
independently. Unfortunately, there was 
only limited cooperation between JSDF 
and JRCS during the Great East Japan 
Earthquake.41 The JRCS branch office 
of Chiba Prefecture dispatched one aid 
section to Miyagi Prefecture on March 
12, and it requested that JSDF transport 

“[The Japanese Red Cross Society] depended 
on JSDF for assistance. However, because 
their coordination was ad hoc, the joint 
activities were susceptible to disorganization 
and inefficiency.”
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the team by helicopter because the road 
to the area was closed. As a result, a JSDF 
helicopter airlifted JRCS personnel from 
Narita Airport to JGSDF’s Fukushima 
Station.

Moreover, the JRCS Chiba Prefecture 
branch office distributed 7,650 blankets 
to the afflicted people and collaborated 
with JGSDF.42 In the disaster-stricken 
area, since means of transportation and 
co m m u n i c a t i o n 
were limited, JRCS 
depended on JSDF 
for assistance. 
However, because 
their coordina-
tion was ad hoc, 
the joint activities 
were susceptible 
to disorganization 
and inefficiency. 
As a remedy, trans-
portation trainings 
are now frequently 
being held between 
JSDF and each 
JRCS branch. In the 
future, JSDF and 
JRCS need to make 
legislative prepara-
tions to conduct 
organizational joint 
activities in disaster-stricken areas.

Cooperation with private  
companies and NGOs 
By Lieutenant Colonel Daisuke Saito

JSDF worked not only with other 
ministries and provincial governments 
during the response, but also with private 
companies and NGOs. In the relief phase, 
public welfare was a priority for JSDF’s 
activities, which included providing 
rescue, medical and transportation assis-
tance, and working to prevent epidemics. 
The aim of these activities was to give a 
feeling of reassurance to the suffering 
survivors, but they were also influenced 
by the principles of JSDF engagement in 
disaster relief: urgency, public nature, and 
non-substitutability.

Cooperation with private companies
The main activity for which JSDF coop-

erated with private companies was trans-
portation assistance. This involved the 
transportation of aid to the affected areas 
per the direction of the livelihood assis-
tance cell that was established in JTF-TH, 
which was based with the Northeastern 
Army. The cell was an ad-hoc organiza-
tion which helped citizens along with 

the existing systems of the Northeastern 
Army. Although it was one of the sec-
tions in JTF-TH, the cell personnel came 
from staffs outside JTF-TH who were 
dispatched from the Ground Staff Office. 
The cell addressed needs that were identi-
fied by officials who were dispatched to 
affected areas to gather information.

The livelihood assistance cell set up a 
transportation scheme to replace or assist 
the logistics system that had collapsed in 
the earthquake in order to transport goods 
that were urgently needed in the affected 
areas using the transportation assets of 
JSDF garrisons or bases. Sometimes the 
gap between the terminal areas of JSDF 
support and the destination shelters was 
filled by private transportation compa-
nies such as Sagawa Express Co., Ltd. or 
Yamato Transport Co., Ltd. JSDF was 

responsible for the core transportation 
effort, and the private companies were 
responsible in their respective areas. This 
is an example of useful JSDF cooperation 
with private companies during the earth-
quake relief operations. According to the 
MOD, the construction of this transporta-
tion framework helped address the urgent 
needs in the affected areas for items such 
as kerosene, diesel, petrol, water, food, 

clothing, blankets, 
baby formula, 
diapers and por-
table toilets, and 
offered “fast and ef-
ficient transport of 
fine-grained relief 
based on the needs 
of the shelter.”43

In addition to 
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n 
support, JSDF was 
also asked to assist 
with the burial of 
bodies, in coop-
eration with the 
private sector, in 
order to help with 
the prevention of 
epidemics. This 
support was nec-
essary due to the 

disruptions that the disaster caused to 
the functioning of private companies and 
local governments.

JSDF also cooperated with telecommu-
nications companies to restore facilities 
damaged by the earthquake. These efforts 
were made to ensure communications 
support for relief activities. The recov-
ery of communication networks also 
helped survivors obtain information and 
contact their family members, friends and 
relatives. 

Cooperation with NGOs
More than 40 national and interna-

tional NGOs, such as Peace Winds Japan 
and Asian Community Trust, were in 
the affected areas. These organizations 
distributed goods and provided kitchens, 
medical services, mental health assistance, 

The Disaster and Crisis Management Officer of Iwate Prefecture and the Japanese 
Ground Self-Defense Force 9th Division staff hold a coordination meeting.

Photo courtesy of 9th Division, Japan Ground Self-Defense Force
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child care, education and information 
services to restore support systems. They 
also assisted with clean-up efforts in 
Iwate, Miyagi, Fukushima and Ibaraki 
prefectures. There was little direct co-
operation between JSDF and NGOs, but 
some informal, indirect cooperation was 
conducted through local governments. In 
certain areas, activities such as site clear-
ing and rubble cleanup were transferred 
directly from JSDF to the NGOs. JGSDF 
carried out transportation and disposal 
of rubble and other debris depending 
on the needs of local governments. This 
effort continued later in the form of coop-
eration with the private sector and NGOs 
even after the transition to full-fledged 
recovery and reconstruction efforts led 
by local governments and residents.

In this disaster, JSDF cooperation with 
private companies and NGOs was histor-
ically different from previous experiences 
in Japan. The purpose of disaster relief is 
to provide support for the civilian popu-
lation, while in the past, the Japanese 
Army’s dealings with private companies 
and other private organizations were in-
tended to facilitate military action. These 
efforts are quite contradictory. JSDF’s 
military missions have been formulated 
in the centralized command and control 
organization, and led by orders or direc-
tives of the National Command Author-
ity. In contrast, JSDF’s cooperation with 
the private sector after March 11 was led 
by decentralized requirements from civil-
ians such as NGOs, private companies 
and survivors.

To help build a cooperative relation-
ship, it is necessary to consider the precise 
and essentially different natures of these 
respective organizations. Also, when it 
comes to military cooperation with the 
private sector and NGOs, it should be 
recognized that the “mutual influential 
relationship was maintained for the 
mutual independence of the organiza-
tions.”44 It is also necessary to recognize 
the differences among the organizations, 
and to accept that their cooperation 
should be complementary and based on 
those differences.

Lessons learned
During the disaster relief operations, 

as permitted by law and regulation, JSDF 
used flexibility in dealing with the private 
sector and NGOs. The main problem was 
how JSDF should go about cooperating 
with organizations that have quite dif-
ferent natures and characteristics. Ulti-
mately, JSDF and private-sector organiza-
tions both contribute to public welfare. In 
emergencies such as this earthquake, it is 
necessary to cooperate closely. The MOD 
expressed the need “to ensure that this co-
operation and the specific activities have 
clear business priorities” under a situation 
of severe national financial constraints.45 
Additionally, it was necessary to pay at-
tention to matters “such as effective use of 
the private sector, paying careful attention 
to financial circumstances, and striving 
for increasing efficiency and streamlining 
of personnel and labor costs.”46 In this 
regard, it was critical to recognize that 
there was a limit to what could be done to 
meet disaster recovery needs.

Given these points, two major ideas 
emerge about enhancing cooperation 
in the future. The first is to strengthen 
JGSDF’s ability to adapt to situations in 
order to respond to various contingen-
cies with military capabilities. One type 
of decentralized command philosophy 
that has been adopted in many coun-
tries is known as “mission command” or 
“mission orders.” Mission command gives 
subordinates the initiative to operate 
under the commander’s intent rather than 
demanding overly centralized direction. 
The prototype for this command phi-
losophy, “Auftragstaktik,” was put forth 
in the doctrine of the Prussian Army. In 
this framework, the commander identifies 
the end state, or the ultimate objective to 
be achieved, while the ways and means 
of its realization are left to the subordi-
nates.47 A shared framework of thinking 
by all military members is essential to tie 
this approach together. This is a meth-
odology for a professional military and 
has produced spontaneous actions that 
yielded good results on many occasions. 
Adopting this method of placing author-

ity with the front-line troops could allow 
flexibility in cooperation with NGOs and 
private companies and still be effective in 
meeting the demands of a disaster relief 
scenario. In a mission command frame-
work, commanders at all levels can use 
their own judgment as to how to respond 
in a given situation, rather than relying 
on the senior commander’s perception 
of needs at all sites in the operating area. 
Unfortunately, the mission command 
construct is not intrinsic in JGSDF.

The second idea for enhancing co-
operation is to have private business 
organizations form something like the 
livelihood assistance cell that JTF-TH had 
established to coordinate relief activities 
between JSDF and civil organizations, 
rather than give JSDF the main respon-
sibility of responding to all local require-
ments. It is more desirable for JSDF to 
support this standing cell indirectly, with 
private businesses and others leading the 
initiative. This would make it possible to 
respond to the diversity of needs of the 
private sector without compromising the 
expertise of JSDF. This would be in line 
with the concept for employing JSDF that 
is described in Japan’s National Defense 
Program Outline. Also, if such a cell were 
set up, it would lead to closer relation-
ships among private-sector organizations, 
which could further increase collabora-
tion. As discussed here, it is essential to 
draw conclusions on improving coop-
eration between JSDF and the private 
sector based on a clear understanding of 
the natures of private-sector entities and 
organizations.

Conclusion 
By Colonel Nozomu Yoshitomi

Following the March 11 Great East 
Japan Earthquake, the JSDF conducted 
disaster relief operations mainly in the 
prefectures of Iwate, Miyagi and Fu-
kushima.  JSDF completed its disaster 
relief operations on December 26 based 
on each prefectural governor’s request 
for withdrawal of troops. During the re-
sponse, JSDF personnel worked a total of 
291 days.48 JSDF operations in this disas-
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ter response were widely varied compared 
to past relief operations. As a result, the 
MOD and JSDF learned to cooperate with 
a variety of internal and international 
military, public and private actors in di-
saster relief.

This research summarized individual 
studies concerning the state of affairs 
and lessons learned regarding trilateral 
cooperation from the viewpoint of the 
MOD and JSDF. First, it was discovered 
that there is considerable room for im-
provement in Japan-U.S. bilateral and 
joint operations in the event of large 
natural disasters, even though they have 
a half-century record of collaboration 
under the Japan-U.S. alliance. Collabora-
tion with the ADF also took place and 
was well integrated with the coordination 
with U.S. forces. Further consideration of 
trilateral cooperation among the United 
States, Japan and Australia is necessary. 
Concerning other foreign military forces, 
it is recommended that a framework for 
cooperation be constructed.

The MOD and JSDF received varied and 

complicated requests for assistance and 
required a framework to facilitate efficient 
cooperation with other Japanese govern-
ment agencies. Collaboration with local 
governments produced many lessons. Al-
though local governments should assume 
a leading role in disaster response, in some 
cases damage caused by the disaster kept 
them from exercising their normal disaster 
relief functions. This led to a dramatic 
increase in the volume of aid needed and 
demands on local organizations follow-
ing the Great East Japan Earthquake. 
JSDF conducts disaster relief operations 
at the request of local governments, and 
these local authorities have a major role 
in determining whether JSDF carries out 
its mission well. This paper recommends 
a fundamental readjustment of the crisis 
management and disaster relief functions 
of local authorities.

The MOD and JSDF have not focused 
in the past on cooperation with the private 
sector. Collaboration with domestic and 
international aid organizations and NGOs 
was also previously limited. However, 

experience in the response to the March 
11 disasters indicates that constructing 
a framework for collaboration between 
JSDF and the private and aid sectors is 
necessary in order to properly prepare for 
the next large earthquake. On the positive 
side, close relationships were established 
with private companies in terms of trans-
portation and communication. The reason 
for this success was that both the JSDF and 
private companies showed admirable flex-
ibility. They must now prepare standard 
operating procedures for future coopera-
tion in a variety of foreseeable cases.

In conclusion, thinking of the many 
people who served admirably in relief 
operations following the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, we may seem to have been 
very critical of some actions and decisions. 
However, we did this based on our belief 
that we must learn from this experience in 
order to be well-prepared for the next large 
natural disaster. I hope that our research 
will set a precedent for the study of lessons 
without taboo. 
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Japan Self-Defense Forces personnel travel to a rescue operation site. It was still cold and even snowing in mid-March in the Tohoku region, which 
is located in the northern part of Japan.
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Japan is a country rich in natural disas-
ters and has been damaged by typhoons, 
earthquakes and tsunamis time and time 
again in history. It is no wonder, therefore, 
that the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) 
have been frequently engaging in disaster 
relief operations since their establishment 
in 1954. However, the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, which happened on March 
11, 2011, was an exception to the typical 
disaster. In both its scale and complexities 
this earthquake was far beyond the JSDF’s 
expectation.

The earthquake struck Tohoku, one of 
the areas of Japan that was best prepared 
against tsunamis, with miles of anti-tsu-
nami bunkers and other countermeasures. 
However, since the scale of the earthquake 

was far beyond anticipation, none of the 
countermeasures worked properly. The 
gigantic tsunami devastated the area and 
the lines of bunkers were wiped away in a 
matter of seconds, instantly costing hun-
dreds of people their lives. The nuclear 
power plant accident further complicated 
the problem. This article addresses the 
challenges and lessons learned by JSDF 
during the disaster response from the 
point of view of a soldier.

General principles of the JSDF’s 
role in humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief 

Although JSDF’s main purpose is to 
protect our country and independence, 

Japan Self-Defense Forces’ response to the 
Great East Japan Earthquake
Lessons learned from the soldier’s viewpoint

By Captain Hiroyuki Terada

AFFECTED STATE

Photo courtesy of Japan Ministry of Defense
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many Japanese have appreciated JSDF for 
its contribution to humanitarian assis-
tance and disaster relief (HA/DR) opera-
tions. In a January 2012 opinion poll, 82.9 
percent of Japanese named HA/DR as the 
JSDF’s raison d’être.1

In principle, JSDF’s disaster dispatch is 
carried out at the request of the prefec-
tural governor and other officials. When 
a disaster strikes, the local governor in 
the affected prefecture will issue a JSDF 
aid request through a local military unit. 
Upon receiving the request, the unit will 
conduct disaster response operations 
itself, and/or forward the request to other 
units and branches, depending on the 
scale of the disaster.

When the Hanshin area of western 
Japan was hit by a massive earthquake in 
1995 (known as the Great Hanshin-Awaji 
Earthquake or Kobe Earthquake), local 
JSDF units completed the preparation for 
expected response operations just after 
the disaster. However, governors in the 
affected areas were not quick enough to 
issue the request to JSDF units, delaying 
the issue of the JSDF operation order 
as the situation deteriorated. Based on 
lessons learned from this case, the Gov-
ernment of Japan established the legal 
framework of “discretionary dispatch,” 
which enables JSDF units to deploy to af-
fected areas for initial response operations 
without a request from a governor under 
emergency circumstances when there is 
no time to wait.2

JSDF’s response to the Great East 
Japan Earthquake

The Great East Japan Earthquake was a 
magnitude 9.0 ocean trench earthquake 
off the coast of Japan that occurred at 
14:46 local time on Friday, March 11, 
2011, with the epicenter approximately 70 
kilometers (43 miles) east of the Oshika 
Peninsula. The earthquake triggered pow-
erful tsunami waves that reached heights 
of up to allegedly 40.5 meters (133 ft) 
in Miyako city in Iwate Prefecture, and 
which in the Sendai area traveled up to 
10 kilometers (six miles) inland. The 

tsunami caused meltdowns in three reac-
tors at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Station complex. The creation of 
associated evacuation zones affected hun-
dreds of thousands of residents.

The JSDF response to this earthquake 
was unprecedented in many respects. 
First, it was the largest JSDF operation 
ever executed. At the peak, JSDF had 
about 107,000 personnel, 550 aircraft 
and 60 ships deployed to the operation. 
The total number of personnel mobilized 
corresponds to almost half of the JSDF’s 
total manpower. Second, the JSDF was 
required to deal with a complex disaster, 
namely an earthquake, tsunami and 
nuclear disaster (and fire following the 
earthquake on a minor scale). The JSDF 
carried out simultaneous operations to 
manage the earthquake and tsunami dev-
astation and established Joint Task Force-
Tohoku (JTF-TH). The nuclear accident 
portion of the disaster was handled by 
JSDF’s Central Readiness Force.3 Third, 
this was JSDF’s first operation conducted 
in a radioactive environment. Fourth, 

JSDF carried out the operations in close 
cooperation with U.S. forces. Finally, the 
response marked the first time in which 
JSDF reserve personnel were mobilized 
for operations.4

The tsunami left a vast number of 
missing persons, which necessitated a 
focused search and rescue operation 
throughout an expansive area over a 
long period of time. JSDF rescued ap-
proximately 19,000 victims of the disaster 
and uncovered almost 9,500 bodies. As a 
part of relief support for victims, JSDF 
distributed food and water and provided 
bathing facilities. The bathing facilities 
were extremely popular and proved to 
be one of the most appreciated elements 
of JSDF support. JSDF units also cleared 
300 kilometers (186 miles) of roadways, 
which had been unusable due to extensive 
debris.

JSDF also carried out operations in 
support of the nuclear disaster. In the 
immediate aftermath of the disaster, JSDF 
personnel assisted efforts to keep nuclear 
reactors and spent fuel pools cool. CH-47 

“The JSDF response to this earthquake was 
unprecedented in many respects. First, it was 

the largest JSDF operation ever executed.”

Japan Self-Defense Forces personnel conduct search and rescue operations in an area 
that was inundated by the tsunami. In places such as this where the water was shallow, 
rescue personnel waded in the water and searched for disaster victims by hand. 

Photo courtesy of Japan Ministry of Defense
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helicopters dropped water 
and fire engines sprayed water 
over damaged facilities. After a 
20-kilometer (12-mile) radius 
evacuation zone was estab-
lished around the power plant, 
JSDF provided safe passage and 
helicopter support to victims 
to ensure they could leave the 
area safely. The JSDF helicop-
ters were used for monitoring 
flights over nuclear power sta-
tions, as well. Chemical units of 
the Japan Ground Self-Defense 
Force (JGSDF) also conducted 
radiation measurement and 
decontamination activities.

In addition, U.S. forces 
implemented assistance activi-
ties on a massive scale in the di-
saster area in support of JSDF, 
at their largest mobilizing ap-
proximately 16,000 personnel, 
15 vessels and 140 aircraft. The 
U.S. “Operation Tomodachi” 
further enhanced the Japan-U.S. alliance. 
Coordination with U.S. forces was tremen-
dously important in terms of search and 
rescue activities, and also in securing the 
safety and livelihoods of disaster victims. 
To facilitate close coordination, bilateral 
coordination centers were established at 
the Ministry of Defense (Ichigaya, Tokyo), 
U.S. Forces Japan (Yokota Air Base) and at 
the headquarters of JTF-TH (Sendai). All 
proved to be very effective.

Coordination challenges in HA/DR

In general the need for civil-military 

cooperation in all military activities is in-
creasing. The essence of war has changed 

and one of the keys to successful military 
operations is to win the hearts and minds 
of people. The needs for hearts and minds 
operations is even greater in HA/DR. To 
these ends it is now indispensable for 
militaries to cooperate with non-military 
organizations. As the opinion poll men-
tioned above demonstrates, the role JSDF 
plays in disaster situations is well sup-
ported by the Japanese public. The JSDF 
activities in response to the Great East 
Japan Earthquake included not only pro-
viding goods and services for rescue and 
support operations, but also providing 
relief to individual victims of the disaster.

JSDF’s contribution to relief activities 

was highly appreciated by the affected 
people and the JSDF units’ presence 

seemed to help improve morale, as well. 
The relationship between the military 
and the affected people, therefore, is 
not a problem in Japan; the challenge is 
rather in coordination and cooperation 
with other bodies in relief activities, such 
as other ministries, local governments 
and non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs).

Civil-military lessons learned

Information sharing
Life-saving is the priority matter in the 

initial phase of relief operations. However, 
obtaining situational awareness as soon as 

possible is also important 
in order to facilitate relief 
operations. In particular, 
the affected population’s 
specific needs should be 
well understood by relief 
units. JSDF established 
JTF Headquarters in 
Sendai, the capital city 
of Miyagi Prefecture, 

and sent liaisons to Prefectural Disaster 
Response Headquarters and on-the-spot 

“The relationship between the military and the affected 
people, therefore, is not a problem in Japan; the challenge 
is rather in coordination and cooperation with other bodies 
in relief activities, such as other ministries, local govern-
ments and non-governmental organizations.”

Following the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station accident, residents living within a 20-kilometer 
(12-mile) radius of the Station were told to evacuate. Here Japan Self-Defense Force personnel 
transport patients from a hospital in the evacuation area using a CH-47 helicopter.

Photo courtesy of Japan Ministry of Defense
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response headquarters throughout the 
disaster zone.5 In the field, soldiers visited 
shelters and affected local communities 
to inquire after missing persons or to find 
out about actual needs. This proved to be 
quite effective in ensuring that aid mate-
rial was distributed to the right places.

However, there were some shortfalls 
from the information-sharing viewpoint. 
Interagency information-sharing means 
and procedures were not clearly defined 
or sufficient. Also, destruction of the 
communication network in the disaster 
disturbed operations. To avoid this in 
the future, the framework, procedures 
and means of communication should 
be prepared and agreed to by related au-
thorities in advance. One of the options 
would be placing post-military or retired 
military personnel in local governments’ 
disaster prevention sections as liaisons. 
Integration of communication among 
agencies is also key. The military, local 
authorities, the private sectors and NGOs 
all possess communications capabilities. 
In an emergency, impromptu networks 
encompassing all parties should be swiftly 
established.

Appropriate tasking
Military forces are often referred to as 

the last resort in routine crises that civil-
ian governments can normally handle. 
However, in situations beyond the normal 
capacity of the government that require 
major HA/DR operations, the military is 
expected to be one of the first responders. 
The military is self-sufficient by nature, 
well-equipped and organized to operate 
in harsh environments. Therefore, mili-
tary units are often expected to exercise 
their maximum capabilities in the very 
first phase of rescue operations. Also, 
they are expected to withdraw from the 
area at the earliest possible stage, handing 
over responsibilities to the civilian and 
private sectors. JSDF’s three principles for 
disaster relief dictate that it can respond 
to disasters that are urgent, public in 
nature and for which its services are not 
substitutable.

As host nations’ military capabilities 
are not unlimited, it is essential to utilize 
private and partner-nation resources, as 
well. For instance, transportation capacity 
was a serious bottleneck for the deploy-
ment of JSDF units to the affected areas 

following the March 11 disasters. Private 
ferryboats and C-17 transport aircrafts 
operated by U.S. and Australian forces 
both facilitated the rapid deployment of 
units from remote areas such as Hokkaido 
and Okinawa. Another example was the 
reopening of Sendai Airport, which had 
been badly flooded by the tsunami. The 
reopening of the airport was quite im-
portant as it was expected to be utilized 
as a hub for the overall relief operation. 
JSDF and U.S. units deployed and worked 
with the airport authority and construc-
tion companies, coordinating closely to 
prepare the airport for reopening. Gener-
ally, the key to civil-military cooperation 
success is mutual understanding among 
players who have diverse national and 
corporate cultures. In the case of the re-
opening of Sendai Airport, all the parties 
understood their respective roles and 
share of the work.

However, the civil-military coopera-
tion process admittedly did not always go 
smoothly. People working in the field 
were under pressure and could not always 
afford to empathize with other people’s 
circumstances. This situation often 

School students pose after using bathing facilities and receiving meals aboard the Japanese minesweeping mother ship “Bungo.”

Photo courtesy of Japan Ministry of Defense
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caused friction among soldiers, authori-
ties and private volunteers. In some areas 
JSDF units were viewed as all-powerful, 
with the myth that the military could do 
everything asked by the people. This, of 
course, was not always possible. Appro-
priate task-sharing in HA/DR should be 
guided by clear perceptions of the capa-
bilities and natures of others. This should 
be emphasized in and mitigated by peace-
time exchanges, including joint exercises.

Whole-of-government response
Civil-military task-sharing is essential 

to HA/DR operations; this applies to 
interagency tasking as well. This role 
was taken by the Emergency Response 
Headquarters in the Crisis Management 
Center of the Prime Minister’s office, 
where representatives from crisis-related 
ministries worked on an around-the-
clock basis. When the Fukushima Daiichi 
Nuclear Power Station was damaged by 
the tsunami, the Government of Japan 
found that the response to the accident 
needed interagency coordination. The 
cooling of reactors, protection and evacu-

ation of residents, monitoring of radia-
tion, safety of farm and marine products, 
coordination with other countries, as well 
as airspace control, security measures, 
and many other tasks demanded the inte-
gration of all of the capabilities of Japan.

Total confusion had prevailed in the 
aftermath of the disaster at the Fuku-
shima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station. 
Response teams from various organiza-
tions gathered at the off-site center, but 
coordination among units with diverse 
cultures and procedures was not easy. 
Some form of framework was needed. 
The Prime Minister issued a special di-
rective that JSDF units in the field would 
take unitary control of all works, such as 
water spraying and monitoring. In other 
words, JSDF was placed at the heart of the 
operation, through the coordination with 
other bodies such as the Fire and Disaster 
Management Agency, the Nuclear and In-
dustrial Safety Agency, and Tokyo Electric 
Power Company. This mechanism worked 
quite well, and it demonstrated that a 
systematic response by the government 
could be the basis of smooth coordination 

between the military and the public and 
private sectors.

Conclusion

The Japanese military is expected to 
play a greater role in HA/DR in the future, 
so should maintain its readiness accord-
ingly. Civil-military and public-private 
sector coordination underpinned by gov-
ernment response planning is essential. 
This applies in an international context, 
as well.

JSDF carried out unprecedented HA/
DR operations in the response to the 
Great East Japan Earthquake and is 
now reviewing its disaster relief opera-
tions plans based on the lessons learned 
during the response. Since seismology is 
a relatively new study, we are not yet able 
to predict all possible disasters. However, 
earthquakes have been occurring at an in-
creasing scale around the world in recent 
years. Therefore the JSDF should be pre-
pared on the assumption that even larger 
scale disasters may happen in the future. 

Toshimi Kitazawa, the Japanese Minister of Defense, visits the USS Ronald Reagan on April 4, 2011, to express his appreciation 
to U.S. forces for their contribution in “Operation Tomodachi.” Admiral Patrick Walsh, Commander of the Joint Support Force 
(wearing blue camouflage behind the banner) presents a banner to Kitazawa.

Photo courtesy of Japan Ministry of Defense
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At 14:46 local time on March 11, 2011, 
the whole of Japan was rocked by a mag-
nitude 9.0 earthquake whose epicenter 
was 373 kilometers (232 miles) northeast 
of Tokyo, or about 130 kilometers (81 
miles) off the eastern coast of the island of 
Honshu. This was the largest earthquake 
in recorded history in Japan. Soon after 
that, a post-quake tsunami inflicted ad-

ditional damage to the area. According to 
the National Police Agency, approximately 
15,900 are dead, 2,900 are still missing and 
the Cabinet Office estimates the economic 
damage may reach, at worst, as much as 
2.5 trillion yen (more than US$30 billion). 
It is officially named the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, and civil-sector medical staff 
and the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) 

medics put all their power in to saving the 
survivors. Their effort is highly appreci-
ated by the local people; however, some 
lessons were learned in the cooperation 
between the two sectors during the rescue 
operation. Some of these lessons are 
briefly introduced in this article in hopes 
of further improvement of civil-military 
medical cooperation.

Civil-military medical assistance cooperation 
after the Great East Japan Earthquake
Experiences and lessons

By Keishi Ono

AFFECTED STATE

Japan Ground Self-Defense Force soldiers search for missing people in Yamada, a town in Iwate Prefecture that was devastated by the tsunami.

Photo courtesy of 9th Division, Japan Ground Self-Defense Force
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Medical disaster relief  
system in Japan

The disaster relief system in Japan is 
legally based on the Disaster Counter-
measure Basic Law (1961), which was 
legislated as a lesson from the Ise-wan 
Typhoon (1959), or Super Typhoon Vera 
(international designation: T5915). It 

reached peak intensity with winds of 190 
miles per hour (306 kilometers per hour) 
and a low air pressure of 896 hectopascals 
(hPa). As the result of it approximately 
5,000 people were killed. (By comparison, 
Hurricane Katrina [2005] in the United 
States peaked with winds of 175 miles per 
hour [282 kilometers per hour] and a low 
pressure of 902 hPa, while it killed around 
2,000 people.) The Basic Law designates 
a prefectural governor or a municipal 
mayor as the head of each disaster coun-
termeasure headquarters. The police, the 
fire department, JSDF and other organi-
zations conduct disaster control and relief 
operations under the instruction of the 
headquarters. The Great Hanshin-Awaji 
Earthquake (1995, commonly called the 
Kobe Earthquake) provided many more 
lessons for disaster medical care. In the 
post-disaster review, it was pointed out 
that there was a delay in establishing an 
early stage medical assistance system. A 
specialist group organized by the Min-
istry of Health, Labour and Welfare to 
review the relief operation reported that 
if normal emergency care had been sup-
plied, about 500 people, or around 10 
percent of the casualties, could have been 
saved.

The necessity for a government-led sys-
tematic response to urgent medical needs 

right after a disaster was recognized, and 
consequently the Japan Disaster Medical 
Assistance Team (DMAT) system was 
established in 2005. Not only do DMATs 
provide medical services in the disaster 
area, but they also support restoration of 
damaged hospitals and transport patients 
out of the affected area. The primary ob-
jective of DMATs is to deal with sudden 

trauma and crush 
syndrome in 
the super-acute 
phase (48 hours 
after the disas-
ter strikes), and 
their operational 
period is gener-
ally less than five 
days. As another 
lesson of the Great 

Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake, a major 
hospital in each medical district, which 
is composed of several municipalities, is 
designated as a “disaster medical care base 
hospital,” which is supposed to become 
a medical relief base and be financially 
supported by the national government to 
upgrade its facilities for this purpose.

In a disaster, the Japanese Red Cross 
Society (JRCS) also plays an important 
role in medical assistance. The history 
of JRCS’s disaster relief goes back to the 
Mount Bandai eruption in 1888; it was 
one of the first Red Cross peacetime 
operations in the world. JRCS is regarded 
as a designated public institution in the 
Disaster Countermeasure Basic Law, and 
it prepares approximately 500 medical 
response units (7,000 staff) throughout 
Japan for disaster relief activities. In a 
disaster, JRCS dispatches medical re-
sponse units (each unit is composed of 
six people – doctors and nurses) and the 
medical instruments to set up temporary 
medical care sites. They circulate through 
shelters to provide examinations and 
services, including mental care. JRCS has 
substantial experience in disaster relief, 
and its medical response units are typi-
cally deployed in time for the acute phase 
(three to seven days after the disaster).

In Japan, since the creation of the civil 

sector-led medical assistance system 
for disaster response, JSDF medics have 
generally not been needed as much in 
disaster relief. However, when the Great 
Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake occurred, 
victims faced a severe lack of medical as-
sistance, therefore the JSDF mobilized the 
full potential of its medics. JSDF Hanshin 
Hospital (200 beds), located near Kobe, 
worked as a JSDF medical relief base, 

“Thanks to the lessons of the Great 
Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake, the 
gap between demand and supply for 
medical services after the Great East 
Japan Earthquake was quickly filled.”

Japan Ground Self-Defense Force soldiers remove rubble    in Otsuchi town, Iwate Prefecture.
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while JSDF medics set up 18 temporary 
medical care sites and conducted circulat-
ing examinations, including operations 
using field hospital wagons. Likewise, 
JSDF pharmacists were put to work clas-
sifying the immense amount of medicine 
brought to the afflicted area as relief sup-
plies. In order to prevent the worsening of 
sanitary conditions, JSDF buried the dead 
and disinfected raw garbage that was left 

untreated due to the collapse of munici-
pal administrative services.

Challenges to medical  
assistance after the Great East 
Japan Earthquake

Thanks to the lessons of the Great Han-
sin-Awaji Earthquake, the gap between 
demand and supply for medical services 

after the Great East Japan Earthquake was 
quickly filled. JRCS dispatched a total of 
397 medical response units by March 28. 
Meanwhile 33 DMATs were working in 
the disaster area as of March 16, when 
their operations were scaled down because 
they are primarily used in the super-acute 
phase of response. The Japan Medical 
Association also organized 129 assistance 
teams (Japan Medical Association Teams 

Photo courtesy of 9th Division, Japan Ground Self-Defense ForceJapan Ground Self-Defense Force soldiers remove rubble    in Otsuchi town, Iwate Prefecture.
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or JMATs) to take over medical activi-
ties after the withdrawal of the DMATs. 
JMATs are intended for the acute phase 
and were deployed for 10 days beginning 
March 16. This quick launch of medical 
assistance showed great improvement 
from the response to the Great Hanshin-
Awaji Earthquake, for which it took three 
weeks to reach the maximum number of 
medical assistance personnel.

However, the damage anticipated by 
the medical assistance personnel follow-
ing the March 11 disasters was largely 
different from the actual situation. Ac-
cording to the National Police Agency, 
the approximate number of victims of 
the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake was 
6,400 dead and 43,800 injured; the figures 
for the Great East Japan Earthquake were 
15,900 dead and 6,100 injured, according 
to the Cabinet Office. The ratio of dead 

to injured victims was inversed between 
the two earthquakes. Based on their ex-
perience, medical experts dispatched after 
the 2011 earthquake thought they would 
have many surgical patients as a result of 
the earthquake. On the day of the Great 
Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake in 1995, more 
than 90 percent of the patients at the 
Red Cross hospital in Kobe were surgi-
cal, and this figure was still 63 percent on 
the following day. But the situation was 
different after the Great East Japan Earth-
quake. In Ishinomaki, a city that suffered 
heavy damage from the post-earthquake 
tsunami, according to the records of the 
Ishinomaki Red Cross Hospital, only 23 
percent of “red (serious)” triaged patients 
were surgical. Thirty-two percent of them 
were chronic and 26 percent were hypo-
thermic. The reason for the low percent-
age of surgical patients is believed to have 

been that a lot of people who were injured 
in the earthquake and would have been 
surgical patients were likely drowned by 
the tsunami. Some skilled surgeons were 
more than willing to rush to the affected 
areas with high-tech medical instruments. 
Many advanced personnel sought in vain 
patients who needed such high-quality 
medical care. What was more needed was 
medical attention for chronic illnesses 
and infections that required relatively 
low-key effort. Thus in spite of the post-
quake medical assistance surge, there was 
a mismatch of demand and supply in each 
specialty.

Another problem was distribution of 
medical assistance personnel gathered 
from around Japan. It has been reported 
that some devastated areas did not have 
enough medical assistance, and a few of 
them had to wait a long time before the 

Japan Self-Defense Forces personnel deliver relief goods to an evacuation site in Hachinohe city, Aomori Prefecture.

Photo courtesy of 9th Division, Japan Ground Self-Defense Force
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arrival of assistance. One of the reasons 
for this was the collapse of municipal 
governance; there was no mechanism 
to monitor the needs for medical as-
sistance. The Disaster Countermeasure 
Basic Law specifies that municipal mayors 
are supposed to supervise disaster relief 
operations, however, many municipal 
offices and city halls were swept away, 
and staff could barely control relief activi-
ties. Another reason was that the traffic 
network was paralyzed 
because the earth-
quake and tsunami de-
stroyed infrastructure. 
Though many DMATs 
arrived in Sendai, 
the largest city in the 
peripheral area of the 
afflicted zone, they 
were hardly able to 
proceed to the ruined 
sites. Only a few of 
the DMATs and JRCS 
medical response units 
had their own vehicles, 
none of which were 
the off-road type, and 
they also had refueling 
problems. As a result, 
what DMATs ended 
up needing from JSDF 
was not medics’ as-
sistance, but transportation by high-mo-
bility vehicles or helicopters. Given such 
expectations, the DMATs (civil-sector 
medical staff) may have been more turf-

conscious toward JSDF medics than they 
otherwise would have been.

As time passed, hospitals came to be 
used as evacuation sites, and that had not 
been anticipated by medical personnel. 
Only a doctor legally can certify death 

in Japan, so all of the discovered bodies 
were transported to hospitals to get the 
certification. As crematoriums were also 
damaged, bodies accumulated at hos-
pitals and it caused hygiene problems. 
Moreover, because hospital buildings 
are designed to be quake-absorbing 
structures, their damage was relatively 
limited as long as they were safe from the 
tsunami. Therefore, hospital buildings 
attracted evacuees, and many patients 

whose houses were collapsed kept staying 
at the hospitals even after the comple-
tion of their treatment. Evacuees not 
only became obstacles to hospital opera-

tions, but also consumed water, food and 
fuel that were stored there for medical 
treatment and hospitalized patients. 
However, since most evacuees also had 
some wounds and were in poor health, 
hospitals could not force them to leave.

Lessons learned

Medical activities are, in principle, 
carried out in a hierarchic structure, in 
which patients are sorted according to 
their severity. The same applies for medical 
assistance in disaster relief. The hierarchy 
of medical facilities in disaster relief is 
generally composed of “circulating ex-
amination teams and temporary medical 
care sites,” a “front-line base hospital” 

and a “backward base 
hospital.” The former 
two are located in the 
damaged area, whereas 
the third one is usually 
located elsewhere. If a 
municipal government 
loses functioning due 
to an earthquake or 
post-quake tsunami, the 
front-line base hospital 
is required to succeed its 
role to manage medical 
assistance in the stricken 
area. As demonstrated 
above by their response 
to the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, DMATs, 
JRCS medical response 
units, JSDF medics and 
other support units and 
teams are able to arrive 

at the devastated zone relatively quickly. 
However, without a hierarchy of medical 
facilities, they are not able to work effec-
tively. To improve civil-military coordina-

tion for effective medical response despite 
the paralysis of municipal governance, 
such a hierarchy should be adopted by all 
relevant actors for use in disaster response 
operations in Japan. JSDF’s self-contained 
emergency response capabilities lend it to 

“…what DMATs expected from JSDF was not medics’ assistance, but 
transportation by high-mobility vehicles or helicopters. Given such 
expectations, the DMATs (civil-sector medical staff) may have been 
turf-conscious toward JSDF medics.”

Photo courtesy of Japan Joint Staff Office
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taking the initial leadership of this hier-
archy until the civil sector is prepared to 
assume coordination and control respon-
sibility. The ideal civil-military coopera-
tion arrangement for medical response is 
discussed in the next section.

The recovery of the core hospital in an 
affected area has to be placed as a prior-
ity. In Japan, many hospital buildings are 
quakeproof and only a few of them have 
been completely or seriously destroyed 
by an earthquake. For example, only two 
hospitals totally collapsed and 10 partially 
collapsed out of 112 hospitals in Kobe in 
the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake. In 
addition, as of February 3, 1995, two weeks 
after that earthquake, of the 69 emergency 
hospitals in Kobe 56 (81 percent) were 
accepting emergency patients, 50 (72 
percent) were accepting inpatients and 
the operating rooms were workable in 
47 hospitals (68 percent). Still, medical 
assistance teams were required to help 
restore damaged hospitals in addition to 
performing medical examinations.

Another lesson of the post-Great East 
Japan Earthquake medical response was 
that the number of emergency patients 
did not decrease even after the acute phase. 
The number of surgery patients decreased 
over time, however, infection patients in-

creased due to bad sanitary conditions in 
shelters. Therefore, enhancement of the 
circulating medical examination teams 
is essential, as these teams are supposed 
to supervise the hygiene management 
of shelters as well as provide clinical ex-
aminations. The difficulty in this response 
was that almost all of the medical support 
units and teams were prepared only to 
provide medical services at fixed loca-
tions. Going around to shelters to provide 
treatments was not an easy task for 
them because many roads were blocked. 
Furthermore, the DMATs’ main mission 
was treatment of sudden trauma. Most of 
them withdrew within five days and thus, 
could no longer be responsible for these 
services after the acute phase. Currently, 
the DMAT headquarters (National Hospi-
tal Organization Disaster Medical Center, 
Tokyo) is reviewing the DMAT operations 
guidelines along with the lessons learned 
in the earthquake. Another thing that has 
to be kept in mind is that if medical assis-
tance lasts long, the need for prescriptions 

for chronic diseases increases, whereas the 
number of pharmacists is relatively small 
compared with other medical personnel 
typically working in disaster response.

Information management is also an 
inevitable factor for effective medical 
support. Medical support units and teams 
generally stay in the damaged area only 
for several days, and this means informa-
tion maintenance and handover is vital 
for seamless succession. JSDF has an ad-
vantage in information gathering because 
of its reconnaissance and communica-
tions capabilities. The challenge, however, 
is how to modify, sort and filter the huge 
volume of information that contains the 
locations of shelters, their medical char-
acteristics, sanitary conditions, details of 
drug stocks, specialties of each support 
unit or team, as well as the rehabilita-
tion progress of damaged hospitals, etc. 
What is more, the information constantly 
changes and has to be updated frequently.

In the case of the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, Google Japan undertook this 
job as a part of its assistance. However, 
Google followed a policy of collecting all 
information, regardless of its credibility, 
priority or usability. Processing such an 
information database should be done by 
information professionals in compliance 
with medical personnel requirements. 
When medical experts participate belat-
edly as database users after the data has 
been collected and the information has 
been inputted, the credibility, priority and 
usability of each record become prob-
lems, and the utility of the information is 
compromised.

The most important lesson learned 
is that medical support units and teams 
must recognize that they are no more 
than supporters or bridges of support 
until local medical services are able to 
recover. They have to follow the direc-
tion of local medical leadership. Medical 

“In order to more effectively utilize the advan-
tages that JSDF medics can have, they should 
not be separated from other military services.”

The 9th Division Commanding General and his staff say a silent prayer after a week 
of working in the earthquake-affected zone.

Photo courtesy of 9th Division, Japan Ground Self-Defense Force
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support units typically operate 
on a rotating scheme, but pa-
tients generally stay in the same 
facilities in the same areas. 
Though treatment and medical 
support from outside the dev-
astated area might be better 
skilled with more sophisticated 
equipment, responding medical 
teams should have a high regard 
for the ways of local doctors. 
It is reported that after the 
Great East Japan Earthquake, 
some medical support units 
and teams did not follow the 
instructions of local medical 
leadership, and as a result they 
became obstacles for post-
disaster medical treatment. It 
is ironic that these experienced 
units and teams whose purpose 
is to provide medical support 
would impede the recovery of 
local medical services. If local 
doctors direct the medical 
support, they will be able to 
coordinate outside assistance 
and local service recovery. However, some 
local doctors confessed that the effective-
ness of foreign medical staff was limited in 
cases where there were language barriers.

Ideal civil-military  
medical coordination  
in disaster relief

In Japan, should a municipality lose its 
functioning in a disaster, its prefectural 
government takes over the responsibility 
for disaster relief in the region. In spite 
of this, when the Great East Japan Earth-
quake occurred, the prefectures could not 
control disaster relief operations appro-
priately for a while because communica-
tions were suddenly shattered. They were 
not able to grasp the disaster situation 
until JSDF set up communication posts 
at the prefectural office buildings and its 
reconnaissance units reported the damage 
to the governors. Only JSDF could search 
and approach shelters through debris. 
Therefore after a large-scale disaster, 

the following division of responsibility 
among medical support units and teams 
is desirable: civil-sector medics respond 
to accessible areas, while JSDF medics 
respond to inaccessible areas. To this end, 
JSDF medics should engage in disaster 
relief operations together with those who 
provide other JSDF services like recon-
naissance, transport, communications, 
intelligence, material, etc. In order to 
more effectively utilize the advantages that 
JSDF medics can have, they should not be 
separated from other military services.

In addition to horizontal cooperation 
among JSDF services, what is necessary 
is vertical coordination within JSDF units  
by building a medical hierarchy with the 
JSDF Central Hospital (500 beds, can be 
expanded to 1,000 beds in an emergency) 
at the top. In other words, the above-
mentioned hierarchy structure of circu-
lating examination teams and temporary 
medical care sites, front-line base hospital 
and backward base hospital should be 
established within the JSDF medical 
structure soon after a disaster strikes. A 

circulating examination team should be 
composed of JSDF medics working in the 
affected area, and the nearest JSDF hospi-
tal should serve as a front-line base hospi-
tal. If there is no JSDF hospital in the area, 
JSDF should install a field hospital with 
a tent-like shelter and a mobile medical 
kit. JSDF Central Hospital or other JSDF 
hospitals should be ready as backward 
base hospitals, which could bring great 
relief to medical staff in the devastated 
region who typically suffer from a lack 
of everything: staff, medical supplies, fa-
cilities, electricity, water, time, etc. During 
the relief operations for the Great East 
Japan Earthquake, Tohoku University 
Hospital (1,308 beds), the largest hospital 
in the region, worked as a backward base 
hospital. If backward base hospitals have 
been immediately set up by some major 
civilian hospitals, JSDF medics do not 
necessarily need to perform this function.

Through the already stated advantages 
of horizontal cooperation with other 
military services, JSDF medics are able 
to organize the discussed medical hier-

Photo courtesy of Japan Joint Staff Office
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archy much more easily and quickly than 
civil-sector medical institutions. In this 
hierarchy, the circulating examination 
team and the front-line base hospital 
have to be under the control of the local 
medical coordinator. Moreover, a JSDF 
circulating examination team should be 
generally intended for shelters that are 
inaccessible without JSDF’s mobility. A 
JSDF front-line base hospital should be 
a temporary substitute for recovering 
civilian hospitals, which traditionally 
play that role. The characteristics of civil-
military medical cooperation in a disaster 
response will change as time passes from 
a JSDF medics-led hierarchy. During this 
process, JSDF medics should focus on the 
treatment of inaccessible patients.

Besides the horizontal and vertical co-
operation in the JSDF, another role to be 
played by its medics is support for front-
line Standing Care Units (SCU-front) 
that serve as the base in the affected area 
for long-distance patient transportation. 
The target patients for transportation 
are as follows: those who need advanced 
treatment immediately, persons requiring 
dialysis (in damaged areas water supply is 
likely disrupted), and mildly ill patients 
in order to vacate beds of hospitals in 
the disaster zone. From each shelter, 
temporary medical care site or hospital, 
patients should be carried by ambulances 
or helicopters of the emergency medical 
service, the fire department, the police, 
JSDF, etc, to the front-line transportation 
base. The long-range transportation from 
the SCU-front should be conducted by 
JSDF airlift fleets. Since JSDF air bases 
will also serve as front-line transportation 
bases, patients’ long-range transportation 
should be controlled by JSDF. Further-
more, from the point of view of main-
taining a seamless connection between 
medical examinations and transporta-
tion, it may be better for SCUs-front to 
also be operated by JSDF medics. JSDF 
field medical equipment, such as hospital 
tents and field surgery units, is conve-
nient to establish SCUs-front at airstrips. 
Hyuga class (19,000 tons full load) flattop 
helicopter carriers of the Japan Maritime 

Self-Defense Force or new class flattops 
that are under construction (27,000 tons 
full load) may be utilized as floating SCUs 
when coastal areas are hit by a tsunami 
too severely to be able to establish SCUs 
onshore. These vessels can operate many 
helicopters at a time and have medical 
facilities (operating rooms, Intensive Care 
Units, X-ray rooms, dental operatories, 
etc.) and beds (JDS Hyuga has 35 beds).

Conclusion

The advantages of JSDF medics lie in 
their ability to be self-sustaining, especial-
ly when they are accompanied by mobile, 
reconnaissance and communications 
capabilities that are the most important 
functions in managing disaster relief op-
erations when devastated municipalities 
lose them. Having JSDF medics lead at the 
very first stage of a relief operation may 
seem rather confusing because civil-sec-
tor medical support will soon arrive at the 
devastated site. However, as mentioned 
above, civil-sector medical support units 
and teams cannot always cover all the dev-
astated area nor collect information about 
shelters. JSDF-led operations in the early 
phases can fill the gap. As the civil sector-
led support framework is being prepared, 
coordination and control responsibilities 
should be transferred.

In autumn 2008, JSDF organized the 
large-scale disaster rescue drill Michinoku 
Alert 2008, in which local governments, 
JRCS, DMATs and other organizations 
took part. The number of participants 
was approximately 18,000 in total. The 
Michinoku area (Miyagi and Iwate prefec-
tures) was exactly the place most damaged 
by the Great East Japan Earthquake, and 
this exercise was an invaluable experience 
for tackling the earthquake and tsunami 
disaster in 2011. Nonetheless, most of 
the disaster relief drills conducted by the 
national or local governments through-
out Japan, including Michinoku Alert 
2008, last only one day or two days at the 
longest. For effective disaster relief and 
to minimize preventable deaths, smooth 
transitions from a JSDF-led medical hi-

erarchy to a civil-sector-led hierarchy and 
transformation of civil-military medical 
cooperation over time are required. Role-
sharing within the civilian medical sector 
also changes as time goes on after a disas-
ter. In order to simulate such complicated 
operations and clarify the questionable 
points, the duration of drills should cover 
the super-acute phase through the acute 
phase, or three to five days at least.

*Note: As one Japanese citizen, the 
author would like to express his deepest 
gratitude for direct and indirect assistance 
from across the world after the Great East 
Japan Earthquake. 
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The United States offered immedi-
ate support to Japan following the 9.0 
earthquake and tsunami on March 11, 
deploying a U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) Disaster As-
sistance Response Team and activating 
U.S. military forces operating in and near 
Japan within hours. The U.S. military 
response to the Government of Japan’s 
request for assistance would be labeled 
“Operation Tomodachi,” encompass-
ing operations from March 11 to June 1, 
2011.1 In addition to the typical difficul-
ties inherent in responding to a large, 

devastating foreign disaster, the U.S. 
military response to the Great East Japan 
Earthquake was faced with some unique 
challenges. With the disabling of primary 
and secondary cooling systems of multi-
ple reactors within the Fukushima Daiichi 
Nuclear Power Plant and the accompany-
ing release of radioactive materials into 
the environment, U.S. forces experienced 
their first large-scale deployment in a ra-
diologically contaminated environment. 
Furthermore, in addition to putting a 
large Japanese populace at risk, the release 
from the Fukushima Daiichi plant, ap-

Operation Tomodachi
Lessons learned in the U.S. military’s support to Japan
By Center for Excellence in Disaster Management  
& Humanitarian Assistance staff in collaboration with  
U.S. Forces Japan and the Center for Naval Analyses

ASSISTING STATES

Members of the 15th Brigade, Japan Ground Self-Defense Force (JGSDF) board a U.S. Air 
Force C-17. Airmen from Kadena Air Base on Okinawa helped transport the JGSDF team and 
four trucks full of supplies to aid the earthquake and tsunami survivors on mainland Japan.

Photo by Technical Sergeant Michael Tateishi, 18th Wing PA
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proximately 150 miles (241 kilometers) 
from Tokyo, posed a potential threat to 
the estimated 104,000 U.S. Department 
of Defense (DOD) personnel – half of 
them dependents of uniformed person-
nel – living in Japan for which the U.S. 
military’s Pacific Command (USPACOM) 
was responsible.

U.S. forces developed three major lines 
of operation: the provision of humani-
tarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/
DR), the military-assisted departure of 
U.S. citizens known as “Operation Pacific 
Passage,” and consequence manage-
ment operations related to mitigating 
the effects of the release of radioactive 
materials. U.S. forces provided logistical 
support and supplies, conducted search 

and rescue operations and helped to 
restore critical infrastructure, all the while 
maintaining high-level coordination with 
the Government of Japan through the 
U.S. Embassy and the Japan Self-Defense 
Forces (JSDF).2 Major military assets were 
also deployed to the area, including the 
USS Ronald Reagan carrier strike group.3 

At the peak of Operation Tomodachi, 
some 24,000 personnel, 189 aircraft and 
24 Navy ships were involved in relief 
efforts.

Commander, U.S. Forces Japan (USFJ), 
based at Yokota Air Base near Tokyo, 
provided the initial leadership and served 
as the headquarters for the USPACOM-
established Joint Support Force (JSF) 
throughout the operation. As the situation 

grew more complex, USPACOM decided 
to activate a contingency response Joint 
Task Force (JTF) led by the Commander 
of U.S. Pacific Fleet (PACFLT), based 
at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, to augment 
the JSF in Japan and exercise command 
and control for an expanded response. 
The following are summaries of some 

of the lessons 
learned identi-
fied by USFJ and 
PACFLT, drawn 
from materials 
provided by each 
command.

U.S. Forces Japan

The U.S.-Japan Treaty of Mutual Coop-
eration and Security (1960) allows for U.S. 
troops to be stationed in Japan, and obliges 
the United States to defend Japan and co-
operate with JSDF for defense and disaster 
response operations, among other mis-
sions. During peacetime, USFJ’s responsi-
bilities include maintaining and operating 

“Although not staffed and configured to support operational-level 
command and control, USFJ maintained essential coordination 
mechanisms and daily working relationships with both the U.S. 
Embassy in Tokyo and JSDF senior leadership.”

U.S. service members and residents of Misawa, Japan, pull a damaged vehicle from the woods near the Misawa port on March 19, 2011. 
Service members, civilian employees, and family members from U.S. Naval Air Facility Misawa are helping residents clean up the port.

Photo by Mass Communication Specialist 1st Class Matthew M. Bradley/U.S. Navy
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port facilities and a series of logistics 
installations, and providing base and logis-
tic support across Japan. U.S. uniformed 
military personnel, numbering around 
38,000 and representing all branches of 
services, are stationed at 85 facilities across 
Japan and regularly participate in bilateral 
planning and training exercises with their 
JSDF counterparts, including for HA/DR.4

When the Great East Japan Earthquake 
occurred, USFJ was in the unique position 
of being in very close proximity to the un-
folding disaster. Although not staffed and 
configured to support operational-level 
command and control, USFJ maintained 
essential coordination 
mechanisms and daily 
working relationships 
with both the U.S. 
Embassy in Tokyo and 
JSDF senior leader-
ship.5 On March 11, 
USPACOM designated 
USFJ as the supported 
command for all U.S. 
military efforts under 
Operation Tomodachi. 
U.S. forces were able to 
quickly coordinate with 
the Government of 
Japan and U.S. troops, 
and military assets were 
deployed within 24 
hours. As the response 
grew rapidly and the 
JSF was established, 
USFJ Commander 
Lieutenant General 
Burton Field was ap-
pointed its first commander. A few key 
lessons learned by USFJ during Operation 
Tomodachi are described here, as drawn 
from a presentation by USFJ Deputy Com-
mander Brigadier General William Crowe 
at the 2012 Humanitarian Assistance and 
Disaster Relief Conference in Seoul, Re-
public of Korea, and from correspondence 
with senior USFJ staff:6

Bilateral training and exercises prepare 
forces to work together effectively in 
disaster response.

Relationships make all the difference in 
a disaster response, and they must be built 
before a crisis strikes so that they can be 
maintained throughout. Prior investment 
in bilateral systems and training resulted 
in a rapid combined response to the 
Great East Japan Earthquake. In bilateral 
exercises, USFJ and JSDF had established 
standard operating procedures for these 
types of emergencies and specific annual 
civil-military HA/DR exercises between 
the two helped streamline the response. 
Operation Tomodachi demonstrated the 
value for both sides of a strong U.S.-Japan 
alliance.

Bilateral information and intelligence 
sharing are essential to relief efforts.

Sharing information is essential to 
effective bilateral or multilateral opera-
tions. This applies not just to information 
needed for situational awareness, but also 
for the protection of personnel. In the 
case of the Great East Japan Earthquake, 
sharing information such as lessons 
learned about how responders could be 
affected by traumatic stress, for example, 
enhanced all parties’ abilities to operate in 
this complex joint environment. It is im-

portant to create and socialize bilateral in-
formation management standard operat-
ing procedures. One way to do this would 
be to create a bilateral mission network 
as a foundation for bilateral information 
sharing and collaboration. As a critical ac-
tivity in cataloguing successes and failures 
in joint operations, after action reports 
should also be shared among partners.

A common operating picture should be 
established for use by all stakeholders.

A common operating picture (COP) 
that can be shared among all parties is es-
sential to help synergize relief efforts when 

multiple stakeholders 
are involved. Although 
U.S. forces and JSDF 
communicated well 
and exchanged liaison 
officers in the response 
to the March 11 di-
sasters, this was not 
enough to build a fully 
adequate picture of the 
operational environ-
ment. Critical infor-
mation, such as the 
activities, status and 
whereabouts of United 
Nations agencies, 
n o n - g ove r n m e n t a l 
organizations (NGOs) 
and the private sector, 
was not readily avail-
able to USFJ. To build 
an effective COP that 
meets the needs of all 
parties, there must 

be a common understanding of the 
information needed by the host nation 
responding agencies, foreign militaries 
and governments, local communities 
and the humanitarian community and 
private sector. The COP should be made 
available to a wide audience on unclas-
sified networks. Furthermore, one step 
that could be taken to enhance common 
understanding is to increase interaction 
among host nations, militaries and the 
humanitarian community prior to disas-
ters. Measures to accomplish this include 

Gunnery Sergeant Sam Carnes, left, and a member of the Japan Maritime Self-
Defense Force direct the movement of humanitarian assistance and disaster 
relief supplies unloaded from a CH-46E Sea Knight helicopter on March 22, 2011, 
in Miyako, Japan.

Photo by Mass Communication Specialist 2nd Class Casey H. Kyhl/U.S. Navy



58

maximizing participation in civil-military 
HA/DR conferences and workshops, in-
creasing HA/DR planning and activities 
during exercises, and enrolling military 
staffs in trainings such as USAID’s Joint 
Humanitarian Operations Courses and 
U.N. Humanitarian Civil-Military Coor-
dination Courses.

The U.S. military must continue to 
prepare to support HA/DR operations.

The U.S. military’s primary focus 
remains the defense of the United States, 
thus time and resource budgets under-
standably favor preparing for war-fighting 
as a priority over humanitarian assistance 
or disaster response operations. But as 
the military’s role in supporting HA/DR 
is refined, it must continue carrying out 
efficient and cost-effective training and 
exercises that enhance its professionalism 
in this field and ensure that personnel 
clearly understand their support role in 
such operations. As was well demonstrat-
ed in the response to the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, the U.S. military must 
be prepared to support the host 
nation through authorized channels 
of support. Under Department of 
State (DOS) and DOD policy, the 
host nation should always remain 
the lead in disaster response op-
erations. The USAID Office of U.S. 
Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA) 
is the U.S. lead agency for HA/DR 
support to foreign countries. The 
use of U.S. military support should 
be limited to the leveraging of its 
unique capabilities, such as logisti-
cal and air support, engineering and 
trauma medicine.

Host nation preparedness is 
the best way to avert greater 
catastrophe.

The response to the March 11 
disasters clearly demonstrated that 
HA/DR in a developed country is dif-
ferent than in a developing country. 
In Japan, strict building codes and 
regular disaster drills were among 
the factors that limited the damage 

and deaths caused by the earthquake. Fur-
thermore, the country had the capacities 
required to deal with the unprecedented 
disaster.  Japanese military preparations 
allowed for rapid response by JSDF and 
effective coordination with USFJ, and the 
Japanese Ground Self-Defense Force con-
ducted the majority of the relief efforts. 
The Japanese private sector and local 
communities have done the bulk of the 
work in recovery and reconstruction, and 
many Japanese NGOs that normally serve 
abroad have remained in Japan to support 
domestic recovery efforts.

“Organizationally, the big thing that 
we learned in working with the Japanese 
is that we have to work harder on our 
information, in this case information 
sharing. That requires a lot of effort and 
it requires some changes in the way that 
we have in policy and in the systems that 
we employ.”7

-Lieutenant General Burton M. Field, then 
Commander of U.S. Forces Japan, remarks at 
the Air Force Association’s 2011 Air and Space 

Conference and Technology Exposition

U.S. Pacific Fleet/Joint Task 
Force-519

Within a week after the earthquake and 
tsunami, the disaster had increased in 
complexity and U.S. military support to 
Japan had grown to include multiple lines 
of operation. On March 18, USPACOM 
activated JTF-519, a command designed 
for contingency response and operation-
al-level planning functions, with orders to 
augment USFJ as part of the JSF. On March 
24, USPACOM assigned JTF-519’s com-
mander, PACFLT Commander Admiral 
Patrick Walsh, to lead the JSF.  JTF-519 
led the establishment of a command and 
control system for combined HA/DR and 
consequence management operations 
in support of the Government of Japan. 
On April 12, as the pace of crisis response 
activities began to subside, USPACOM 
ordered the JTF to stand down and USFJ 
assumed command of the JSF and Opera-
tion Tomodachi until it formally ended 
on June 1.8

Lieutenant (junior grade) Jaden Risner, assigned to the Black Knights of Helicopter Anti-Submarine 
Squadron 4 embarked aboard the aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan (CVN 76), speaks with 
Japanese citizens during a humanitarian assistance mission in Oshima, Japan, on March 21, 2011. 
Ronald Reagan was operating off the coast of Japan providing humanitarian assistance as directed 
in support of Operation Tomodachi.

Photo by Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class Kevin B. Gray/U.S. Navy
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In an effort to record an accurate his-
toric account, capture key insights and 
share knowledge with future command-
ers operating in similar circumstances, 
PACFLT commissioned CNA’s Center 
for Naval Analyses, a Federally Funded 
Research and Development Center that 
serves U.S. defense agencies, to complete 
two reports on Operation Tomodachi, 
one reconstructing the time-
line of significant events and 
the other focusing on the spe-
cific challenges of operating in 
a radiologically contaminated 
environment.9 The follow-
ing lessons learned reflecting 
PACFLT’s experiences are extracted from 
the Center for Naval Analyses reports:

Standard tools and guidance for operat-
ing in radiologically contaminated 
environments should be developed for 
use in future disasters.

Following the accident at the Fukushi-
ma Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant, it took 
the JSF several weeks to develop adequate 
mechanisms for real-time situational 
awareness and then test decision-support 
tools specific to this situation. These tools 
included a bilateral crisis notification plan 
to help the host nation and the United 
States recognize and respond decisively to 
indications of a large release of radioac-
tive materials should one occur. The U.S. 
DOS and DOD should consider develop-
ing similar tools in other countries with 
a large U.S. military footprint where 
chemical, biological, radiological and 
nuclear incidents are a strong possibility. 
Working with host nations in advance 
to accomplish this may help to align 
U.S. and host nation standards in order 
to minimize confusion over issues such 
as the United States and the host nation 
implementing different evacuation zones 
for their respective personnel, as was the 
case initially following this disaster.

The need to translate a plethora of 
technical data and information about the 
situation in Fukushima and the spread of 
radiation into material that could support 
decision-making was a significant chal-

lenge for the JSF. Issues like the use of dif-
ferent standards to determine what could 
be considered “safe” levels of exposure to 
radiation, or the reasons for the use of dif-
ferent measurement units were frequently 
debated and not always understood. Al-
though it may be difficult to translate this 
complex science into practical guidance, 
the ability to do this is as important as 

the availability of the technical data itself. 
The Center for Naval Analyses recom-
mends the development of a primer on 
radiological issues to familiarize person-
nel with measurements, terms, exclusion 
zones, etc. It also advocates development 
of a framework for a radiological COP 
concept based on the type of decisions 
that the COP can be expected to support 
and the changing set of information that 
is likely to be available over the course of 
a response.

The United States needs a formal 
framework for coordination of federal 
agencies in support of international 
disaster response operations.

The DOS, and within it USAID and 
OFDA, has the lead for coordinating 
U.S. international disaster responses. 
However, the response to the Great East 
Japan Earthquake and the accompany-
ing disasters challenged the traditional 
approach to coordination because it re-
quired support from multiple U.S. federal 
(ie, national-level) agencies not typically 
involved in a disaster response outside the 
United States. For example, the JSF com-
mander noted that there was no protocol 
for him to request assistance and mobilize 
support from other agencies to address 
problems such as the need to measure 
and model the effects of radioactivity 
in the sea – a capability that was limited 
within the U.S. military. Likewise, some 
U.S. agencies did not have means in place 

to respond to requests for such overseas 
assistance and, more importantly, it was 
not clear how these agencies should have 
organized their efforts in support of the 
DOS. 

The Center for Naval Analyses rec-
ommends that the U.S. Government 
consider drafting an international 
response framework to guide U.S. inter-

agency coordination during responses to 
large-scale international disasters. The 
proposed framework would assist the 
DOS agencies in rapidly accessing and 
leveraging the capabilities of U.S. federal 
agencies whose expertise are needed in 
atypical international response scenarios. 
Following the model of the U.S. National 
Response Framework that focuses on 
domestic disasters, this framework could 
describe how U.S. federal, state and local 
agencies, as well as private organizations, 
should work together in an international 
response.10 It could also include annexes 
that address specific disasters that would 
require an unusual expertise, such as 
cyber attacks or radiological incidents.

Access to shared information among all 
partners is critical in responding to a 
complex disaster.

For U.S. forces, there were two major 
requirements around which information 
sharing was needed: the provision of 
support to the Government of Japan, and 
the safety of the U.S. military personnel 
and dependents living in Japan. In the 
first days it was difficult to judge the full 
scope of the disaster, and decision-makers 
had limited access to information. Amid 
the particular uncertainty of radiologi-
cal contamination, the challenge as time 
moved on was collecting and presenting 
the right information in a way that was 
useful to all parties, considering that each 
had different goals and priorities. Among 

“In Japan, strict building codes and regular disaster drills 
were among the factors that limited the damage and 
deaths caused by the earthquake.”
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the measures that worked effectively was 
the establishment of direct lines of infor-
mation sharing between U.S. forces and 
JSDF. Examples include the exchange of 
U.S. and Japanese liaisons between the JSF 
headquarters and the Japan Joint Staff, 
and the creation of a direct line between 
the JSF commander and the Chief of the 
Japan Joint Staff. Also, nearly all Opera-
tion Tomodachi materials were unclassi-
fied, and the deliberate decision to give 
the Japanese open access to U.S. military 
unclassified systems facilitated informa-
tion sharing and enhanced transparency. 
In addition, U.S. forces did their best to 
use technology for planning, tasking and 
information sharing that was accessible to 
all stakeholders, including U.S. Govern-
ment agencies, the Government of Japan 
and JSDF.

Strong bilateral relations facilitate 
smooth central coordination in times of 
emergency.

Their historic alliance and established 
relationships allowed the United States 
and Japan to coordinate activities at a high 
level and facilitated the quick provision 
of assistance by the United States. Trans-
parency was key to maintaining these 
relationships throughout the complex di-

saster response. Initially, the U.S. military 
components coordinated directly with 
their JSDF counterparts. But after the 
initial shock of the disaster, the two forces 
worked toward centrally coordinated 
response operations. An effective process 
for consolidating, validating and coordi-
nating requests with the U.S. Embassy had 
to be established through Japan’s national 
response mechanism. Combined crewing 
of maritime survey flights, the exchange of 
liaisons, and a central system of tracking 
requests for HA/DR support are examples 
of the transparent methods by which the 
U.S. and Japanese forces collaborated to 
improve efficiency. U.S. forces followed 
the Japanese lead, and correctly antici-
pated that Japan would quickly reach the 
point where it could manage relief activi-
ties on its own and would request cessa-
tion of U.S. HA/DR support.

JTF-519’s organization and practices 
were adaptable to support complex 
contingency operations.

Prior to the disaster, USFJ’s primary 
role was the maintenance of the U.S.-
Japan military relationship, which was 
invaluable in positioning the command 
to coordinate quickly and effectively with 
the U.S. Embassy and the JSDF Joint Staff. 

But USFJ was not manned or equipped 
to serve as an operational command 
center for a major disaster under the JTF 
construct. The deployment of JTF-519 
to lead the JSF from late March through 
April 12 was the JTF’s first application in 
command of forces for large and complex 
real-world operations. According to the 
Center for Naval Analyses’ reports, JTF-
519’s command and control framework 
was adaptable to the situation and fa-
cilitated the simultaneous management 
of multiple lines of operations in an 
uncertain environment. The combina-
tion of JTF-519’s organization and USFJ’s 
relationships with the host nation made 
the JSF successful in providing significant 
support to Japan. 

“There is nothing that can replace 
relationships…To have those established 
relationships, whether working with 
logistics or communications or armed 
forces working side by side, to have insight 
into what each other’s capabilities are, 
as well as what each other’s needs are, is 
very, very, important.”11

–Admiral Patrick M. Walsh, then Com-
mander of U.S. Pacific Fleet and Joint Task 

Force-519, in an interview with the American 
Forces Press Service.__ 
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The first three months of 2011 will be 
remembered as the busiest period in the 
history of New South Wales Task Force 1 
(NSWTF/1), one of two Australian inter-
nationally deployable heavy Urban Search 
and Rescue (USAR) teams. The mission 
to Miyagi Prefecture in Japan in March of 
2011 came on the 
back of a six-week 
period during 
which we deployed 
a 54-person USAR 
team to assist with 
the flood crisis 
in Queensland, 
Australia, and a 
72-person team 
to respond to the 
earthquake in 
Christchurch, New 
Zealand. We also 
provided a large 
number of person-
nel for a second 
multi-jurisdiction-
al team that went 
to Christchurch to 
assist with bridging 
the gap between 
the response and recovery phases for the 
community with tasks such as ensuring 
that damaged buildings were made safe 
for residents and other occupants.

Although many international USAR 
teams that had responded to Christchurch 
were placed in the same position as we 
were, the quick turnaround fully tested 
the capabilities and resources of a Task 
Force with minimal history of overseas 
deployment. One of the primary out-
comes of these events occurring within 

such a short time frame was that there 
was little opportunity to collate informa-
tion from one deployment to the next 
and no real chance to implement lessons 
learned from the Christchurch experience 
or develop improved deployment proce-
dures prior to departure for Japan. Fortu-

nately, many of the Task Force members 
who went to Japan had also been on one 
of the aforementioned deployments, so 
while practices may not have been for-
mally amended there was a high degree of 
first-hand, practical knowledge available 
within the team regarding the previous 
deployments.

The term “lessons learned” often sug-
gests the making of horrendous mistakes 
and ensuring that these errors are not 
repeated. While there is no doubt that we 

should strive not to repeatedly make the 
same mistakes, the value of recognising 
procedures that are proven to be success-
ful under pressure should not be underes-
timated. The true test of any plan comes 
from how it performs under the pressure 
of activation and while improvements 

are almost always 
possible, the suc-
cessful components 
of the operation 
should be empha-
sised to ensure 
that they are not 
lost. NSWTF/1is 
managed by Fire & 
Rescue New South 
Wales (FRNSW) 
and embraces the 
lessons learned 
principles that 
FRNSW utilises. 
This commences 
with detailed 
r e c o r d - k e e p i n g 
throughout the 
event, including 
ongoing briefing 
and debriefing 

processes while on deployment. Upon 
return home separate operational and 
critical incident debriefs are conducted, 
and a comprehensive post-mission report 
is produced and disseminated. The final 
step is the implementation of recognised 
measures that will improve future deploy-
ments by all stakeholders within the Task 
Force.

Both prior to the deployment and once 
NSWTF/1 arrived in country, there were 
several issues specific to the Japan mission 

Responding in a new environment
Lessons learned by an Australian Urban Search and Rescue team in Japan
By Superintendent Brian Smart

ASSISTING STATES

A tsunami inundation area warning sign spotted among the rubble.

Photo by Inspector Tim Fox/FRNSW
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that we have been able to reflect upon as 
learning experiences:

Training to international guidelines 

As a team that has been registered with 
the United Nations International Search 
and Rescue Advisory Group (INSARAG) 
since 2001 and is preparing to be classi-
fied as an INSARAG heavy USAR team 
(the classification designated for the most 
difficult and complex search and rescue 
operations), NSWTF/1 is aligned with 
and closely follows the INSARAG Guide-
lines. Maintaining these standards helped 
make operations, liaison and cooperation 
with other international USAR teams and 
the local emergency management au-
thorities successful. This proved to be of 
significant importance during the Japan 
deployment, and a number of the positive 

Radiation plume modeling supplied by Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear 
Safety Authority.

The Australian rescue team conducts a search of a vehicle. Photo by Inspector Tim Fox/FRNSW
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lessons learned in Japan reinforced the 
importance of the guidelines for an effec-
tive deployment. 

Risk management

Due to extensive open-source media 
reporting on the disaster as it was taking 
place and in the immediate aftermath, 
an intelligence brief on the extent of the 
disaster and the secondary risk posed by 
damage to nuclear power reactors and 
other major infrastructure was able to 
be conducted by Task Force 
management well before the 
response orders were received. 
This information was reinforced 
by the release of the first U.N. 
Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs situation report 
on March 12. As a result, the Task Force 
management team was able to implement 
an environmental assessment of the di-

saster area and adequately prepare for the 
potential risks that the team could expect 
to encounter. 

One of the major outcomes of conduct-
ing the environmental risk assessment 
prior to departure from Australia was the 
decision that changes had to be made to 
the cache inventory to ensure the safety 
of the Task Force members.1 Although 
the cache contained a significant capabil-
ity for dealing with hazardous materials 
(HAZMAT), it did not include the re-
quired radiation detection and monitor-

ing equipment. The Task Force was able to 
source this from within FRNSW prior to 
its departure, which bridged the capabil-
ity gap and ensured the ongoing safety of 

the Task Force despite the consequences 
associated with potential radiation con-
tamination. The well-established and 
exercised relationships between FRNSW 
and the Australian Radiation Protec-
tion and Nuclear Safety Agency and the 
Australian Nuclear Science and Technol-
ogy Organisation also proved invaluable, 
not only prior to departure, but also for 
information sharing and collaboration 
throughout the deployment and upon 
return to Australia. The Task Force also 
utilised the existing radiation manage-

ment policy and procedures that are in 
place within the New South Wales emer-
gency management arrangements and 
well-known to all agencies represented 

“The ability to draw on additional HAZMAT specialists 
was vital to the success of the deployment to Japan.”

Australian personnel perform radiation management procedures at the base of operations in Tome city.

Photo by Inspector Tim Fox/FRNSW
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within the Task Force.
Additionally, the benefit of the Task 

Force leaders having a robust risk man-
agement process, in conjunction with 
excellent intelligence and information 
gathering systems, enabled operations to 
continue safely in a high-risk environ-
ment. The specific risk management 
process was based on ISO 31000, a frame-
work that involves a five-step process of 

establishing context, and then identifying, 
analysing, evaluating and treating the 
risk. Throughout the process it is essential 
to both communicate and consult with 
partners, and to monitor and review any 
treatment measures that are implement-
ed. Strict adherence to the risk manage-
ment process throughout was integral to 
the success of the operation. By utilising 

such a systematic approach, the safety of 
Task Force members could be maintained 
in a difficult working environment that 
included numerous aftershocks and the 
constant threat of building collapse or 
tsunami.

Deployment planning

Australian USAR teams will not deploy 

unless a formal request has been received 
by the Australian government from the 
affected country. The request from the 
Japanese government to deploy a heavy 
USAR Task Force was received on March 
12, and mobilisation of NSWTF/1 com-
menced on that day. Australian USAR 
teams almost always deploy overseas 
using Australian Defence Force (ADF) 

aviation assets. Transporting NSWTF/1 to 
Japan proved problematic for a number 
of reasons within and outside our control. 
Consequently, it was recognised during 
the debrief process that we could improve 
our load plans and work in collaboration 
with ADF personnel to ensure a smoother 
process in the future. Something that we 
had failed to fully capitalise on prior to 
deploying to Japan was the fact that we 
were likely to use only a limited number 
of types of aircraft to deploy the Task 
Force overseas. In our pre-planning 
up to that point, we had not developed 
comprehensive load plans of our cache 
specifications. Since the deployments 
of early 2011, we have been committed 
to collaborating with ADF personnel to 
develop and exercise load plans that are 
able to be adapted to each specific air 
platform for heavy and medium USAR 
deployments, inclusive of requirements 
for transportation of dangerous goods. 
While the cache manifest may vary 
slightly with each deployment, resources 
are now in place to produce the required 
documentation within an efficient and 
acceptable time frame.  

Task organization

An important component of prepar-
ing a USAR Task Force for a successful 
deployment is having flexibility within 
the Task Force structure when initially 

selecting the members best 
suited for the expected 
conditions, and subse-
quently when the team 
commences operations 
in country. NSWTF/1 is 
primarily composed of and 
led by FRNSW personnel, 

but also contains personnel from five 
other agencies. The ability to draw on ad-
ditional HAZMAT specialists was vital to 
the success of the deployment to Japan. 
Training both HAZMAT technician 
firefighters and paramedics to the same 
USAR standards as rescuers allowed for 
internal flexibility of personnel through-
out the period of operations.    

“It is a fact, though, that modern society has an expectation 
of receiving real-time data on events and as such, it is  
important to establish an effective media strategy at an 
early stage to control information.”

Four international Urban Search and Rescue teams meet at the base of operations in Tome city 
to assess risks for the teams in the field.

Photo by Inspector Tim Fox/FRNSW
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Weather

The weather conditions that the Task 
Force encountered in Japan were beyond 
anything that the Australian team had 
previously experienced. Australia has 
relatively mild winters, and the chances 
of personnel working in conditions of 
snow are normally minimal. However, 
during the deployment to Japan the 
team was exposed to temperatures that 
reached as low as -17 degrees Celsius (1 
degree Fahrenheit) during the night. The 
management team attempted to address 
this by reverting from the usual 24-hour 
operations to daytime-only operations. 
While some elements of equipment such 
as the cold-climate clothing issued during 
mobilisation proved adequate in the cir-

cumstances, other aspects such as sleep-
ing bags and tents proved to be less than 
ideal for such conditions. Another issue 
that arose due to the cold conditions was 
that the Task Force water supply began to 
freeze overnight. While many obstacles 
were overcome through the resilience and 
ingenuity expected of highly trained and 
experienced USAR personnel, measures 
have since been put in place to better 
prepare future deployments facing similar 
extreme weather conditions. 

Transport 

Another lesson learned from Japan is 
the importance of providing adequate 
information to assist with the sourcing 
of transport arrangements once the Task 

Force arrives in country. It is essential that 
this is done as soon as possible and with 
enough detail provided to ensure that the 
authorities making these arrangements 
on the team’s behalf have adequate infor-
mation, such as the logistical footprint of 
the cache, so that they can source suitable 
transport and ensure the earliest possible 
commencement of operations. Despite 
infrastructure having suffered extensive 
damage and resources being in short 
supply across the disaster-affected region, 
logistics and support staff were able to 
provide adequate transport requirements 
throughout the deployment.

Liaison, language and culture

Two Australian Department of Foreign 

The Australian team had to operate in harsh winter conditions during its deployment to Japan after the March 11 disasters. This photo 
shows conditions at the Base of Operations in Tome city.

Photo by Inspector Tim Fox/FRNSW
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Affairs and Trade personnel from the 
Australian Embassy in Japan joined the 
Task Force when it arrived in country and 
proved invaluable for communication and 
liaison with local authorities, as well as as-
sisting with the acquisition of additional 
logistical support such as transportation, 
fuel and navigation. The knowledge 
base and awareness of the local culture 
that these personnel brought to the Task 
Force was also vital in ensuring successful 
outcomes in all negotiations with local 
emergency management officers.

Media strategy

The ability of international media to 
report on disasters using both their own 
resources and those available through 
social media places an ever-increasing 
responsibility on Task Force management 
to manage the distribution of accurate 
information. This initially requires disci-
pline within the team to ensure that sen-
sitive pictures, footage and information 
that may compromise the integrity of the 
mission are not released to the general 
public. It is a fact, though, that modern 
society has an expectation of receiving 
real-time data on events and as such, it is 
important to establish an effective media 
strategy at an early stage to control infor-
mation regarding the activities of the Task 
Force. It is also necessary to ensure that 
the Task Force members are able to have 
contact with their family members while 
overseas. While this may not always be 
possible for various reasons, at the very 
least families need access to up-to-date 
information regarding the welfare of their 
family members while they are on deploy-
ment. A communication plan must be in 
place to address this issue. 

Debriefing outcomes  
and conclusion

An important part of effectively captur-
ing the lessons from Japan was the imple-
mentation of a structured debrief process 
throughout the deployment, commencing 
with daily debrief sessions conducted by 
the leaders of rescue and logistics teams 

and linked into the command element 
through attendance, documentation and 
reporting by Task Force operations offi-
cers. NSWTF/1 includes at least one criti-
cal incident support peer within the Task 
Force to assist team members in coping 
with stress related to exposure to trau-
matic events. In Japan we were fortunate 
to have three trained peers available to 
assist team members in this regard. Prior 
to demobilisation, a mission debrief was 
conducted involving the entire Task Force 
to capture the outcomes and provide 
closure to the mission.

In conclusion, NSWTF/1 learned 
greatly from the deployment to Japan in 
2011 and has since been committed to 
developing and implementing changes 
where shortfalls were recognised, while 
ensuring that the successful components 
become embedded in future operations. 
The importance of thorough preparation 
prior to deployment cannot be understat-
ed, especially in the development of our 
USAR response capability in accordance 
with INSARAG Guidelines and practices 
over many years. It was also key to ad-
equately using all available resources to 
obtain mission-specific information im-
mediately prior to responding, and having 
the flexibility to adapt to that information 
as necessary. In addition, the value of 
liaison both prior to and throughout the 
deployment was a significant lesson for 
the Task Force that can be implemented 
in future missions. Through the support 
of the Australian government and partner 
agencies within NSWTF/1, allocation 
of sufficient resources, commitment to 
training and exercising, and being open to 
investing in the experiences of others, we 
continually strive to improve our disaster 
response capability. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Notes
1. The assessment was conducted using the Flash 

Environment Assessment Tool (FEAT), a joint 

initiative of the United Nations Environment 

Programme and the United Nations Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. The FEAT 

is a tool used to identify critical environmental 

risks immediately after a natural disaster occurs.

About the author: Brian Smart has 
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& Rescue New South Wales (FRNSW), 
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responsibility for the New South Wales 
Urban Search and Rescue (USAR) response 
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lessons learned. He is also a focal point for 
national and international USAR liaison 
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FRNSW Hazardous Materials Response 
Unit and was a liaison officer with the New 
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nsw.gov.au.
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The Swiss search and rescue mission in Japan
An interview with mission leadership

By Michael Fichter

Within 24 hours of the earthquake 
and tsunami that struck Japan on March 
11, 2011, the government of Switzerland 
dispatched a team of specialists to the 
scene. The Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit 
(SHA), a corporate domain of the Federal 
Department of Foreign Affairs, deployed 
23 experts, including the search element 
of Swiss Rescue, the Swiss Confedera-
tion’s rapid response mechanism that is 
composed of civilian and military staff. 
Three major hazards potentially awaited 
them during their eight-day mission: af-
tershocks, tsunamis and the risk of radio-
active contamination. Not only did this 

situation make operational planning and 
communication difficult, it also placed 
the mission leaders under severe pressure.

Ambassador Toni Frisch was the head 
of SHA from 2001 to 2011 and is cur-
rently the chairman of the United Nations 
International Search and Rescue Advisory 
Group (INSARAG). Martin Jaggi is the 
deputy head of SHA’s Africa Division and 
led the Swiss rescue team in Japan. In the 
following interview on June 6, 2012, Jaggi 
and Ambassador Frisch explain events 
leading up to the deployment of the Swiss 
team, the challenges that had to be over-
come, and the lessons that can be learned.

ASSISTING STATES

Photo by Michael Fichter/SHAMembers and dogs from the Urban Search and Rescue team sent by the Swiss Confederation search for survivors 
and victims amid rubble in Japan.
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Michael Fichter: In March 2011, 
Switzerland immediately dispatched a 
search and evaluation team to help with 
relief efforts following the earthquake 
in Japan. How did this come about?

Ambassador Toni Frisch: Traditionally, 
relations between Switzerland and Japan 
have been very good, particularly when 
it comes to emergency relief. As far back 
as 1995, a Swiss Urban Search and Rescue 
(USAR) team was on hand to assist relief 
efforts following the Great Hanshin-Awaji 
Earthquake in Kobe. We have stayed in 
regular contact with the Japanese authori-
ties ever since, so much so that in some in-
stances these working relationships have 
developed into friendships. When the 
country found itself facing another major 
disaster, we immediately wanted to help. 

MF: And Japan was prepared to accept 
Switzerland’s offer of help?

TF: As far as we were concerned, Japanese 
relief efforts were extremely well planned 
and organised. The authorities had made 
it clear that they wanted only a select 
number of teams that they could deploy 
in clearly targeted missions. And so, they 
accepted our offer of help.

MF: Even at that point it was likely that 
there were not one but three disasters 
to contend with: the earthquake, the 
tsunami, as well as the radioactive 
threat. Was this the first time that Swiss 
emergency relief teams were faced with 
the problem of possible radioactive 
contamination? 

TF: Swiss teams had already acquired 
direct knowledge of dealing with these 
types of dangers from past missions. 
For example, in 1985 Swiss Rescue was 
dispatched to Mexico to help with relief 
efforts following an earthquake there. At 
one point during our mission we were at 
a hospital and found ourselves confronted 
with the risk of radioactive radiation as a 
result of damage to the X-ray department. 
Since that mission we have been continu-

ally building up our nuclear, biological 
and chemical (NBC) capacities, so when 
one year later the Chernobyl nuclear di-
saster struck, Swiss Rescue was prepared 
for deployment. Our subsequent efforts 
to enhance and expand our NBC capabili-
ties include help from the Spiez Labora-
tory, the Swiss centre of expertise for NBC 
protection, which is part of the Federal 
Office for Civil Protection.

MF: Swiss Rescue is classified by the 
United Nations International Search 
and Rescue Advisory Group as a “heavy 
USAR team,” meaning it is capable of 
complex search and rescue operations. 
Yet Switzerland only sent a skeleton 
team to Japan. Why?

Martin Jaggi: Our starting assumption 
was that we would be unlikely to find 
survivors. This is why we did not dispatch 
Swiss Rescue en masse, nor did we include 
rescue professionals on the team, opting 
instead for a search unit, including an 
on-site advisor, a logistics specialist, tele-
communications experts and a small staff. 
In the interest of flexibility, we also took 
very little material and equipment with 
us. This was the right decision to make 
as the situation on the ground demanded 
a maximum degree of flexibility. In no 
time at all, the team could be assembled, 
equipped and dispatched on a regular 
scheduled flight. During the mission, 
we observed that we were more flexible 
than other teams: while we were already 
on board our two buses and heading for 
our destination in the affected area, other 
teams were still waiting around in Tokyo 
for their material and equipment to arrive.

MF: Mr. Jaggi, you led the team in  
Japan. How did the team prepare  
for its deployment?

MJ: Like any mission of this kind, time 
was of the essence. A few hours after the 
Japanese authorities had accepted our 
offer of help, a search team of 23 men 
and women, as well as nine dogs, had as-
sembled at Zurich International Airport. 

The team was composed of civilian and 
military experts belonging to SHA’s 
rapid response pool, as well as members 
– and dogs – of the Swiss Disaster Dog 
Association. There simply wasn’t enough 
time for the team to wonder what was 
happening in Japan and start worrying; 
their primary concern was making sure 
that they were ready for their pending 
mission. However, back at headquar-
ters, other staff were busy gathering as 
much information as possible about the 
situation on the ground. Shortly before 
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take-off, the team was briefed about 
the current situation. A medic was also 
on hand to provide us with tips on the 
precautions that we could take and to 
remind us of the most important rules 
of conduct we should adopt to safeguard 
our health. Last but by no means least, a 
radiation protection expert also travelled 
with us, providing a welcome source 
of reassurance. Of course, when we left 
Zurich at midday on Saturday, March 12, 
no one could have envisaged the scale of 
the disaster that would await us. 

MF: What did the mission  
actually entail?

MJ: The search team and a support team 
from the Swiss Embassy in Japan met in 
Tokyo on Sunday, a day and a half after the 
earthquake. It was split up and assigned to 
specific duties. Four specialists were sta-
tioned in the capital; their main duty was 
to assist the Swiss Embassy. I should point 
out that Tokyo was virtually shut down, 
and we had to bear in mind that there was 
a chance that our people would have to be 

evacuated. Our search team drove in two 
rented buses to the north of the Sendai 
region, where the Japanese authorities had 
assigned us to operations in Minamisan-
riku. Logistics were a major problem. We 
faced some food shortages, but thanks 
to the team from the German Federal 
Agency for Technical Relief (THW), these 
were overcome. In the spirit of give and 
take, we supported THW with our trans-
port capacities to drive from the base of 
operation to the operations theatre and 
also included them in our evacuation 

Photo by Michael Fichter/SHA
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plan. Communication, too, proved dif-
ficult because the mobile phone network 

was down and we could only get through 
to Switzerland using a satellite phone.

MF: The mission was far from straight-
forward then?

MJ: Indeed. We expected to begin our 
mission in Minamisanriku on Monday 

morning, but it was postponed due 
to a tsunami warning. It was around 

three days before 
we got there. 
Added to this 
was the fact that 
one member 
of the team fell 
ill and had to 
be evacuated. 
Swiss Embassy 

staff in Tokyo immediately contacted 
the Americans, who then flew our col-

“We faced some food shortages, but thanks to the team from the 
German Federal Agency for Technical Relief (THW), these were 
overcome. In the spirit of give and take, we supported THW 
with our transport capacities…”

70
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league out by helicopter. We also had 
to contend with a series of connection 
and logistical issues. We were forced to 
improvise constantly but no sooner had 
we solved one problem than another 
one loomed on the horizon. To make 
matters worse, it began to snow two days 
into our mission in Minamisanriku, 
which increased the risk of accidents for 
our search dogs as well as for the team 
members due to fact that dangerous 
debris was covered by snow caps and no 
longer visible.

MF: The situation in Japan changed on 
an almost hourly basis. What were the 
implications for the mission leaders?

TF: Of course, this mission was more chal-
lenging for us than previous missions. Our 
efforts relied on three key supports. The 
first was ongoing information gathering 
and assessments. Our excellent contacts 
with the Japanese authorities who coor-
dinated the international USAR efforts 
proved invaluable here. The second was the 
data provided by our two radiation protec-
tion experts working on the ground. The 
third was liaising on an almost continuous 
basis with the Swiss National Emergency 
Operations Centre in Zurich, which pro-
cessed develop-
ments in terms 
of the radiation 
situation around 
the clock and 
provided us 
with the all-
important situa-
tion assessment. 
Considering the 
difficult circumstances in which we had to 
work, these three resources offered us suf-
ficient reassurance that we were able to see 
through our mission to the end. I should 
also mention the excellent collaboration 
with our embassy in Tokyo. Without their 
help, our mission would not have been 
the success it was. For example, by the 
time we had arrived in Japan, the embassy 
had already solved a series of logistical 
problems.

MF: How did the team handle the 
dangers it encountered in the field?

MJ: Several members of our team had pre-
vious experience working in zones that had 
been hit by an earthquake or tsunami, but 
no one had ever faced a potential nuclear 
emergency, and most certainly had never 
been exposed to all three risks simultane-
ously. There was a feeling that this detail 
should not be overlooked.

MF: Which of the three disaster risks was 
the greatest cause for concern?

MJ: It is important to differentiate 
between objective and subjective risk. 
The region experienced a great many 
aftershocks, and in some cases the 
tremors were particularly strong. This is 
an example of a risk that actually mate-
rialised. In addition, we had to suspend 
our mission twice due to tsunami warn-
ings. We were able to take precautionary 
measures to protect ourselves against 
these two real dangers, to some extent 
at least. For example, we slept in tents 
to minimise the risk of injury or worse 
should an earthquake occur. There was 
also a latent tsunami risk but thanks to 
the links we had established with local 
emergency response teams, the risk was 

calculable since we could assume that 
their alarm systems were working prop-
erly. In contrast, the potential threat of 
radiation exposure caused major concern 
in the field. This was due to a whole array 
of factors over which we had no control 
or of which we were unaware. What 
exactly was going on inside the nuclear 
power plants? Could the wind carry 
contaminated dust in our direction? The 
perception was that this invisible danger 
was lurking everywhere and led to 
general unease about the severity of the 
danger to which we were directly exposed 
during the mission. It was vital that steps 
be taken to minimise such concerns. 
First, special counters we had brought 
from Switzerland permanently displayed 
the level of radiation exposure. Second, 
our headquarters in Bern, which coor-
dinated the Swiss intervention in Japan, 
received field data on radiation exposure 
through the Swiss National Emergency 
Operations Centre. Third, the team was 
constantly kept up-to-date on the latest 
developments and information.

“One lesson that we can take from the 
Japan mission is that teams which are 
due to be deployed under these sorts of 
conditions must be prepared to take a 
modular approach to their work.”

Photo by Michael Fichter/SHA
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MF: How did you prepare for the  
possible dangers?

MJ: For the mission leaders it meant 
revising our contingency plans on an 
ongoing basis. We were constantly inves-
tigating possible exit routes and devised 
a variety of options based on different 
scenarios. We were also in the fortunate 
position of having our own transport, 
as this would have enabled us to react 
quickly to changing events on the ground. 
Having said that, fuel was in short supply, 
and there were other rescue teams that 
no longer had access to their own trans-
port. We subsequently decided that if the 

worst came to the worst, we would have 
to leave material and equipment behind. 
We repeatedly talked to and with the team 
about the dangers we were all facing, and 
we were able to rely on our specialists for 
the latest information. This was a great 
help. In some ways, it was a good thing 
that part of the mobile telephone network 
was down, because it meant that informa-
tion was channeled somewhat, thereby 
preventing media speculation and exag-
gerated reports from doing the rounds.

MF: What were the main challenges 
back in Switzerland?

TF: Keeping people back in Switzerland 
up-to-date on developments was more 
important during this mission than in 
previous operations. A special SHA liaison 
officer was appointed to handle queries 
from family, friends and colleagues and to 
provide them with regular updates.

MF: The search team decided to wind 
down its operations only six days after 
the earthquake. Why?

MJ: We were faced with a tough decision. 

Due to the weather conditions it was too 
dangerous for both the team and the dogs 
to continue working in the debris. The risk 
of the snow causing an accident simply 
became too great. If we had really thought 
that there was a good chance of finding 
survivors, we would have ploughed on 
with our work. The local emergency re-
sponse teams understood why we made 
the decision we did. 

MF: And how did the team react  
to the decision?

MJ: We were trained to locate survivors, 
but in Japan all we seemed to find were 

bodies. The local communities were 
pleased that we even came at all, and we 
also sensed that the Japanese authorities 
greatly valued the assistance that we had 
already provided. 

TF: We shouldn’t forget that everyone 
involved in the mission was aware from 
the outset that the main objective was to 
locate rather than rescue, which is why 
we did not have any trained rescuers on 
the team. We also were well aware that the 
chances of surviving the tsunami were 
slim. Nonetheless, the process of locating 
bodies is an extremely important one. It 
is bad enough losing loved ones, but it is 
worse still if you don’t know what hap-
pened to them.

MF: How was the mission in Japan 
wound down?

MJ: After we left the disaster area, we made 
our way to the north of Misawa. We were 
involved in helping to evacuate two fami-
lies - one Swiss, one French – who were 
living in the Sendai area. Our experts who 
were stationed in Tokyo stayed behind for 
several more weeks to assist the embassy. 

Most of the team flew back after a week. 
In this regard, too, we benefited from our 
cooperation with other teams. Once back 
home, every member of the team under-
went a medical checkup. All were declared 
to be in good health. As the checks on 
our counters showed, no one had been 
exposed to increased levels of radiation. 
In fact, radiation levels were higher on 
the plane bringing the team home than 
they were in the area where we had been 
posted.

MF: Will there be more USAR missions 
like this one in the future that don’t 
follow the traditional approach?

TF: I believe so. The deploy-
ment of an entire heavy 
team cannot be ruled out, 
but the situation has not 
arisen over the last few years. 
For example, Swiss Rescue 

was not dispatched to Haiti. Instead, a 
large rapid intervention team was sent 
to aid relief efforts; up to 70 people 
were simultaneously deployed there. 
The primary focus of the mission was to 
provide women and children with much-
needed medical care. But other specialists, 
like water and sanitation, were also part 
of the team. I firmly believe that we were 
more effective and efficient in Haiti than 
a USAR team would have been. The sta-
tistics bear me out: our rapid intervention 
team managed to save some 150 lives. 
Previous missions have taught us that we 
must respond and act appropriately to the 
situation and to the needs on the ground.

MF: Do you think INSARAG, which you 
are currently chairman of, will follow 
suit and change its classifications to 
focus on this modular approach to 
forming search and rescue teams?

TF: No, I don’t think so. INSARAG tests 
as many teams as possible in the three cat-
egories of heavy, medium and light. If a 
team is awarded INSARAG classification, 
it means that it is capable of conducting 
rescue and recovery operations accord-

“Our mission in Japan demonstrated how crucial it is to be 
able to deal with the local culture, customs and practices 
even though the time to prepare for this may be short.”
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ing to the given standards, and has the 
necessary technical and organisational 
wherewithal. This makes it possible to 
send elements of the unit on missions 
rather than the team in its entirety. From 
an organisational perspective, it would 
become unmanageable if we were to 
test only individual parts of a team. A 
team with a classification as a whole can 
also send individual elements; the other 
way around is not possible. Of course, 
it would be a good idea for countries to 
plan for the modular dispatch of teams 
and to organise training exercises centred 
on this approach. One lesson that we can 
take from the Japan mission is that teams 
which are due to be deployed under these 
sorts of conditions must be prepared to 
take a modular approach to their work.

MF: Are there other lessons that can be 
learned from the Japan mission?

MJ: Communication is key in this type 
of mission. Without it, worry and unease 
can creep in and severely compromise 

the team’s ability to carry out its mission. 
Communication implies not only provid-
ing information but also listening and 
taking on board the needs and concerns 
of others, including our team’s families. 
Training courses and drills will take 
greater account of this in the future.

MF: Will this be difficult to put into 
practice given that it tends to be virtu-
ally impossible to simulate such “soft 
factors?”

MJ: It certainly will be difficult. But we 
must put the necessary structures and 
processes in place. Also, those in leader-
ship positions must be made more aware 
of it. Certain things must be prepared 
beforehand like a list of family members’ 
telephone numbers. We had this infor-
mation for the Japan rescue team and 
within a short space of time were able 
to bring family members up to speed on 
developments. I also believe that cultural 
awareness is another important point. 
Our mission in Japan demonstrated 

how crucial it is to be able to deal with 
the local culture, customs and practices 
even though the time to prepare for this 
may be short. It is not enough to read the 
Wikipedia entry on the place where you 
will be posted. We had people on our 
team who had lived and worked in Japan, 
which facilitated our work considerably. 
As far as I’m concerned, we need to work 
on honing our intercultural awareness. 

About the author: Michael Fichter 
was the information officer and reporter 
on the Swiss rescue team’s Japan mission. 
He is head of the media relations office of 
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Humanitarian Aid Unit, where he is Chief 
Information Officer. He can be contacted at 
michael.fichter@sdc.net.
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Ambassador Toni Frisch, left, and Martin Jaggi discuss the future of search and rescue teams 
during their interview on June 6, 2012.
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The frequency of large-scale tsunamis 
is increasing worldwide. The recent tsu-
namis in Chile in February 2010 and in 
Japan on March 11, 2011, caused tremen-
dous casualties and damage. The Republic 
of Korea needs a detailed response plan for 
tsunamis in preparation for such events. 
Although the National Emergency Man-
agement Agency (NEMA) has a National 
Disaster Management System (NDMS) in 
place to protect citizens’ lives and wealth 
from natural disasters, the country needs 
a more structured response system for 
the specific threat of tsunamis. NEMA 
had planned to develop such a system by 
2014, but the occurrence of the Great East 
Japan Earthquake has made development 
more urgent and it is now expected to be 
finished by December 2012.

Korea is at relatively low risk for earth-
quakes, but it is well known that there is an 
active fault along Japan’s west coast. When 
an earthquake occurs there, it is highly 
probable that the ensuing tsunami will 
reach the east coast of the Korean Penin-
sula, as occurred in 1983 when a tsunami 
which originated in the middle of the East 

Sea (also known as the Sea of Japan) swept 
into Imwon Port, inundating 70 kilome-
ters (43 miles) of the east-central coast-
line. In 1993, another tsunami that origi-
nated in the sea southwest of Hokkaido, 
Japan, caused damage and casualties in 
Korea. Therefore, Korea needs a tsunami 
disaster response system that can mini-
mize damage from such an event. NEMA 
has secured the technology for making a 
tsunami disaster map and preparedness 
plans for the east coast of Korea through 
the “Tsunami-Related Disaster Reduc-
tion Technology Development Project.”1 

The research project began in 2010 and 
concludes this year with the development 
of tsunami inundation forecast maps for 
places at high risk of tsunami disasters in 
order to facilitate immediate responses to 
tsunamis. In addition, the National Disas-
ter Management Institute (NDMI), a divi-
sion of NEMA that oversees research and 
provides disaster preparedness training 
and education for government workers 
and the public, has developed models for 
potential tsunami floods and evacuation 
routes for residents.2

Creation of a tsunami disaster response 
system in the Republic of Korea  
using inundation maps
By Sung Jin Hong

ASSISTING STATES
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Establishment of a tsunami  
response system using  
inundation maps

The existing tsunami inundation fore-
cast maps developed in each local govern-
ment’s area of responsibility in Korea are 
limited in their effectiveness because they 
are based only on the analysis of past expe-
riences, making it difficult for the central 
disaster management agency to use and 
manage the information. Therefore, the 
NDMI is aiming to develop a tsunami 
disaster response system by December 
2012 in 40 locations along the east coast 
such as ports and beaches in Kangwon 
(Gangwon) Province and North Kyung-
sang (Gyeongsang) Province, the areas af-
fected by the 1983 tsunami. These will use 
inundation forecast maps based on the 
existing tsunami flood modeling program 
and a virtual tsunami scenario focused 

on the east coast. The NDMI is working 
with local governments to implement this 
project. 

The following is the action plan for the 
development of the system:  

• Identify major populated areas on 
the east coast that are potentially 
vulnerable to tsunami disasters and 
analyze their current conditions and 
response plans.

• Develop virtual tsunami scenarios 
through an analysis of active faults 
in the East Sea.

• Establish a grid system and informa-
tion on the topography of the coastal 
area. 

• Analyze flood traits and tsunami 
inundation forecast maps for the 
selected areas.

• Collect and analyze existing tsunami 
response materials and plans, such 
as evacuation shelters, methods of 
evacuation and evacuation maps.

• Conduct additional research for the 
new system on climate, population 
and current land usage.

• Collect information on geographical 
features and sea depths, and process 
them for modeling.

• Assuming seven different magni-
tudes of potential earthquakes from 
11 potential origins, create a total of 
77 inundation forecast maps.

      
This project will facilitate the ability of 

local and central governments to grasp 
the potential impact of a tsunami quickly 
and respond immediately.

Research on potential damages 
during tsunami evacuation

The NDMI has also conducted research 
on modeling damage from tsunami 
floods as well as tracking the evacuation 
process.3 The model shows the evacuation 
track of a person to a designated shelter 
according to the person’s walking speed, 
topographical obstacles en route, and 
the size of the flooded area based on the 
scale of the tsunami. It uses four kinds of 
data: 1) geographical data such as eleva-
tion and sea depths of the selected area, 
2) evacuation data such as the starting 
time of evacuation and speed, 3) danger 
potential data showing danger factors in 
the area, and 4) seismic wave data such as 
the depth of the tsunami inundation and 
the size of the inundated area calculated 
through the tsunami flood model. There 
are five factors in the danger potential 
data set: distance, topography, obstacles, 
population density and tsunami flood 
potential. Using this model, disaster 
managers in each area can model the 
potential effects of a tsunami, find the 
most suitable shelter locations and select 
the optimal evacuation routes to them. In 
addition, this program can support policy 
development for disaster preparedness by 

“Using this model, disaster managers in each area 
can model the potential effects of a tsunami, find 
the most suitable shelter locations and select the 
optimal evacuation routes to them.”

This graphic shows the locations of the 11 hypothetical tsunami origins in the East Sea 
(also known as the Sea of Japan) used to create the tsunami disaster response system.

Graphic courtesy of NDMI
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providing disaster preparedness informa-
tion, education and training materials. 
With the forecast maps and modeling 
of damages and evacuation routes, the 
tsunami disaster response system will be 
an important part of the NDMS, provid-
ing accurate analysis of tsunami-related 
disasters and a database of detailed coastal 
geography and sea depths that can be 
used for coastal disaster prevention and 
risk-reduction activities.

Policy recommendations

In addition to the creation of the 
tsunami disaster response system, the 
NDMI has also made some observations 
about disaster preparedness policies that 
should be implemented based on its 
research.

Shelter selection criteria
Two different types of shelters are rec-

ommended: temporary shelters for emer-
gency evacuation and shelters designated 
for long-term relief operations. These 
shelters must be earthquake-resistant and 
located outside of forecasted tsunami in-
undation zones. In the event of a tsunami, 
vertical evacuation is more effective than 

horizontal. Therefore, several easily acces-
sible temporary shelters with high enough 
floors should be designated within the 
evacuation zone.

Evacuation route selection criteria
A tsunami evacuation route should 

be selected in consideration of the likely 
direction of the tsunami and the safety of 
the route itself. In principal, the evacua-

tion route must be perpen-
dicular to the shoreline (the 
direction of an incoming 
tsunami), without crossing 
any rivers or main roads. 
Assuming that the route 
will be congested when in 
use for evacuation, it must 
not run through a residen-
tial area where many houses 
could be obstacles in an 
evacuation. Complicated 
routes where people have 
to open fences or make 
new openings should be 
avoided. When designat-
ing evacuation routes, the 
routes should be examined 
carefully on foot to check 
for any potential problems 
while walking them. If there 
are any bridges on a route, 

A comprehensive information board posted along the coast in Gangreung (Gangneung) city,  
Kangwon (Gangwon) Province.

Photo courtesy of NDMI

Designated long-term shelters

Desired structural conditions for shelters

Types Tall reinforced concrete or steel-reinforced
concrete structures

Buildings should be three stories or 
higherand located at least 12 meters 
(39 feet) above sea level

Select multiple buildings if possible,
accommodating the maximum population
to evacuate the �ood-prone area

Reinforced concrete or steel-reinforced
concrete structure

Buildings should be three stories or higher
and located at least 12 meters (39 feet) 
above sea level

Considering the maximum population for 
evacuation in the district, select buildings
with a capacity of at least 1,000 people

Height

Scale

Temporary shelters

Within 600 meters (1,968 feet) of the 
shore, at least two blocks inland (shelters 
should not be the front-line buildings)

Reachable within 10 minutes

In districts at risk of tsunami, within 
2 kilometers (1.2 miles) of the shore

Reachable within 30 minutes

In principal, designated shelters should be public buildings. However, when 
there is a lack of public buildings in the area that are suitable for shelters, 
private buildings, such as hotels, training facilities, gyms, temples and 
dormitories, can be designated as shelters.

Location 
of buildings

Evacuation time

Appropriate 
buildings

Temporary sheltersDesignated long-term shelters

Desired locations for shelters

Graphic courtesy of NDMI
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they must be checked for earthquake 
resistance. Buildings along the route also 
must be checked for any possibility of 
collapsing. In crowded places such as 
beaches, the evacuation route should be 
wide enough to accommodate a large 
number of people. If there are stairs or 
uphill roads, they should have railings.

Major points and crossings along the 
evacuation route must have signs, which 
should be installed every 200 meters (656 
feet) and at every major crossroad. In 
areas at risk for tsunamis, warning signs 
should be installed so that residents and 
tourists can be fully aware of the risk. 
If a hill is designated as a temporary 
evacuation site, an evacuation staircase 
(which can be used as a walking trail in 
non-disaster times) should be installed to 
facilitate rapid evacuation.

Comprehensive evacuation  
information signboards

Currently, each evacuation area in 
Korea has one comprehensive evacua-
tion information signboard installed. To 
facilitate awareness and information dis-
semination, signs should be installed at 
every kilometer along the coastline, and 
be continually updated and maintained. 
Information on the board should include 
the elevation of the current location, 
detailed times of normal tides, directions 
for evacuation and the locations of evacu-
ation shelters. Symbols used on the board 
should be as universal as possible so that 
not only local residents, but also tourists 
would be able to easily recognize them. 
The signboard should be lighted at night 
in case a tsunami occurs in the dark. 

Plans for further development

Tsunamis are more rare in Korea than 
other types of natural hazards such as 
typhoons and the yellow sand phenom-
enon. People tend to forget about the 
dangers of tsunamis after such a disaster 
has passed, and they become careless 
about prevention and preparedness. 
Moreover, residents and tourists are often 
unaware when they are in an area at high 

risk for tsunamis. The NDMI is planning 
to support the development of evacua-
tion plans, using evacuation simulation 
programs and analyzing major tsunami 
risk areas and the predicted damage. The 
Institute will develop a highly advanced 
model in order to strengthen disaster 
preparedness capacity through efficient 
delivery of disaster information. Discov-
ering areas at high risk of tsunami that 
have had no past experience with such 
disasters and raising residents’ awareness 
of tsunami risk can increase the effi-
ciency of disaster preparedness activities. 
When complete, the tsunami inundation 
forecast map project will provide a good 
foundation for disaster preparedness and 
risk reduction with accurate analysis of 
predicted tsunamis. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Notes
1. National Emergency Management Agency, 

“Technical Development of Tsunami Hazard 

Mitigation,” Annual Research Report (Republic 

of Korea: NEMA, 2009).

2. National Disaster Management Institute, 

“Study on the Criteria of Evacuation System for 

Coastal Inundation,” Annual Research Report, 

NDMI-ER-2009-06 (Republic of Korea: NDMI, 

2009).

3. NDMI, “Study on the Criteria.”
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More than a year has passed since 
Japan’s largest recorded disaster hit the 
northeastern part of the main island of 
Honshu. The combined impact of the 
Great East Japan Earthquake and accom-
panying tsunami resulted in the deaths 
of approximately 20,000 people, while 
hundreds of thousands remain displaced 
from their homes. From the very outset as 
the seven-storey headquarters of the Japa-
nese Red Cross Society (JRCS), located 
close to the capital’s iconic Tokyo Tower, 
shook with an unusual intensity, it was 
clear that the country was experiencing 
an earthquake of major proportions.

The JRCS swung quickly into action, 
dispatching medical teams to the disaster 
area and fulfilling its mandate under the 
national disaster coordination mecha-
nism. Rotations of nearly 900 medical 

teams, made up of staff from the 92 JRCS-
run hospitals around the country, were 
to care for nearly 100,000 earthquake 
survivors in the weeks and months fol-
lowing the disaster. In tandem, a wide-
ranging relief and recovery operation was 
to unfold, addressing the material and 
emotional needs of those affected by the 
disaster. The unprecedented humanitar-
ian needs and generous global response 
led the JRCS to embrace areas that were 
entirely new to the national society’s 
operational experience. These included 
providing a greater degree of psychosocial 
support than at any time in its previous 
experience, embarking on the reconstruc-
tion of clinics and supplying packages of 
electronic household appliances to more 
than 130,000 survivor families living in 
temporary housing.

Japanese Red Cross cooperation with 
civilian and military responders in the 
Great East Japan Earthquake
By Francis Markus

HUMANITARIAN COMMUNITY

A Japanese Red Cross Society medical team doctor awaits a Japan Self-Defense Forces helicopter providing emergency transport for the sick and injured. 

Photo courtesy of JRCS
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With its recovery and reconstruc-
tion programmes still ongoing in the 
affected areas, JRCS continues to make 
a significant and valuable contribution 
to supporting survivors. As with the hu-
manitarian responses to all major natural 
disasters, there is also acknowledgement 
that there are lessons to be learned.

An evaluation completed in early 2012 
by a three-member team of experts with 

Red Cross Red Crescent backgrounds 
highlighted what JRCS and the wider 
International Red Cross Red Crescent 
Movement could learn from the response 
to the Great East Japan Earthquake. The 
report concluded that JRCS’ state of pre-
paredness was appropriate in relation to 
past experience relative to the kinds of 
domestic disasters to which it had been 
called upon to respond. But in order to 
be able to respond with maximum ef-
fectiveness to a mega-disaster of the kind 
the March 11 earthquake and tsunami 
represented, the report stressed that more 
planning and preparation are needed.

One area highlighted by the evaluation 
report is the need for better coordination 
with other actors, such as government 
agencies, the Japan Self-Defense Forces 
(JSDF) and non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs). This observation con-
firms the sense among JRCS operations 
managers that coordination, especially 
in the initial stages of the response, was 
definitely challenging. Several distinct 
issues played out in the coordination 
between JRCS and other actors. These 
ranged from the overstretched state of the 
government’s coordination mechanisms, 
to the JRCS’ position amid the evolving 
Japanese civil-society landscape, and the 
dynamics of the Red Cross Red Crescent 
Movement’s relations with the military.

Coordination mechanisms

In the Japanese Cabinet Office, there 
was a small team of no more than 10 
people assigned to coordinate domestic 
and international organisations. This 
team was soon overwhelmed and Japan 
Platform – an organization that supports 
Japanese Official Development Assistance 
by promoting coordination between 

NGOs, the government and the business 
community – offered to provide a liaison 
point for the national NGO sector. It set 
up offices in the worst-affected prefectures 
and kept the Cabinet Office informed of 
NGO response activities. As one of the 
larger members of Japan Platform, JRCS 
played a supportive role.

In places such as the Miyagi prefec-
tural government’s auditorium, a great 
many stakeholders were assembled for 
coordination purposes, representing 
central and local governments, police, fire 
brigades, JSDF, NGOs, JRCS and many 
others. Though physically sharing the 
same workspace, each party functioned 
without significant communication or 
information sharing. It was only after 
four weeks that there was sufficient dia-
logue for coordination to function well. 
In many places, there was also a lack of 
capacity for assessment of the situation 
and needs on the ground. The result was 
that in a number of cases, duplication 
occurred in the interventions of various 
actors in the early stages of the operation, 
wasting valuable resources and reducing 
efficiency.

Clearly the most important practical 
lesson is the need for sharing of infor-
mation among stakeholders in terms of 
their mandates, activity scope, capacity, 
technical expertise and funding size. But 
this cannot begin after a disaster. Infor-

mation sharing has to be part of disaster 
preparedness planning.

NGOs in Japanese civil society

There are varied assessments of the 
position of NGOs in Japan. But a general 
consensus seems to be that they tend to 
be relatively small in size and capacity 
compared to those in other industrialised 

countries. Clearly, this has 
had implications for their 
role in civil society and for 
cooperation between them 
and JRCS. The JRCS, like 
its sister national societies 
worldwide, acts as an aux-
iliary to the government. 

All Red Cross Red Crescent Societies 
have their own distinct focus; JRCS’ is 
on health and medical care. Running 92 
hospitals throughout Japan, JRCS enjoys 
a high degree of recognition, both among 
the public and from local and national 
authorities, in a way which few of the 
country’s NGOs can emulate.

“‘We know about the Japanese Red 
Cross but we don’t know about you,’” one 
NGO representative quoted local govern-
ment officials as saying. However, this ap-
parent imbalance is gradually changing, 
with local NGOs’ capacity to raise funds 
and provide services steadily increasing. 
While this may represent new competi-
tion for JRCS, obviously it is in the best 
interest of civil society and the beneficia-
ries of these groups.

Civil-military coordination

The Red Cross Red Crescent Movement, 
with its seven fundamental principles that 
embody rigorous adherence to such con-
cepts as neutrality and impartiality, has 
strict guidelines governing its cooperation 
with the armed forces in any country. It 
is vital that “while maintaining a dia-
logue with armed forces at all levels, the 
components of the Movement preserve 
their independence of decision-making 
and action, in order to ensure adequate 
access to all people in need of humanitar-

“Clearly the most important practical lesson is the need for 
sharing of information among stakeholders in terms of their 

mandates, activity scope, capacity, technical expertise and 
funding size. But this cannot begin after a disaster.”
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ian assistance,” says a 2005 resolution of 
the Red Cross Red Crescent Movement’s 
Council of Delegates, a high-level body 
which brings together all components of 
the Movement to discuss issues of mutual 
concern.1

In practice, cooperation between Red 
Cross Red Crescent Societies and the 
military is common in times of natural 
disasters at a national level. In an in-
ternational context, the issues are more 
complex, especially as regards the use of 
military assets. The basic guideline is that 
these may be used as a last resort to save 
lives if no other means exist. But in the 
case of international contexts, their use 
must be approved at the top leadership 
level within the Movement.

In Japan, the JRCS and JSDF roles are 
defined at the national level in the coun-
try’s disaster prevention plan. But apart 
from that, the cooperation between the 

two is essentially determined at a prefec-
tural level. In some regions, such as the 
area of Osaka, in western Japan, there has 
long been close cooperation facilitated by 
regular meetings, and JSDF first responder 
teams often work closely in emergencies 
with JRCS medical teams.

In terms of responses to major disas-
ters, there has been an increase in coop-
eration between JRCS and JSDF in recent 
years. Some observers date this back to 
the Chuetsu earthquake, which struck 
the western prefecture of Niigata in 2004. 
After that disaster, both parties put into 
practice many of the lessons learned in 
a previous large-scale disaster in which 
JRCS-JSDF cooperation was found 
wanting in key areas – the 1995 Great 
Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake in Kobe.

After the Chuetsu quake, a division of 
labor fell into place as the security forces, 
led by JSDF, conducted search and rescue 

operations, while JRCS and the Disaster 
Medical Assistance Teams set up by the 
government following the Kobe earth-
quake assisted in setting up triage to treat 
the injured and helped transport them to 
hospitals. Similar cooperation was seen in 
the aftermath of an off-shore quake that 
affected the Chuetsu region in 2007, and 
also following the Great East Japan Earth-
quake in 2011.

One of the most significant examples 
of cooperation after the Great East Japan 
Earthquake took place at the Ishinomaki 
Red Cross Hospital. In addition to being 
the nerve centre of JRCS operations, this 
facility was also used as a temporary di-
saster management headquarters by JSDF 
after the first floor of Ishinomaki City 
Hall, which had been designated for use 
as a JSDF disaster management headquar-
ters in a large-scale disaster, was destroyed. 
A firm foundation for working together 

Red Cross workers and defense personnel assist those in need of medical attention around the clock. Photo courtesy of JRCS
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had been laid back in June 2010, when 
Ishinomaki Red Cross Hospital partici-
pated in helicopter transport training for 
a large-scale disaster. The training was 
coordinated by Miyagi Prefecture with the 
participation of JSDF, the police, several 
ministries and the Japan Coast Guard. 

Fifteen helicopters were utilized for the 
training.

Because of such realistic training, all 
parties involved in the helicopter opera-
tion after the Great East Japan Earthquake 
were able to understand each other’s 
responsibilities, limitations and organiza-
tional cultures well enough to smoothly 
carry out their mission with 63 helicopter 
flights coming in and out of the heliport 
of Ishinomaki Red Cross Hospital, trans-
porting sick and injured survivors from 
all over the surrounding region. Further 
cooperation benefited the hundreds of 
thousands of survivors who took shelter 
in evacuation centres – JSDF provided 
water and food support and organised 
baths while JRCS took charge of medical 
services, psychosocial support and the 
provision of non-food items, such as 
sleeping and hygiene kits.

In the months following the disaster, 
JRCS also played a support role alongside 
the military and other actors in looking 
after residents from areas close to the 
Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant 
who would return to their homes in the 
restricted area for temporary visits. Tasks 
involved coordination of these short 
stays, screening for radiation after their 
return from the stays, establishment of 
decontamination systems and medical as-
sistance. These tasks were divided among 
the municipalities, JSDF, JRCS and busi-
ness operators, including the plant opera-
tor, Tokyo Electric Power Company. Roles 
were clearly defined, and the division of 

labour was relatively smooth.
In addition to JRCS and JSDF coop-

eration in disaster response operations 
and participation in exercises, the Inter-
national Committee of the Red Cross – 
which is mandated to inform the armed 
forces about international humanitarian 

law – organizes several activities each year 
with JSDF. However, it is still not easy to 
assess the extent to which all of these en-
gagements translate into familiarity with 
each other at a grass-roots level within the 
respective organizations. Since the Great 
East Japan Earthquake, there have been 
several workshops looking at the lessons 
to be learned at which JRCS and JSDF have 
further exchanged experiences. But anec-
dotal evidence suggests that some of the 
basic tenets of the Red Cross Red Crescent 
Movement are still not all that well known 
to many in the military. Clearly there is a 
need for continued dialogue.

Conclusion

The scale and complexity of the Great 
East Japan Earthquake and accompany-
ing disasters, the resources required and 
the pressure placed on the government’s 
disaster management structure have given 
rise to the reflection that JRCS should 
consider proposing a new framework for 
cooperation between the government and 
the non-governmental sectors. The legal 
base defining the relationship between 
the Government of Japan and JRCS in 
times of disaster is established in the Japa-
nese Red Cross Law of 1952. But another 
lesson from the experience of the March 
11 disasters may be that JRCS’ relation-
ships with both the government and the 
NGO community need to be further 
strengthened.

In many respects, the dramatic nature 

of the Great East Japan Earthquake has 
been a huge shock to Japan’s conscious-
ness and its faith in existing practices and 
norms. The country in general, as well 
as JRCS and other actors, has shown the 
eagerness and ability to learn the lessons 
of previous disasters. The impetus of the 

2011 earthquake 
and tsunami will 
clearly have an 
effect in build-
ing engagement 
and coopera-
tion among all 
s t a k e h o l d e r s . 

One senior JRCS disaster manager re-
cently said, “We just have to keep talking 
to each other and better understand 
each other’s capacity way before the di-
saster.” In keeping with Japanese culture, 
cooperation with the military and with 
other civilian actors may be based at least 
as much on relationships as it is on formal 
structures. The important thing is that it 
optimises and makes use of the respective 
strengths of all the parties in such a way 
as to bring the greatest support to those 
affected by any future mega-disaster. 

  
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Notes: 
1. Council of Delegates, “Resolution 7,” Interna-

tional Committee of the Red Cross, November 

18, 2005, http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/

documents/resolution/council-delegates-reso-

lution-7-2005.htm (accessed August 14, 2012).
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“In practice, cooperation between Red Cross Red Crescent Societies 
and the military is common in times of natural disaster at a  

national level. In an international context, the issues are more 
complex, especially as regards the use of military assets.”
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A magnitude 9.0 earthquake occurred 
off the Tohoku region of northeastern 
Japan at 14:46 hours local time on March 
11, 2011. This earthquake triggered a 
tsunami that hit approximately 480 ki-
lometres (298 miles) of coastline with a 
wave of 30 meters (98 feet) in height in 
places. The maximum depth inland to 
which the tsunami reached was approxi-
mately 30 kilometres (19 miles) in river 
mouths and 10 kilometres (six miles) in 
the Sendai plains. The tsunami resulted 
in many towns, fishing villages and com-
munities being completely wiped off the 
map, and ultimately in more than 21,000 
dead or missing persons with more than 
750,000 buildings destroyed or damaged. 
It also resulted in extensive damage to the 
Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant, 
leading to significant radiation leakage. 
At one time 480,000 internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) were housed in evacu-
ation centres, an estimated half of them 
evacuees from the area affected by the 
nuclear emergency.

The United Nations Disaster As-
sessment and Coordination team

The Government of Japan was faced 
with three concurrent crises in this natural 
disaster. Though it is one of the best pre-

pared countries in the world and a fully 
developed country, it had limited previ-
ous experience receiving international 
assistance, as it has been a donor country 
for many decades. Therefore it requested 
the United Nations Office for the Coordi-
nation of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 
to send a U.N. Disaster Assessment and 
Coordination (UNDAC) team to assist it.

I was selected by the United Nations 
to lead this multinational UNDAC team. 
The Deputy Team Leader was Sebastian 
Rhodes Stampa, who was also the OCHA 
Civil Military Coordination Officer for the 
Asia-Pacific region. Other team members 
were from Sweden, Korea, Japan, the 
European Commission Humanitarian 
Aid and Civil Protection department and 
OCHA. We were also supported by the 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
Telecoms Sans Frontieres and MapAction. 
This article is based on my experiences 
as the Team Leader of the UNDAC team 
in Japan and is necessarily a subjective 
viewpoint; it does not by any means claim 
to be a comprehensive account of the 
overall response to the Great East Japan 
Earthquake.

The terms of reference of the mission 
were finalised on March 14 at a meeting of 
the UNDAC team with the Director of the 
Humanitarian Assistance and Emergency 

Relief Division of the Japanese Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs (MOFA). The tasks 
given to the UNDAC team were:

a) To report to the outside world on 
the emergency situation resulting 
from the earthquake and tsunami in 
Japan.  

b) To advise MOFA on how to 
respond to the numerous offers 
of assistance being received by the 
Government of Japan.

c) To assist, from Tokyo, in the 
handling of the international Urban 
Search and Rescue (USAR) teams 
that were deploying to Japan.

Overview of international hu-
manitarian and military response 
operations

Government of Japan coordination 
structure

The government established a very 
centralised coordination structure. The 
Headquarters for Emergency Disaster Re-
sponse, a disaster management commit-
tee headed by the Prime Minister, took all 
decisions. All ministries reported directly 
to this committee, and all prefectures 
(roughly equivalent to states or provinces) 
also reported to this committee. This re-

International response to the Great East Japan Earthquake
Reflections on civil-military coordination

By Arjun Katoch

HUMANITARIAN COMMUNITY
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sulted in all decisions having to go to the 
very top and very little inter-ministerial 
coordination below that level. This cen-
tralised coordination structure resulted 
in difficulties in coordination and in the 
fact that in the initial days, the govern-
ment’s primary focus (rightly so) was 
on the radiation leak at the Fukushima 
Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant and less 
on the humanitarian relief issues of the 
population affected by the tsunami.

Assisting the Government of Japan  
in managing the crisis

The major assistance that the UNDAC 
mission provided to the Government of 
Japan was in reporting to the world the 
events surrounding this emergency and 
the response to it. In Japan all work, data, 
media, etc., are in the Japanese language. 
Had it not been for the UNDAC team 
gathering data available in Japanese and 
presenting it in English situation reports 
that the emergency humanitarian world 
could understand, there would have 
been very little accurate information 
about the emergency available to the 
world.  This has especially to be looked 
at in the context of the intense and often 
sensationalist media coverage of the 
disaster and its aftermath. The Japanese 
government was very appreciative of this 
function performed by UNDAC.

International Urban Search and  
Rescue response

The UNDAC team established itself 
and set up an On-Site Operations Coor-
dination Centre (OSOCC) at the Japan 
International Cooperation Agency’s In-
ternational Training Centre in Tokyo. In 
addition three sub-OSOCCs were set up 
at Ofunato, Sendai and Minamisanriku. 
Twenty international USAR teams were 

deployed by 15 countries to the affected 
area from March 12-21 with a total of 890 
rescuers and 38 dogs. The international 
teams were integrated and coordinated 
by the authorities in the respective pre-
fectures along with national response 
units. There were considerable diffi-
culties in communication between the 
OSOCC in Tokyo and sub-OSOCCs due 
to the distances and disrupted roads, 
railways and communications between 
Tokyo and the Tohoku region.

Japanese and U.S. military response
The mainstay of the Japanese re-

sponse to this emergency was the Japan 
Self-Defense Forces (JSDF), supported 
by the U.S. military. The Japanese mili-
tary had between 80,000-106,000 troops 
in the affected area at various times in 
the response, and they were responsible 
for the delivery of food, water and other 
relief supplies to the affected popula-
tion. In addition, U.S. Forces Japan 
and the U.S. Navy’s Seventh Fleet were 
deployed to assist the Government of 
Japan, thereby providing an additional 
20,000 U.S. troops and immense lo-
gistics capabilities in an operation the 
United States named “Operation Tomo-
dachi.” The UNDAC team also estab-
lished direct links with the U.S. military 
with the deployment of a U.S. Pacific 
Command (USPACOM) liaison officer 

in the OSOCC in Tokyo. This was of 
major help to us on this mission. One 
of the biggest lessons that ought to be 
drawn from this mission is the fact that 
military humanitarian coordination 
needs to be practiced and strengthened 
as most of the responses to major disas-
ters rely heavily on domestic military 
resources, often supported by interna-
tional military resources. 

Impact of the radiation issue on  
humanitarian operations

The radiation issue related to leakage 
from the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Plant was the event on which the 
international media concentrated almost 
exclusively. It had a major bearing on 
humanitarian operations as it gener-
ated approximately 240,000 IDPs once 
the Government of Japan established a 
20-kilometre (12-mile) radius evacuation 
zone and a 30-kilometre (19-mile) radius 
safety zone around the plant. The U.S. 
authorities set up a precaution zone for 
their own nationals with an 80-kilometre 
(50-mile) radius in which U.S. rescue and 
relief units were not allowed without spe-
cific safety procedures. UNDAC followed 
the same precautions as the United States.

The U.S. Government also provided to 
Japan very significant technical capabili-
ties from both the U.S. Armed Forces and 
the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) 
to assist the Japanese government in 
dealing with the nuclear radiation situ-
ation. The UNDAC team carried out its 
own monitoring for changes in levels of 
radiation with our own intensimeters and 
dosimeters.

Reflections on civil-military 
coordination

This international response was an 
unusual response in that it was conducted 
in a rich, developed country, which could 
have handled the emergency from within 
its own resources and had never accepted 
international assistance before. It was 
also a mission in which we were dealing 
with three crises in one emergency. The 
following observations are an attempt to 
bring out some of the lessons that could 
be drawn from this unusual mission. 

A clear chain of control from the 
highest level down to the community, 
integrating the military, is a must.

One of the shortcomings of the gov-
ernment’s response in Japan was the 
fact that at the central level, government 
departments worked somewhat in isola-

“Though [Japan] is one of the best prepared 
countries in the world and a fully developed 
country, it had limited previous experience 
receiving international assistance…”
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tion of each other. The MOFA, National 
Police Agency, Ministry of Defense, Fire 
and Disaster Management Agency and 
Japan Coast Guard all reported directly 
to the Prime Minister’s disaster man-
agement committee. As a result of this 
structure, that committee was the only 
place where any decision could be taken. 
This slowed down decision-making and 
while the attention of the government 
was on the situation at the Fukushima 
Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant, it resulted 
in a slower response to the needs of the 
population in other areas affected by the 
earthquake and tsunami. The lesson 
learned here is that there should be 
a clear, delegated chain of control 
in which there is interaction at all 
levels among all departments of 
government, the military, as well as NGOs 
and other responders. No silos should be 
permitted.

Effective use of the military is essential 
in response to major disasters.

The response to the earthquake in Japan 
was primarily a military response utilising 
at its peak almost 106,000 JSDF troops. 
In addition there was extensive assistance 
from the U.S. military through Operation 
Tomodachi. The scale of damage, the dif-
ficult terrain and the weather combined to 
make it a task that only the military with 
its extensive logistics capabilities could 
perform. This is normally the case in most 
countries in the Asia-Pacific region. The 
military was integrated into the response 
at the prefecture level. However, this could 
not be said to have been the case at the 
national level, where the “silos” in report-
ing worked against effective civil-military 
coordination.

Government institutional preparedness 
to receive foreign assistance, including 
foreign military assistance, is needed.

No country, no matter how advanced 
and wealthy, can handle such major di-
sasters on its own, as proved by the Japan 
earthquake and Hurricane Katrina in the 
United States. As such, the government 
must be institutionally prepared to receive 

foreign assistance, including foreign mili-
tary assistance. This is significantly more 
complicated than it appears and requires 
pre-established structures and procedures 
at the central, state and district levels that 
are aligned with humanitarian and mili-
tary coordination principles.

Coordination procedures between 
national and foreign militaries, as well 
as with humanitarian responders, need 
to be improved.

During the response to this disaster 
there were very few international actors. 

Essentially these were the U.S. Govern-
ment, especially the U.S. military and 
DOE, UNDAC and the international 
USAR teams. Of these, the major 
player was undoubtedly the U.S. 
military, which one would expect 
to have close links with the JSDF. 
Yet it was observed that there were 
significant coordination issues 
between the two military allies in 
disaster response, especially at the 
national level. UNDAC was fortu-
nate that Deputy UNDAC Team 
Leader Sebastian Rhodes Stampa 
was also the OCHA Civil Mili-
tary Coordination Officer for the 
Asia-Pacific region. His excellent 
contacts at USPACOM enabled 
us to stay well informed and co-
ordinated with the U.S. military, 
especially on the crucial issue 
of the radiation leak. As a result, 
quite accurate information could 
be made available to international 
USAR teams. However, this also 
starkly brought out the absence of 
an institutionalised civil-military 
coordination structure during 
this emergency. This needs to be 
worked upon because had there 
been a larger number of interna-
tional actors, this lacuna would 
have been keenly felt.

Handling the media, including social 
media, requires professional train-
ing and preparation, especially for 
militaries.

There was intense international and 
national media interest in this event. 
However, there appeared to be no compre-
hensive and thorough Japanese govern-
ment media policy in the initial aftermath 
of the disaster to effectively manage the 
situation. As a result, media speculation 
was rife and social media was very active. 
A major lesson of this disaster was that 
all governments, including their militar-

ies, must have a very clear media policy 
and trained people reaching out and 
constantly briefing the media, as well as 

Photo courtesy of Arjun Katoch

Arjun Katoch, leader of the U.N. Disaster Assessment and 
Coordination team, waits with a U.S. radiation monitoring 
team preparing to be transported by a U.S. Air Force 
helicopter in Japan in March 2011.

“…close military ties do not in themselves lead to good 
civil-military coordination in a disaster response.”
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posting on social media. It is not clear that 
decision-makers in various governments 
or among the senior echelons of militar-
ies are fully cognisant of the ramifications 
of the spread of the mobile phone and 
social media on the speed of formation of 
public opinion in such events.

All levels of government and the mili-
tary must regularly and mandatorily 
participate in national and state disaster 
response exercises.

This should occur at least once a year. 
Otherwise the response to a disaster 
becomes ad hoc and unprofessional 
since the decision-makers may have had 
no prior experience with large-scale 
responses to disasters, or with the na-
tional and international assets at their 
disposal. These exercises should also 
endeavour to include the military and 
non-governmental responders, such as 
NGOs, civil-society organisations and the 
Red Cross family, as these will be present 
in communities in any disaster. As far 
as I know, such multi-agency exercises 
involving civil society were not regularly 
conducted in the Tohoku region prior to 
the earthquake.

The technical means to respond to 
international nuclear accidents needs to 
be examined.

While observing and dealing with issues 
related to the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Plant and the radiation leak from 
it, one fact struck me. Plutonium 239, 
which was one of the isotopes that leaked 
from the nuclear fuel used in the power 
plant, has a half-life of 24,000 years. That 
is almost three times the generally accept-
ed length of recorded human civilisation. 
Yet, even with such a significant potential 
threat in existence, the technical capacity 
of the Government of Japan to respond to 
such an emergency was inadequate. The 
assistance of the U.S. Government, espe-
cially the U.S. military and the DOE with 
their technical knowledge and equipment, 
was crucial in controlling the disaster. 
With a large number of nuclear power 
reactors online elsewhere in the world, 

probing questions need to be asked about 
the technical capacities present in other 
countries (and other militaries) to deal 
with similar accidents. In addition, ar-
rangements need to be made to pool such 
response capacities if required.

Conclusion

The contribution of both JSDF and 
the U.S. military to the successful han-
dling of the post-earthquake situation in 
Japan, especially the nuclear emergency, 
cannot be stressed enough. It was crucial 
to the response and to a large degree is 
under-appreciated in international fora. 
However, it is also quite interesting from 
the point of view of civil-military coor-
dination. There were only two militaries 
heavily involved, the U.S. military and 
JSDF, and they are close allies. There were 
also very limited humanitarian actors. The 
fact that there still appeared to be hiccups 
in military-military and civil-military co-
ordination, at least to an outside observer, 
is interesting because it highlights that 
close military ties do not in themselves 
lead to good civil- military coordination 
in a disaster response. In hindsight, it is 
obvious that unless the civilian part of 
the government has also been involved 
in prior planning and exercises with the 
military, it is likely that there will be prob-
lems in an actual emergency.

No discussion on the response to the 
Great East Japan Earthquake can be com-
plete without a tribute to the resilience 
of the Japanese people. Their fortitude, 
discipline and community spirit in the face 
of such a major disaster was an outstand-
ing example to all of us. One only hopes 
we could emulate them should we ever be 
faced with such an unfortunate situation. 

Editor’s note: This article is adapted 
from a talk given by the author at the 
United Services Institution of India, New 
Delhi on June 29, 2011. A similar version 
is published on the Institution’s website 
at: http://www.usiofindia.org/Article/?pu
b=Journal&pubno=586&ano=850
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The local connection in successful 
civil-military response
An interview with the CEO of Peace Winds America

By Jessica Wambach

Peace Winds America (PWA) was one 
of many non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) that responded to the March 
2011 disasters in Japan’s Tohoku region. 
The organization’s Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO), Dr. Chuck Aanenson, has more 
than 30 years of international aid and 
development experience, including lead-
ership positions within the U.S. Agency 
for International Development (USAID). 
After retiring from his Foreign Service 
post at the U.S. Embassy in Tokyo in 2008, 
Aanenson founded PWA, an organiza-
tion dedicated to strengthening disaster 
preparedness and response throughout 
the Asia-Pacific region. PWA’s programs 
include civil-military workshops designed 
to increase understanding and coordina-
tion among military and civilian disaster 
managers, and sister cities initiatives that 
build disaster management capacities and 
integrate various emergency responders, 
including the private sector.

In a June 25, 2012, interview at PWA’s 
headquarters in the U.S. city of Seattle, 
Washington, Aanenson described how 
the NGO’s strong relationship with its 
Japanese sister organization and connec-
tions made prior to the Great East Japan 
Earthquake with civil-military humani-
tarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/
DR) stakeholders greatly enhanced PWA’s 
ability to provide meaningful relief and 
recovery support in the affected area.

Jessica Wambach: Many people may 
have heard of Peace Winds Japan but 
not Peace Winds America. Could you 
describe the relationship between the 
two organizations?

Chuck Aanenson: When in Tokyo, I 
became familiar with Peace Winds Japan 
(PWJ) – one of the stronger NGOs 
there. The PWJ CEO, Kensuke Onishi, is 
a solid manager with a good vision. We 
worked together on a couple of projects; 
in fact, PWJ was one of three NGOs that 
USAID funded during the 2007 Niigata 
Earthquake. Numerous organizations, 
including the United Nations Develop-
ment Program and the Japanese Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, have funded PWJ for 
overseas work. Before departing Tokyo, 
Onishi and I discussed setting up a sister 
organization, i.e., Peace Winds America. 
PWJ handles not only natural disasters, 
but also man-made disasters and devel-
opment, and has been in countries such 
as Sierra Leone, Liberia, Iraq, Afghanistan 
and Timor-Leste. So the organizations 
have several differences. PWA works only 
on natural disaster preparedness and re-
sponse in the Asia-Pacific, whereas PWJ is 
not constrained to any geographic region 
or to natural disasters. The funding, 
budgets and boards of directors are totally 
separate, yet we frequently communicate.

PWA was established in 2008 with an 
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outstanding board of directors. One of 
our primary strengths is that our board 
consists of senior representatives of the 
military, private sector, diplomatic corps 
and think-tanks, and has Japanese and 
Americans, men and women.

JW: Prior to the March 11 disasters, 
what type of work had PWA done in or 
with Japan?

CA: Since 2004, we’ve realized that Japan 
and the United States are the two primary 
responders to Asia-Pacific natural disas-
ters. How could we strengthen those ties 
and communications so that they both 
could better use resources to save lives in 
the disaster-prone, vulnerable Asia-Pacif-
ic? Could we connect prior to disasters 
and also on the ground? When serving at 
the Embassy, I conducted several training 
programs with the militaries, aid agencies, 
diplomatic corps and NGOs. The results 
were soon evident. For example, in the 
response to the Central Java earthquake in 
2007, the Japanese, not finding any Indo-
nesian officials when they arrived, quickly 
met the U.S. military medical team, which 

had arrived earlier. They had “connected” 
during the earlier training programs, 
and immediately began sharing assess-
ments and information. Given this and 
other success stories, and the very high 
personnel turnover among the militar-
ies, civilians and NGOs, we continued 
the civil-military trainings. In 2010, 
PWA partnered with U.S. Embassy Tokyo 
and USAID to conduct Japan-U.S. civil-
military disaster preparedness training.  
In 2011, with foundation support, PWA 
launched the two-year Japan-U.S. Civil-
Military Disaster Preparedness Initiative, 
targeting all stakeholders – militaries, 
civilian agencies, NGOs and the private 
sector. They all want to be involved, which 
is critical, as we found out in Tohoku.

Concerning natural disasters, although 
the federal or central governments will 
help, it’s the cities that must be prepared. 
Thus in 2010, we initiated a sister cities 
program with Japan and U.S. cities – all 
within the Pacific Ring of Fire. PWA 
brought together disaster managers and 
planners from the sister cities of Seattle 
and Kobe, San Francisco and Osaka, and 
Honolulu and Hiroshima, along with 

their prefectural and state officials and 
NGOs. At a September 2010 confer-
ence in Seattle, more than 100 managers 
shared lessons learned, best practices 
and new technologies. The response was 
overwhelmingly positive, with increased 
demand for more exchanges, especially in 
the areas of public-private partnerships, 
community and business resilience and 
on-site assessments. Six months later, 
following the March 11 Great East Japan 
Earthquake, we heard from participating 
Kobe and Osaka officials that the lessons 
learned from the Seattle conference were 
being implemented as they were helping 
the cities in Miyagi and Osaka prefectures.

PWA responded with PWJ to the 2009 
Padang earthquake (West Sumatra, Indo-
nesia). In the case of Taiwan’s Typhoon 
Morakot (2009), PWA responded with 
a local Taiwan NGO, yet informed PWJ 
of our targets and funding. In the Haiti 
earthquake (2010), which is outside of 
PWA’s geographic response area, PWJ 
asked that I join them to help initiate 
their response and recovery program. 
PWA and Japan have both also been 
active participants in Pacific Partnership, 
the U.S. Pacific Fleet’s humanitarian civic 
assistance mission.

JW: Can you summarize PWA’s activi-
ties in the first few weeks after the Great 
East Japan Earthquake?

CA: On the afternoon of Friday, March 
11, a group of concerned leaders in 
Seattle, including PWA, met at the Hyogo 
Business and Cultural Center to discuss 
how Seattle could respond to the Tohoku 
earthquake and tsunami. The earthquake 
happened late Thursday night Seattle 
time, so already we were well aware of 
the devastation. We informed the group 
that PWA would respond immediately 
with our sister organization, PWJ. In 
fact, I already had my plane ticket, as I 
had planned to travel to Tokyo to prepare 
for the next civil-military disaster pre-
paredness workshop. Leaders from key 
organizations – the City of Seattle, Hyogo 
Business and Cultural Center, the Japan-

Peace Winds America’s CEO, Chuck Aanenson, and Peace Winds Japan’s CEO, Kensuke Onishi 
(right), plan the organizations’ response strategy immediately after the tsunami.

Photo courtesy of Peace Winds America
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America Society, the Japan Business Asso-
ciation, the Port of Seattle, the Red Cross, 
the YMCA, several churches and temples, 
the alumni of Japan Exchange and Teach-
ing, and several others – established Seattle 
Japan Relief, a joint fundraising effort that 
funded three organizations responding 
to the disaster. One organiza-
tion was PWA. Seattle Japan 
Relief and its members began to 
blanket the greater Seattle com-
munity, a community with close 
friendships and economic ties to 
Japan. The immediate support 
was tremendous.

At most of our civil-military 
workshops when we ask, “What’s the first 
thing you do at the time of a disaster?” 
the U.N. agencies respond, “Appeal! We 
cannot respond unless we have funds.” 
Fortunately PWA already had monies. 
We were also fortunate that we are 
trusted, resulting in donors immediately 
funding PWA. We informed our donors, 
the public and Seattle Japan Relief that 
100 percent of the raised funds would 
go to PWJ programs – PWA would take 
no overhead for our relief response. 
Knowing we had a reputable on-the-
ground partner, and also that we were 
working with local authorities, had no 
overhead and were accountable, had an 
enormous impact.

I departed for Japan the next day, and 
upon arrival to Tokyo, went immediately 
to the PWJ office. We reviewed all the 
available information from Tohoku and 
the central government, studying the 
area maps. PWJ’s Onishi wisely chose 
to focus our relief efforts on the badly 
destroyed four northern cities of Kesen-
numa, Minamisanriku, Rikuzentakata 
and Ofunato. Many other Japanese and 
international NGOs chose Sendai as the 
roads were less damaged and it was easier 
to access. Transport to these northern 
areas was near impossible, but we had 
access to helicopters through Onishi 
connecting with the helicopter pilots and 
their union. PWJ staff and I helicoptered 
to these isolated cities to assess the situ-
ation, bringing with us kerosene, water, 

rice, fruit and sanitary items. Working 
with PWJ, you quickly learn to follow 
protocols. For example, when we arrived 
we went right to see Mayor Sugawara of 
Kesennuma. We met the city officials and 
then called upon the chamber of com-
merce chairman. At that moment, no one 

had decided where to warehouse the sup-
plies that were coming in. We met with 
the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) 
and found we could perfectly partner to-
gether using their warehouse rather than 
establishing our own. We started deliver-
ing food, water, fuel and relief goods for 
the people evacuated to the schools and 
to city government buildings.

We communicated with U.S. Forces 
Japan (USFJ) and with the U.S. Embassy 
and USAID, but 
the most critical 
contact was our 
sister organization, 
PWJ, enabling us 
to immediately 
begin work on the 
ground in the four 
devastated cities. 
In responding to 
natural disasters, 
a local partner is 
essential, even if 
you do know the 
language, culture 
and protocols. 
Without a local 
partner, your effectiveness will be greatly 
curtailed, your funders less supportive, 
and the transition from response to re-
covery greatly limited.

JW: How did PWA’s previous experience 
working with the Japanese prepare you 
for the disaster response?

CA: We had excellent partners as I men-
tioned. We also knew the players. We knew 
Japan Platform (a consortium of Japanese 
NGOs), from whom we could seek infor-
mation and with whom we could partner. 
We had connections and contacts within 
the JSDF, USFJ and the U.S. Embassy. We 

knew the private sector – who wanted to 
participate, and how to approach them.  
We knew a helicopter pilots’ union in 
which pilots would volunteer their time 
if we paid for fuel. Partnering with the 
various organizations paid off! One of 
PWA’s board members was working at the 
Cabinet assisting the response. He used 
PWJ-PWA connections. We were aware 
of the capabilities and limitations of re-
sponding organizations, and they knew 

ours. One isolated island near Kesennuma 
was stranded until USFJ delivered goods. 
But we knew this was not to be long 
term, so PWJ followed up. Because of his 
credibility and connections with some 
prefectural authorities, Onishi managed 
to have a ferry from Hiroshima start de-
livering food and supplies to the formerly 

“It’s important to get your story out to your funders and 
your local people as quickly as possible, and to have as 
little overhead as possible so the foundations, businesses 
and individuals know that you’re truly helping people.”

Peace Winds staff meet with the mayor of Kesennuma and other 
officials on March 16, 2011.

Photo courtesy of Peace Winds America
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stranded survivors.
These connections allowed PWJ 

and PWA to obtain on-the-ground as-
sessments, enabling us to procure and 
provide what was needed to the disaster 
victims and survivors. These assessments 
also allowed us to find partners who 
would help deliver the supplies, whether 
militaries or private sector. Lack of such 
information was a severe bottleneck for 
many.

JW: How did PWA fit in to the greater 
response effort as it was coordinated by 
the Japanese government?

CA: We’re talking about three levels of 
government – national, prefectural and 
local. With the national government, we 
knew what was happening or not happen-
ing because one of our board members 
was working with them. At the prefectural 
level in Iwate and Miyagi, the NGOs began 
holding meetings where we could meet 
with all the Japanese NGOs and discuss 
who was doing what and where, thus 
avoiding each other or complementing 
each other. We absolutely coordinated with 
the local governments. We like to think 
every disaster is local. Our mission is to 
empower the local governments by funds, 
programs or ideas. It was easier to work 
where the prefectural government wasn’t 
as strong but the local government was.

JW: How was this 
disaster response 
operation differ-
ent from others 
that your organi-
zation has been a 
part of?

CA: We couldn’t 
have had better 
partners. We knew 
the host nation, 
the culture, the 
language. Having 
previously worked 
in Japan made a 
huge difference. For 
example, in Haiti 
or Indonesia or 

Taiwan, we didn’t know the private sector, 
so it took much time to link with them. 
Here we knew numerous companies 
willing to provide assistance – with PWJ 
we connected with AEON, Costco, IKEA 
and others. They wanted their brands out 
there, but they were also sincerely eager to 
help. That’s not always the case in devel-
oping countries.

Another difference was USFJ. They 
were in Japan, and they were strong. 
When USFJ partnered with JSDF to clear 
the Sendai Airport, morally it was a big 
lift for the whole country. The public had 
been told that airport was out of business, 
yet USFJ and JSDF cleaned those runways 
and got it functioning. You may hear 
from the militaries themselves about all 
their problems or concerns, but they were 
great, both the United States and Japan. 
And they will probably be even more ef-
fective next time.

The military had a big role in Haiti, but 
there we didn’t have a Haitian govern-
ment. Here we had a Japanese govern-
ment, and they truly partnered with the 
militaries. It was great to see that our mili-
tary was serving the Japanese people, with 
the Japanese Ministry of Defense (MOD) 
in the lead. You seldom saw USFJ in the 
newspaper or on the TV; it was MOD and 
JSDF. So that’s a good lesson we learned 
– how can we do that in other countries?

JW: What are some other lessons that 
PWA has learned as part of the response 
to this disaster?

CA: Have a solid working relationship 
with good NGOs on the ground. Have 
an effective relationship with the private 
sector so that you can share resources and 
complement each other. It’s important to 
get your story out to your funders and 
your local people as quickly as possible, 
and to have as little overhead as possible 
so the foundations, businesses and indi-
viduals know that you’re truly helping 
people. It’s critical to work with the local 
governments, and to be seen working with 
the local governments. And it’s imperative 
to have access to timely, accurate needs 
assessments.

There were some coordination chal-
lenges. The central ministries in Japan 
have offices at the prefecture level and 
may also have offices at the local level. 
In Kobe in 1995, the ministries worked 
vertically to respond to the disaster. In 
this disaster it was decided that decisions 
would be made at the central government 
level, through a group representing all of 
the ministries, and then those decisions 
would be passed to the next lower level. 
That was a slow, arduous process. With 
strong leaders at all levels, it might have 
been more effective. However, this disas-
ter was so massive, compounded with the 
Fukushima nuclear issues, which resulted 
in tough decisions for all those people.

JW: How is PWA continuing its disaster 
recovery work in Japan today?

CA: Going in, we knew this was a fishing 
industry area and started thinking about 
recovery right away. We knew a First 
World nation would be able to address 
relief quite quickly, so we needed to aid 
recovery as soon as relief needs were 
met. Fishing and the fishing cooperatives 
became our focus, as well as small busi-
nesses and chambers of commerce. Many 
fishermen lived on the water and their 
homes were washed away. They had no 
place to keep their equipment, no place 

Peace Winds staff unload supplies for displaced families at 
temporary housing in Miyagi Prefecture.

Photo courtesy of Peace Winds America
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to process the fish or seaweed. One of 
our projects targeted building sheds and 
replacing equipment, working with the 
fishing cooperatives and the districts. 
We also rebuilt one fishing cooperative 
that had been at the port. Once that 
was built, others set up a credit union 
there. So the cooperative is not only a 
place where members can meet and 
start marketing and transporting their 
catch, but where they can also finance 
loans and savings.

One PWA staff member has been in 
Japan since the disaster. We financed 
and seconded her to PWJ. She has been 
invaluable in following through with 
our relief and recovery programs. PWA 
is monitoring the relief and recovery 
support of the Japanese government and 
others. We purposely have not spent all 
of our funds because we want to ensure 
we can still help when others depart and 
some recovery needs are still unmet. How 
one makes best use of recovery funds is a 
constant question, as donors want to see 
their monies spent and effectively used. 
If you have a solid program, monies are 
available. Foundations and people con-
tinue to give generously.

JW: What lessons have you learned 
during your recovery efforts?

CA: One lesson learned is to have a re-
covery vision as you start delivering relief. 
We encourage the military to have an exit 
plan, and the NGOs should have a re-
covery plan, as well. It may change based 
on finances, but then one apportions the 
funds accordingly.

Have a local partner, whether it’s the 
government, chamber of commerce, or a 
fishing cooperative. Work not only with 
them but partner with local NGOs. Local 
NGO overhead is very small, and they will 
be there long after the disaster. Partner 
with international NGOs to leverage your 
funds, and capitalize on their skills and 
expertise.

Another lesson: Do not let equity 
destroy either relief or recovery. If you’re 
worried about everybody getting a little 

piece, you may never deliver. When 
we started with these fishing sheds, 
one fishing cooperative said that every 
member should receive a shed. However, 
every member didn’t lose their house; 

every member is not fishing; some 
members retired. We initiated an applica-
tion process with the district leaders who 
were amenable to a system targeting those 
most in need. It’s often difficult to select 
one fisherman over another, one project 
or one city over another. Selection criteria 
are essential; however, one should not let 
equity or indecision prevent assistance. 
Find the fairest system that is culturally 
appropriate to the local people.

Connect and partner during prepared-
ness – that is, prior to disasters. Onishi 
is signing cooperative agreements with 
some of the cities and prefectures so that 
when a disaster happens, PWJ and Civic 
Force, its domestically focused partner or-
ganization, will already have agreements 

with prefectural governments to work 
together. We then can go to the private 
sector with those agreements and draw 
them in, too.

Another good lesson is that it is criti-

cal to have a board of directors who are 
keenly interested in what you’re doing. 
We can approach some of them about 
raising monies; we can approach some for 
program ideas.

JW: Peace Winds strives for whole of 
community involvement in disaster 
preparedness, in which the government, 
military, NGOs and the private sector 
are all engaged. From your perspective, 
what challenges and successes did these 
groups have working together in Japan?

CA: Sometimes these groups did not 
know the capabilities and the limita-
tions of each other. This they should try 
to assess prior to a disaster. Some inter-

“Do not let equity destroy either relief or recovery. If 
you’re worried about everybody getting a little piece, 
you may never deliver.”

Peace Winds staff and leaders of a fishing cooperative survey damage to the coastal 
city of Minamisanriku.

Photo courtesy of Peace Winds America
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national NGOs will not work with the 
military. But generally the military and 
NGOs in Japan have learned that they 
want and need to partner. Now the focus 
is how to partner and who goes first – it 
must be the NGOs! 

This is true with the private sector as 
well. Partnering with the private sector 
can greatly help the other stakeholders, 
but also we can aid the private sector. 
What we would like is better planning 
at the front end so response happens 
quicker. We need to know what infra-
structure is critical to businesses so that 
they don’t go under. A business closed 
for one or two weeks may never reopen.

One challenge all groups faced was 
obtaining accurate assessments, under-
standing the on-the-ground situation, 
and knowing what relief was being 
provided and by whom. Initially there 
was no centralized information center; 
all stakeholders were working indepen-
dently, yet were desperate for informa-
tion. The militaries had the best assess-
ments and information, although some 
were classified and unavailable to others. 
Slowly this was remedied, but time 
during disaster response is critical.

JW: In the aftermath of the disaster, 
have you changed any of your focus or 
introduced any new programs?

CA: It brought 
everything home 
that we’re clearly 
on the right track 
with our civil-mil-
itary workshops. 
The NGOs, mili-
tary, private sector, 
governments, host 
nations – all of the 
stakeholders want 
to partner, they 
want to connect. 
We have recently 
launched a Viet-
nam-U.S. Sister 
Cities Initiative. 
The importance of 
this was confirmed 

by the recent floods in Thailand as well 
as the Tohoku disaster. Disaster response 
and recovery are critical parts of these 
exchanges, especially in terms of eco-
nomic resilience and business continuity 
planning.

JW: Do you think the important role of 
NGOs in the response to the Great East 
Japan Earthquake might expand their 
role in Japanese society in general?

CA: It’s too soon to tell. Financial in-
centives for donating to NGOs and tax 
deductions are limited in Japan, but new 
legislation has passed where NGOs can 
register locally and with the prefectural 
office of the Ministry of Finance. The 
government and private sector have met 
most of the people’s needs. Until we have 
a disaster! Perhaps as people see the need 
for NGOs – perhaps with an aging society 
with limited health care – there will be 
greater demand for non-profits as a third 
sector. The public was generous to the 
NGOs in the response to Tohoku as it saw 
how effective they were in reaching those 
in need. Let’s hope the NGOs can contin-
ue the connections with the public, as well 
as initiate relationships with the govern-
ment, military and private sector. If all can 
see how they each have complementary 
roles, the NGOs will be strengthened.

JW: As someone with a distinguished 
background in foreign disaster as-
sistance, what long-term impact do you 
suppose this disaster and the response 
to it might have on approaches to disas-
ter preparedness in the region?

CA: I believe the NGOs will be more 
assertive throughout the region. PWJ’s 
effort to set up local NGO platforms in 
other countries on the model of Japan 
Platform is an ideal follow-up. Nations in 
this disaster-prone region realize that no 
one can respond and recover alone. They 
are attempting to prepare to partner first 
within their countries, with the private 
sector, NGOs and their own military. 
But then also how can they partner as a 
host nation with others from outside?  
Organizations and nations are becoming 
far more sensitive, and more targeted in 
their assistance. With Myanmar opening, 
will others be allowed in next time to help 
save lives? And will we be more sensitive 
to Myanmar’s needs? We can only hope 
so. One lesson learned is we have to work 
with all host nations as well as we did with 
Japan. If we could, what an outstanding 
lesson for all of us! 

About the author: Jessica Wambach 
is the Publications Editor at the Center 
for Excellence in Disaster Management & 
Humanitarian Assistance, where she has 
worked since 2007, previously as an Assess-
ment Officer and an Information Research 
Analyst. She holds an M.A. in Diplomacy 
& Military Studies from Hawai’i Pacific 
University, and a B.A. in Journalism and 
History from the University of Montana.

Peace Winds staff and Kesennuma Chamber of Commerce officers 
stand in front of messages of hope from around the country.

Photo courtesy of Peace Winds America
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As a Rotary International Peace Fellow 
in Japan, I had the privilege of studying 
for almost two years at the International 
Christian University (ICU, 国際基督教大学) 
in Tokyo.1 I was somewhat of a rarity, as 
I had served in the U.S. Army, first as an 
enlisted soldier and then as a commis-
sioned officer. When I arrived in Japan 
in the summer of 2010, my intent was to 
learn more about the role of the Japan 
Self-Defense Forces (JSDF), especially 

in their capacity of supporting United 
Nations Peacekeeping Operations. I was 
very much interested in Japan’s role, as a 
post-conflict country itself, in the promo-
tion of peace and security.

My focus changed after the terrible 
tragedy of March 11, 2011, which com-
pletely devastated much of the fisheries 
and agricultural industry, as well as the 
livelihoods of many of the people living 
in northeastern Japan. Specifically, the 

combined disasters destroyed the fishing 
industry in Miyagi Prefecture, which had 
produced 80 percent of Japan’s oyster 
seeds in the past few years. While Japan 
has experienced the deadly effects of 
earthquakes and tsunamis for centuries, it 
had never faced the triple threat of a com-
bined earthquake, tsunami and potential 
nuclear fallout.

At that point, I did not even know if 
I would be able to continue at ICU, as 

A volunteer’s personal reflection on the disaster response
By Mark Flanigan

HUMANITARIAN COMMUNITY

Student volunteers work alongside local fishermen to separate and cut the many heavy fishing ropes, which had become tangled amid 
the tsunami debris. 

Photo by Mark Flanigan
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students were all evacuated to their home 
countries. It looked as if our program 
might be suspended due to valid concerns 
over possible radiation exposure, so we all 
spent a few weeks in limbo, waiting for 
official word from both ICU and Rotary. 
Once I was able to return, I was deter-

mined to participate in Japan’s disaster 
recovery but did not know how. Luckily, 
I learned about a new volunteer program 
for university students in Japan that was 
planning upcoming trips to disaster-
affected areas. I had never done anything 
quite like this before, but the time and 
extreme circumstances compelled me to 
step up and volunteer.

From May 3-7, during Golden Week 
in Japan, four of us ICU Rotary Peace 
Fellows were part of a combined volun-
teer group of 90 Japanese students and 35 
Japan-based international students from 
more than 20 different countries. Made 
up of both male and female members, 
we traveled north on buses provided by 
the Seibu Lions professional Japanese 
baseball team up to Ishinomaki, Miyagi 
Prefecture, as student volunteers for 
“The ROAD Project.” The Project was 
sponsored by the Nippon Foundation in 
conjunction with Gakuvo and the Nikkei 
Youth Network to provide assistance to 
the affected areas. Our main task was to 
help the fishermen and oyster producers 
in the Oshika-hama fishing community 
remove earthquake- and tsunami-related 
rubble and salvage the valuable equip-
ment that would be essential once their 
industry recovered.

A big advantage of going as part of 
a group project with a well-organized 
national non-governmental organization 
(NGO) was that we did not have to worry 
about managing the logistical, legal or 
even socio-cultural challenges. By going 
with an established group, we also did 

not risk making things worse by spon-
taneously appearing in a disaster region 
and taking up already scarce resources 
while not necessarily understanding the 
situation on the ground. Additionally, 
we stayed off-site and coordinated our 
arrival and departure times in advance 

through the Japanese NGO staff and the 
local community leaders in the affected 
areas. Having lived in Japan twice, it was 
somewhat easier for me to operate in this 
environment than it was for some of the 
volunteers who came directly from over-
seas and faced more difficult cultural and 
linguistic barriers.

Although I had worked as a U.S. Gov-
ernment civilian in Washington, D.C., on 
the Haiti Earthquake response in 2010, 
this was my first time ever seeing a disas-
ter zone firsthand, and it was completely 
unlike anything I had ever experienced. 
As our buses rolled through central 
Ishinomaki city, we witnessed countless 
kilometers of destroyed shops, schools, 
factories, houses, cars and even fishing 
boats tossed inland. I had seen the strik-
ing images of Tohoku on TV and on the 
Internet, but the sensory overload of so 
much destruction was nearly overwhelm-
ing up close and quite hard for many of us 
volunteers to deal with. The initial shock 
at seeing just how horrible the devastation 
really was simply cannot be described in 
words. Nonetheless, we knew we were 
there to help people in need, and we went 
to work.

Our student volunteer group included 
about 20 young cadets from the National 
Defense Academy of Japan. As a military 
veteran, I noticed them right away, with 
their sharp uniforms and formal bearing. 
They were always the first ones to rise in 
the early morning, fully prepared with all 
of their training gear, and they carried out 
their clean-up duties with a clear sense of 

purpose. I struck up a conversation with 
some of them and discovered that they 
had all pushed to volunteer during their 
Golden Week holiday, one of the few times 
they would have away from the Academy. 
While I was not surprised by their resolve, 
I nonetheless asked them why they chose 

to give up one of their only 
weeks off in the entire year 
to volunteer in Tohoku. 
They answered without 
hesitation, “As future officers 
in the JSDF, we should not 
be anywhere else than right 

here.” I am absolutely sure their volun-
teer work alongside both Japanese and 
international civilians is an experience 
they will carry with them in future civil-
military missions.

Our work involved cleaning up many 
houses that had been flooded by seawater, 
retrieving buoys and anchors that had 
been scattered all about the peninsula by 
the force of the tsunami, and collecting 
shells that were used to harvest the oyster 
catch each year. Naturally, the fishermen 
and their families were a bit hesitant to 
open up to us at first, but we gradually 
built up a level of trust with them that 
allowed us to assist them in the massive 
clean-up job at hand. Although we were 
just there a few short days, we were hope-
fully able to make some impact in their 
lives, no matter how small. The people of 
Ishinomaki really impressed me with their 
strong spirit and desire to continue life 
in the face of such tragedy, even though 
so many had lost their family members, 
homes and means to work after the ter-
rible impact of the tsunami. Most of all, 
it reminded me of the need to treat sur-
vivors as active partners and participants 
in their own recovery, and not simply as 
passive victims.

Volunteering to assist such resilient 
people in the aftermath of the most 
complex humanitarian crisis in their 
history, I was struck by a very simple and 
powerful realization. The group of us who 
joined in the relief mission came from a 
great number of places around the world, 
including native-born Japanese and rep-

“By going with an established group, we also did not risk 
making things worse by spontaneously appearing in a 
disaster region and taking up already scarce resources…”
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resentatives from more than 20 other 
countries. We did not know most of our 
fellow volunteers at first, yet we imme-
diately joined together to serve the local 
survivors because we saw firsthand the 
unspeakable impact the earthquake and 
tsunami had unleashed on the fishing 
communities in Ishinomaki. We came 
not as “disaster tourists,” but as humble 
representatives of different backgrounds, 
communities, languages and parts of the 
world. In some ways, it was a best-case 
illustration of the concepts of interna-
tional cooperation that drive organiza-
tions like the United Nations, played 
out amid the rubble of Ishinomaki. As 
a volunteer, I felt as though I was finally 

putting the lessons of peace and security 
into practice, taking the theories of the 
classroom at ICU and applying them 
in humble and respectful service to my 
fellow human beings in need.

Some lessons to be learned based on 
my experience include the importance 
of respecting the personal property of 
survivors; damaged though it may be, it 
is still a central part of their existence on 
earth. Working with survivors as active 
partners, not just passive victims, is also 
imperative to ensure their human dignity 
remains intact. Understanding the local 
people, culture, language and “way of 
doing things” at the grass-roots level is 
critical to mission success, and is prefer-

able to a purely top-down approach. 
Going as part of an organized group 
working through a well-managed and 
locally sourced network, and  with a clear 
itinerary and resources, is also prefer-
able to just showing up spontaneously 
and potentially causing further harm to 
already burdened communities. 

And lastly, being able to work along-
side and understand both sides of the 
civil-military spectrum is certainly an 
important aspect of relief work. Seeing 
the Japanese cadets meet and work 
together with their civilian university 
student counterparts, many of whom 
held strongly pacifist worldviews, pro-
vided me with greater insight as to how 
a common goal can be achieved through 
mutual coordination, effort and trust. 
Such team-building efforts can do much 
more to advance the ideals of civil-mil-
itary coordination, particularly in crises 
which pose an acute danger to those who 
are most vulnerable in society. While I am 
far from being a subject-matter expert, 
I was able to learn all of these lessons 
firsthand, as someone who was on the 
ground in the disaster-affected areas and 
in direct contact daily with both survi-
vors and civil-military responders alike.

After volunteering, I went on to com-
plete an internship with the U.N. Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs in Geneva, focusing on improving 
global leadership in coordination of di-
saster relief. Inspired by the coordinated 
success of the response to the Great East 
Japan Earthquake, I decided to change 
the topic of my thesis at ICU from the 
role of the JSDF in U.N. Peacekeeping 
Operations to its comparative experi-
ences in disaster response. It has been 
more than a year since I volunteered. In 
some ways, it still seems like it was only 
yesterday. I left Tokyo when I graduated 
from ICU in June 2012 and started a new 
position with the Japan ICU Foundation 
in New York City, but part of me will 
always remain with those people and 
communities in Tohoku, where I truly 
became a disaster responder for the first 
time in my life. 

Mark Flanigan with one of the cadets from the National Defense Academy of Japan. 
About 20 cadets volunteered to join “The ROAD Project” to support recovery efforts 
during their Golden Week holidays, along with their civilian student counterparts. 

Photo by Nelson Sanz-Cadena
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About the author: Mark Flanigan is a 
U.S. Army veteran, former Presidential 
Management Fellow and Japan Exchange 
and Teaching Program participant who 
now serves as Program Director for the 

Japan International Christian University 
(ICU) Foundation in New York City. As 
part of his M.A. thesis at ICU in Tokyo, 
he did a comparative analysis of Japan’s 
role in the 2005 Sumatra, 2010 Haiti and 
2011 Tohoku earthquake responses. In the 
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“Award of Excellence” in the 28th Eisaku 
Sato Memorial Foundation Essay Contest, 
which looked at how to improve the United 
Nations’ role in disaster response. His 
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and Japanese languages. He can be reached 
at mflanigan@jicuf.org.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Notes
1. Rotary International is a U.S.-based service 

organization with more than 34,000 clubs 

worldwide. Its members volunteer for and 

contribute to international programs focused 

on improving health and sanitation, supporting 

education and job training, eradicating polio, 

etc. The Rotary Peace Fellowship funds selected 

participants to earn a master’s degree or profes-

sional certificate in a field related to interna-

tional studies in peace and conflict resolution 

at selected institutions, including International 

Christian University in Tokyo.

Student volunteers, both Japanese and international, work together to clear tsunami debris from several of the worst-affected family homes 
in Oshika-hanto. This was an especially sensitive task, as many of the families were still living temporarily on the second floors of their 
severely damaged homes. Volunteers had to operate diligently while still respecting the dignity of the traumatized homeowners. 

Photo by Mark Flanigan
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Putting lessons into practice
A message from the Editor

As the contributors to this issue of Liaison describe, the Great 
East Japan Earthquake posed both new and routine challenges 
that tested the experience and practices of even the most sea-
soned disaster responders. Although we chose to organize the ar-
ticles in this issue according to the type of responder the authors 
represented – affected state, assisting states or the humanitarian 
community – all three groups identified similar lessons that 
need to be learned. This emphasizes the importance of working 
collaboratively to find solutions that meet as many stakeholders’ 
needs as possible.

Identifying lessons learned is, of course, the easier part of this 
process. True commitment to enhancing preparedness involves 
turning these lessons into improved practices. Several of the 
contributors to Liaison have set examples of how to do this. As 
we learn from Superintendent Brian Smart, New South Wales 
Task Force 1 has adapted its logistical plans to ensure more ef-
ficient transport of people and equipment in future missions. 
It comes as no surprise that the Government of Japan, with its 
strong record of enhancing preparedness following major disas-
ters, has reinforced disaster risk reduction education programs 
in schools. Sung Jin Hong tells us that the Republic of Korea’s 
National Disaster Management Institute has accelerated efforts 
to create a tsunami disaster response system and safer evacuation 
routes along its own shores.

      While these and many of the other authors discuss specific 
measures for applying lessons from the Great East Japan Earth-
quake in order to improve preparedness and response capacities, 
a few themes emerge across all of the articles:

Establish relationships prior to disasters

Many of the authors posit that a lynchpin in their success-
ful disaster response operations was prior familiarity with the 
host nation and other responders. The most obvious example 
is the historic relationship between the Japan Self-Defense 
Forces (JSDF) and the U.S. military. According to Arjun Katoch, 
the U.N. Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs’ 
(OCHA) regional civil-military coordination officer’s strong 
connections with the U.S. military’s Pacific Command proved 
key to the U.N. Disaster Assessment and Coordination team’s 

situational awareness in Japan. The Japanese Red Cross Society, 
JSDF and other responders’ experience in an exercise allowed 
for the smooth use of a Red Cross hospital as a temporary di-
saster management headquarters in the affected area, as Francis 
Markus tells us. Training and exercises are cited time and again 
as the keys to establishing the kinds of relationships that make 
a difference when a disaster strikes. Such training and exercises 
must involve humanitarian assistance and disaster relief sce-
narios and include all stakeholders, including non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and the private sector, as emphasized by 
many of the authors here.

Agree to practical methods for coordination

Although existing relationships helped make for a smoother 
response, multiple authors noted that there were still significant 
coordination challenges among the diverse stakeholders who 
responded to the March 11 disasters. The authors from Japan’s 
National Defense Academy explore this issue in detail, particu-
larly as it pertains to coordination between JSDF and the U.S. 
military, and offer a range of possible solutions. Several articles 
point to the exchange of liaison officers between JSDF and U.S. 
forces during the response operation as a practical measure that 
partially addressed this challenge. Many others promote the 
establishment of agreements among potential responders to 
ensure that mechanisms are in place for interoperability during 
disasters. While it is not realistic to expect that all responders 
can work together flawlessly in all scenarios, surely there are 
enough similarities among responses to provide opportunities 
to prepare for improved coordination. Any proposed framework 
should be vetted through the responders who are expected to 
use it in order to facilitate clear understandings of roles, re-
sponsibilities and authority. The fact that there were different 
reflections on the same events and partnerships, even within 
this issue of Liaison, also indicates a continued need to conduct 
after action reviews and share lessons learned. When two parties 
set out to improve coordination mechanisms in hope of better 
cooperation in the future, it is critical that they work together 
and include each other’s perspectives in their adjustments if they 
expect real change to occur.

FROM THE EDITOR
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Improve information sharing

Nearly every author cites information sharing as a challenge 
in the response to the Great East Japan Earthquake. Although 
technology and the aforementioned relationships have provided 
increased opportunities for communication among counter-
parts, information sharing remains one of the most important 
and difficult requirements in a disaster response. There were 
significant efforts made to share information in Japan, includ-
ing OCHA’s humanitarian situation reports, and an effort by the 
U.S. military to make the majority of its reports unclassified in 
order to make information more accessible to the Japanese and 
other stakeholders. Nevertheless, many responders still cited a 
deficiency of information about military, government and NGO 
activities. This indicates a lack of awareness regarding available 
information resources, as well as a lack of a common process 
for sharing information that is important to decision-makers, 
responders and the general public. Particularly given how insuf-
ficient official communication can lead to the quick spread of 
rumors and misinformation, there is a clear need for improve-
ment in this area. Captain Hiroyuki Terada is among the authors 
who recommend measures to address information-sharing 
issues, such as ensuring integration of interagency communica-
tion networks.

Play to the strengths of different responders

In constructing frameworks for coordination, disaster man-
agers should capitalize on the strengths and interests that each 
stakeholder brings to the table. Although this disaster over-
whelmed many, the model used by Japan of assigning local 
governments the lead in disaster response efforts ensures that 
those who know the affected communities best play the key 
role in articulating and meeting their needs following a disaster. 
Their quick response capacities, logistical capabilities and train-
ing for operating in hazardous environments make militaries 
– both host nation and international – particularly well-suited 
for assisting the host-nation government with initial response 
operations when requested. As Peace Winds America reminds 
us, by working with and through local aid organizations, inter-
national NGOs and other donors can ensure continuity of their 
programs and boost the role of local organizations in domestic 
civil society. The disasters in Japan also highlighted the benefits 
that can come from including the private sector in disaster pre-
paredness and response planning, as some companies offered 
equipment and manpower to assist with important tasks such as 
transportation and burials. Others donated goods and money to 
support relief operations. As Tetsuya Ito and Keishi Ono explain 
through practical examples of kinks in the coordination of ci-
vilian and military responders, it is important for these roles to 
be determined and understood by responders prior to disasters 
in order to avoid confusion and maximize the efficiency of re-

sponse operations. But responders themselves must also prepare 
to be flexible in order to meet the needs of a particular situation, 
as illustrated by the Swiss government’s deployment of a search 
and rescue team tailored to fit the situation they expected to find 
in Japan.

Enhance domestic preparedness

One of the most important lessons of this response was 
demonstrated by what Japan had already learned. Although the 
response was far from perfect, and the Japanese contributors 
themselves identify many areas for improvement, Japan is clearly 
a leader in domestic preparedness. Its constant efforts to improve 
its readiness paid off on March 11. Despite the remarkable scope 
and complexity of the disaster, Japan required relatively little 
international assistance, proving the benefit of incorporating 
lessons learned from a long history of natural disasters. Still, 
many authors encourage Japan to fortify its domestic coordina-
tion framework to prepare for times when local governments are 
overwhelmed and not able to lead initial response efforts. Others 
recommend the Government of Japan take a critical look at its 
top-level coordination structure to ensure an efficient process 
for making decisions and providing guidance to other levels of 
government.

Civilian and military disaster responders and their partners 
around the world have been working on these issues for years 
and have made great strides forward. Unfortunately, there is no 
true substitute for practical experience, and the responders to the 
Great East Japan Earthquake can offer critical insight for more 
effective management of future disasters, wherever they may 
strike. The contributors to this Liaison have graciously shared 
their observations and recommendations, and in many cases, 
changed their own ways in accordance with their experiences. 
What remains to be seen is whether the rest of us will put their 
lessons into practice, as well.

Thank you for your interest in this issue of Liaison. We welcome 
comments and questions and hope that those interested in con-
tributing to future issues will watch for Calls for Papers on our 
website, www.coe-dmha.org.

Sincerely,

Jessica Wambach
Editor
pr@coe-dmha.org
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Michael Barnett’s Empire of Humanity 
is one of the first major academic books 
to cover the history of Western humani-
tarianism as a movement. In contrast, 
much of the literature on humanitarian-
ism published in the last decade focuses 
on the shortcomings of the aid industry, 
often by practitioners, ranging in spirit 
from cynical condemnation to introspec-
tive reform. (See Michael Maren’s 2002 
Road to Hell, Fiona Terry’s 2002 Con-
demned to Repeat?, David Rieff ’s 2003 A 
Bed for the Night, Tony Vaux’s 2003 The 
Selfish Altruist, Linda Polman’s 2010 The 
Crisis Caravan, etc.) Barnett identifies 
major themes and places the humanitar-
ian movement within larger historical 
contexts over the last three centuries, 
while striving to not pass judgment on it.

Barnett divides his chronology into 
three ages he identifies as Imperial Hu-
manitarianism (early 1800s to World War 
II), Neo Humanitarianism (World War II 
through the Cold War), and Liberal Hu-
manitarianism (end of the Cold War to 
the present). Primary among his themes is 
the tension between emergency humani-
tarianism – relief work focused solely on 
saving lives, versus alchemical humani-
tarianism – work addressing root political 
causes of suffering and thus attempting 
to transform the social world. The in-
vented terminology of “emergency versus 
alchemical” humanitarianism initially 
feels stilted, as it partially mirrors what 
most humanitarian practitioners have 
long called “relief versus development.” 
However, Barnett’s conceptualization 
lays the groundwork for his questioning 
the extent to which both types of work 
remain apolitical.

Imperial Humanitarianism

Barnett defines the age of Imperial 
Humanitarianism from the late 1700s/
early 1800s to World War II, marked by 
compassion shifting from the private to 
public sphere. This shift is reflected in 
Western philosophies moving away from 
a Hobbesian view of human nature – each 
man for himself with life being “solitary, 
poor, nasty, brutish, and short” – and 
toward a notion of sympathetic man. He 
traces humanitarian trends back to the 
anti-slavery movement, highlighted by the 
British Empire outlawing slavery in 1834. 
Sharing roots with the missionary move-
ment, which conveniently capitalized on 
colonialism opening up new populations 
to proselytizing, abolitionist compassion 
was often bounded by paternalism and a 
Christian worldview.

Most humanitarian aid professionals 
are well aware that Swiss businessman 
Henri Dunant was inspired by the Battle 
of Solferino to campaign for all wounded 
soldiers to be treated humanely and 
equally regardless of their allegiance. 
Dunant’s efforts led to the establishment 
of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC) in 1863 and the First 
Geneva Convention in 1864, seen by 
many as the birth of Western humani-
tarianism centering on the principles of 
humanity, impartiality, neutrality and 
independence.  However, Barnett reveals 
some interesting context, including how 
states eventually supported Dunant’s 
message in the face of pacifist arguments 
in order to retool the rules of warfare and 
shore up the legitimacy of their monopoly 
on violence.

Following World War I, Eglantyne 
Jebb, Save the Children’s British founder, 
prominently used the relatively new dis-
course of the humanitarian principles 
of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and 
independence. She lobbied for aid to be 
distributed impartially to all children 
in need, including German children – a 
radical idea in the United Kingdom in the 
aftermath of the First World War. She ad-
vocated effectively by leveraging the idea 
of the child as a universal innocent, ironic 
given that she personally did not care for 
children.

Across the Atlantic, the American Relief 
Administration, newly established by the 
U.S. Congress, notably walked a political 
tightrope in delivering supplies to Central 
Europe and famine-stricken Russia. The 
High Commissioner for Refugees, estab-
lished in 1921 by the League of Nations, 
made historical headway as an interna-

Review of Empire of Humanity: A History of Humanitarianism
By Michael Barnett
Published 2011 by Cornell University Press

By Victoria S. Hart

BOOK REVIEW
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tional organization assisting refugees, but 
also bumped against state-imposed limits 
against securing wider refugee rights. 
During the period between the two World 
Wars, the humanitarian principles of im-
partial, neutral and independent aid gained 
prominence, while states were just starting 
to increase their involvement in aid.

Neo Humanitarianism

Barnett describes the age of Neo Hu-
manitarianism from World War II to 
the end of the Cold War as marked by 
the growth of aid agencies and states 
getting further involved in aid funding. 
Many agencies that got their starts pro-
viding relief in World War II expanded 
their scope beyond Europe afterward. 
In the United States, the organization 
CARE started out as the Cooperative for 
American Remittances to Europe. In the 
United Kingdom, the Oxford Committee 
for Famine Relief initially delivered food 
aid to Greece but expanded globally as 
Oxfam. While CARE and Oxfam grew out 
of the war in a secular direction, World 
Vision International started in the 1950s, 
uniquely combining personal evangelism 
with social action. Post-war growth of the 
aid industry also brought dilemmas. Aid 
agencies struggled with perceived neutral-
ity and actual autonomy while receiving 
government funding, as states increas-
ingly acted to influence aid in accordance 
with their foreign policies.

In the 1960s, while the Nigerian gov-
ernment wielded famine as a weapon of 
civil war against its Biafran region, the Ibo 
rebels in Biafra exploited international 
sympathy derived from the famine and 
manipulated Western aid as a resource. 
The ICRC struggled in Biafra with its ap-

proach of quiet diplomacy to work with 
the consent of the ruling power. It was 
not outspoken enough for one faction, 
which broke away to become Médecins 
Sans Frontières (MSF/Doctors Without 
Borders) and advocated “témoignage,” or 
bearing witness to raise awareness along 
with practicing emergency medicine. In 

the 1960s and 1970s, Vietnam was a game 
changer for U.S. aid agencies, especially 
CARE and Catholic Relief Services (CRS), 
which were reported in a negative light as 
only doing relief work in accordance with 
U.S. Government wishes, thus furthering 
the U.S. war effort. In Cambodia, after the 
Khmer Rouge killing fields, aid agencies 
grappled with capitulating to the Viet-
nam-backed Cambodian government’s 
suspect restrictions on how aid could be 
provided. Famine in Ethiopia in the 1980s 
received unprecedented media coverage 
and international funding, but aid agen-
cies were ill-prepared to properly manage 
the amount of aid. While the aid industry 
grew enormously in the decades follow-
ing World War II, agencies struggled with 
operating impartially and neutrally if 
receiving government funding or capitu-
lating to humanitarian access restrictions 
imposed by authorities. Aid growth also 
led to agency mandates expanding from 
emergency relief to reconstruction and 
development work (or what Barnett also 
categorizes as alchemical work), as the 
desire grew to not just treat symptoms but 
also the root causes of suffering.

Liberal Humanitarianism

Barnett terms Liberal Humanitarian-
ism as the period from the end of the Cold 
War up to the present. The end of the Cold 

War brought new global conflicts and a 
shift in humanitarian dialogue toward 
addressing root causes of humanitarian 
crises, which would necessitate political 
engagement at odds with the principles 
of impartiality and neutrality. Barnett 
looks at how increasing acceptance of 
armed humanitarian intervention in the 

1990s created humani-
tarian dilemmas in four 
conflicts.

In Somalia in the late 
1980s and early 1990s, 
amid the anarchy of a 
failed state aid agencies 
controversially hired 
armed protection from 
local clans, fuelling con-

flict among warring factions. In Bosnia in 
the early 1990s, the U.N. Protection Force 
was mandated to protect aid supplies but 
not people, while the U.N. High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) oper-
ated as overall lead for aid operations, 
but without full humanitarian access. A 
dilemma UNHCR faced was that provid-
ing aid, as it was allowed in select geo-
graphic locations only, enabled a form of 
ethnic cleansing by influencing Bosnian 
population migration out of certain areas. 
But not providing aid ensured a death 
sentence. In 1994, the international com-
munity’s inaction allowed the genocide 
in Rwanda to continue until the Tutsi-
led Rwandan Patriotic Front retook the 
country. Aid agencies could only access 
the area after the genocide, when they pro-
vided aid to displacement camps where 
Hutus fearing reprisals fled, leading to the 
agonizing realization that they were also 
aiding genocidaires within the camps. In 
Kosovo in 1999, as North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) bombing intended 
to protect Kosovo Albanians led to an 
expanded crisis, aid agencies allied with 
NATO, a party to the conflict, to access 
beneficiaries. Through the 1990s, the 
conflicts in Somalia, Bosnia, Rwanda and 
Kosovo challenged how humanitarian 
actors adhered to operational principles 
of humanity, impartiality, neutrality and 
independence, and increasingly called 

“Through the 1990s, the conflicts in Somalia, Bosnia, 
Rwanda and Kosovo challenged how humanitarian actors 
adhered to operational principles of humanity, impartiality, 
neutrality and independence, and increasingly called into 
question whether they were doing more harm than good.”
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into question whether they were 
doing more harm than good.

In examining how several 
major aid agencies changed their 
strategies in the 1990s, Barnett 
concludes that CARE, CRS, 
World Vision International, and 
the UNHCR all shifted toward 
political engagement out of decisions 
to address root causes of humanitar-
ian crises. Whether this shift focused 
on justice, poverty, political or human 
rights, he identifies that it conflicted with 
operating on principles of neutrality and 
impartiality.

He also doubts whether organizations 
doing only emergency work to save 
lives can avoid engaging in politics of 
protest, pointing to MSF, which speaks 
out on abuses it witnesses, and suffers 
political ramifications. However, Barnett 
does not sufficiently acknowledge that 
some organizations manage to focus on 
emergency relief and encourage political 
change without publicly speaking out on 
political issues and openly compromising 
their operating principles of impartial-
ity, neutrality and independence. For 
example, the ICRC lobbies for change by 
quietly working with offending govern-
ments. Given that Barnett broadly defines 
political work as addressing root causes 
of suffering, he would likely see the ICRC 
as political, lumping it with MSF. But to 
do so would not adequately consider the 
impact of the two organizations’ very 
different operational approaches, from 
ICRC’s quiet diplomacy to MSF’s té-
moignage and public denunciation. The 
difference in operational approaches is 
significant because the current relevance 
of humanitarian principles is their role 
in facilitating aid agencies’ operational 
access in difficult situations. How ef-
fectively aid agencies follow humanitar-
ian principles for operational access is, 
admittedly, another conversation. But it 
would be interesting to see how Barnett 
would apply his “political” critique in a 
more discriminating manner to different 
operational approaches.

Barnett’s historical overview provides 

a good narrative that can serve as a 
platform for examining trends in history 
and humanitarianism from a new per-
spective.  One striking trend is how the 
persistent paradigm of the sovereign 
nation-state has impacted humanitarian 
issues over the past several centuries. In 
the late 17th Century, the ICRC naively 
assumed national Red Cross societies 
would be transnational instead of focus-
ing patriotically on their own countries’ 
troops. In the 1930s, international orga-
nizations were frustrated by governments 
refusing to recognize refugees persecuted 
by their allies. Today, a debate continues 
on whether a “right to protect” civilians 
from abuses extends to humanitarian in-
vasion in violation of states’ sovereignty.

Barnett has narrated a compelling 
history of Western humanitarianism 
as a cohesive movement. He points out 
tensions and challenges without overly 
passing judgment, refraining from ro-
manticized praise external observers 
often apply or condemnation sometimes 
leveled by world-weary practitioners. 
Academics may appreciate the analyses 
available in the various patterns identi-
fied – chronological, as well as thematic. 
Researchers will find a treasure trove 
in the comprehensively documented 
sources, while Barnett’s analysis is 
already influencing humanitarian lit-
erature reviews. Practitioners familiar 
with the usual story of humanitarianism 
beginning with Henri Dunant and the 
ICRC will likely find fresh insights into 
the history of the movement, as well 
as a challenging reexamination of hu-
manitarian principles and politics. He is 
upfront that the scope of his work only 
encompasses Western humanitarianism, 
leaving the door open for humanitarian 
movements throughout other cultures to 
be further examined. 

“He points out tensions and challenges without overly 
passing judgment, refraining from romanticized 
praise external observers often apply or condemnation 
sometimes leveled by world-weary practitioners.”
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