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Limits of Study: My experience is mainly in the general area of disaster response
planning, not in the specific area of nuclear safety. Therefore, the following
report focuses on the response to the March 11, 2011 earthquake/tsunami
disaster, not the issues of the Fukushima nuclear power plant.
Comments and Questions may be sent to me at Leobosner@hotmail.com.
***
SUMMARY
Strong points in the response to the March 11 earthquake/tsunami disaster:
1. Warning systems in the tsunami area were instrumental in saving lives.
2. Local officials, emergency responders, and private citizens did their best
to rescue their neighbors and bring them to safety.
3. Government at all levels mobilized quickly to respond.
4. Police moved quickly to control traffic in the stricken areas.
5. The Japan Self Defense Force (JSDF) deployed immediately in large
numbers to assist the survivors.
6. International assistance was quickly utilized in activities such as Operation
Tomodachi, the joint Japan-US military operation.
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7. Fire services nationwide provided personnel and apparatus to help fight
fires and conduct rescue operations in Tohoku.
8. Medical professionals and groups such as the Japan Disaster Medical
Assistance Teams (JDMAT’s), the Japan Medical Association Teams
(JMAT’s), Humanitarian Medical Assistance (HuMA) Teams, and others
quickly went to the disaster area to provide assistance.
9. Prefectures and municipalities from across Japan sent teams of staff to
the stricken areas to assist the survivors.
10. Numerous Non-Profit Organizations (NPO’s) and individual volunteers
contributed significantly to the relief effort. In many cases, ordinary people
simply quit their jobs and went to Tohoku to provide help.
11. Donations poured in from around Japan as well as from foreign countries.
Shortfalls in the response to the March 11 earthquake/tsunami disaster:
1. The Government of Japan lacks a comprehensive and realistic plan for
responding to large disasters.
2. The lack of comprehensive, realistic disaster response planning also extends
to many Japanese cities and prefectures.
3. The lack of a uniform incident management system in Japan added to the
confusion and poor use of resources.
4. The full potential of volunteers, donations, and Non-Profit Organizations
(NPO’s) was not utilized effectively by the government.
5. Communication between the government and the field responders seemed to
go in one direction only, that is, from the top down.
6. Shelter management in the disaster-stricken areas was weak and inconsistent,
and in some cases appeared to be nearly nonexistent.
7. Nutritional needs of the disaster survivors were met very poorly, often
consisting only of some rice, bread, and water daily.
8. The government may be overly-relying on the Japan Self Defense Force
(JSDF) in disaster relief.
9. As a result of the above issues, many individual groups are developing their
own disaster response plans independent of the Japan Government.
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10. Japan has a wealth of skilled disaster response professionals, but nearly all
of this skill lies outside of either the Cabinet Secretariat or the Cabinet Office for
Disaster Management, the two Japan Government offices nominally in charge of
managing the response to large disasters.
11. There does not seem to be any feedback mechanism to take lessons
learned from this disaster to improve preparedness for future such events, which
unfortunately are likely to occur given Japan’s level of risk to disaster.
Recommendations to the Japan Government:
1. Learn from the experience of Japan’s disaster responders and experts.
2. Put someone in charge of disaster response planning and the response itself.
3. Get away from hazard-specific planning, go to all-hazard planning.
4. Develop a comprehensive and realistic national disaster response plan.
5. Implement a national incident management system such as the National
Incident Management System (NIMS) that is used in the U.S.
6. Train and professionalize emergency managers at all levels in Japan.
7. Plan for the role of NPO’s, volunteers, and donations in disaster response.
***
From January 9 to February 23, 2012, I was in Japan under an invitational
fellowship from the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS). My host
institution in Japan was Kanagawa University, and my host researcher was Prof.
Shunsuke Mutai.
As indicated by the title above, the subject of my fellowship was Japan’s
response to a large-scale disaster, and whether it could be improved. Under this
fellowship, I performed two main activities:
1) Conducted interviews with individuals who were involved in or were familiar
with the response to the March 11, 2011 earthquake/tsunami disaster in eastern
Japan, and
2) Gave lectures on local-level disaster response planning.
This project did not specifically focus on the issue of the damaged nuclear power
plant at Fukushima, but rather on the overall disaster response itself.
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Over the course of the fellowship, I conducted 28 interviews, gave 20 lectures,
and attended two national disaster conferences. The interviews were with a wide
range of individuals, including:











Japan Government staff,
Prefectural Government staff,
Municipal Government staff,
Japan Self Defense Force (JSDF) members,
Non-Profit Organization (NPO) members,
Medical personnel,
Fire Service personnel,
University professors,
Private sector company members, and
Individual disaster volunteers.

The interviews were conducted in the form of open-ended discussions, that is, I
did not hold the interviewees to a specific set of questions, but allowed them to
speak freely about their opinions and concerns regarding the response to the
March 11 disaster. I also promised all interviewees confidentiality as to their
names and affiliations so that interviewees would feel free to speak honestly and
frankly.
The lectures were given in Japanese, with the exception of one lecture that was
given in English to an audience consisting mainly of non-Japanese individuals.
The purpose of the lectures was to the provide information on disaster response
planning and to obtain audience feedback on the subject matter.
In order to obtain a broad range of information and feedback, interviews and
lectures were conducted in a number of locations in Japan, including:













Kanagawa University,
Tokyo,
Morioka (Iwate Prefecture),
Ofunato City (Iwate Prefecture),
Kamaishi (Iwate Prefecture),
Sendai (Miyagi Prefecture),
Ishinomaki (Miyagi Prefecture),
Shizuoka,
Matsumoto,
Kobe,
Kurume, and
Kanazawa.
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Site visits were also conducted to damaged facilities in several of the disasterstricken areas in Iwate and Miyagi Prefectures.
I am extremely grateful to the JSPS and to Kanagawa University for supporting
my research, and to the many individuals who took time to discuss these issues
with me. I hope that I have accurately reflected the opinions of the interviewees,
and I apologize in advance for any errors on my part. The following report
reflects my own views only, not necessarily the views of the JSPS or of
Kanagawa University.
***
Research Findings
In many ways the tragic events of March 11, 2011 brought out the very best in
the Japanese people’s willingness to help their neighbors in distress:
1. Warning systems in the tsunami area were instrumental in saving lives.

2. Local officials, emergency
responders, and private citizens
did their best to rescue their
neighbors and bring them to
safety.
3. Government at all levels
mobilized quickly to respond.

4. Police moved quickly to control traffic in the stricken areas.
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5. The Japan Self Defense Force
(JSDF) deployed immediately in
large numbers to assist the
survivors.

6. International assistance was
quickly utilized in activities such
as Operation Tomodachi, the
joint Japan-US military operation.

7. Fire services nationwide
provided personnel and
apparatus to help fight fires and
conduct rescue operations in
Tohoku.
8. Medical professionals and
groups such as the Japan
Disaster Medical Assistance
Teams (JDMAT’s), the Japan
Medical Association Teams
(JMAT’s), Humanitarian Medical Assistance (HuMA) Teams, and others
quickly went to the disaster area to provide assistance.
9. Prefectures and municipalities from across Japan sent teams of staff to
the stricken areas to assist the
survivors.
10. Numerous Non-Profit Organizations
(NPO’s) and individual volunteers
contributed significantly to the relief
effort. In many cases, ordinary people
simply quit their jobs and went to
Tohoku to provide help.
11. Donations poured in from around
Japan as well as from foreign countries.
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These and other activities reflect a Japan where professionalism is high and
where the volunteer spirit is more strongly present than many people may have
thought. Even today, nearly a year later, countless individuals are working to
help alleviate the suffering of the disaster survivors.
However, I also found the following shortfalls:
1. The Government of Japan lacks a comprehensive and realistic plan for
responding to large disasters. The Japan Government’s disaster response plan
actually seems to consist of numerous government agency plans that are
unrelated to each other. In many cases these plans failed to address or even
acknowledge problems that were occurring in the field. In part, this is because
the government also lacks trained, experienced disaster response professionals.
As a result, the government’s response to the March 11 disaster was poorly
managed and coordinated, and many people suffered needlessly. For example:


Valuable commodities such as food and medicine were often delivered to
locations where they were not needed, while survivors at other locations
suffered shortages.



In some cases, much-needed donations were turned away due to the
government’s inability to receive and manage donations.



Requests from medical staff in the field for urgently-needed help went
unanswered.

These and other problems were consistently reported to me in the course of the
research. Some of these problems are discussed in greater detail in the findings
below.
2. The lack of comprehensive, realistic disaster response planning also extends
to many Japanese cities and prefectures. Although prefectural and municipal
officials and staff in Japan are expected to deal with disasters, they receive
almost no training in disaster response from the National Government. As a
result, many local officials did not know what to do in the disaster and, while
doing their best, often were unable to properly assess or meet local needs.
Prefectural staff were also often described by responders as “doing their best,”
but not being very effective due to their lack of disaster knowledge or training.
3. The lack of a uniform incident management system in Japan added to the
confusion and poor use of resources. Large-scale disaster response is a
complex endeavor that requires extensive management. Many of the responders
I spoke with told of having to invent their own management systems in the midst
of the disaster to try to coordinate the activities of multiple jurisdictions who were
delivering multiple services to a huge and diverse group of survivors who were
themselves widely scattered in shelters across the disaster-stricken area. While
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the responders are to be commended for devising management systems in the
midst of disaster, this does not seem to me to be the best way a response should
be managed.
4. The full potential of volunteers, donations, and Non-Profit Organizations
(NPO’s) was not utilized effectively by the government. The government did not
appear to have a plan for incorporating NPO’s or donations management into the
disaster response. As a result, NPO’s received little or no advice from the
government as to what was needed or where, and were left to their own devices
(and personal connections) to send aid into the disaster area. Donations of
critical items such as food were turned away by the government at the very time
when many of the survivors were desperately in need. On the other hand,
unneeded donations poured into some areas, resulting in oversupplies of food
and medicine in some areas while other areas faced shortages.
5. Communication between the Government and the field responders seemed to
go in one direction only, that is, from the top down. Field responders such as
medical doctors, pharmacists, and public health specialists at the disaster sites
lacked an effective means to notify the government of their requirements.
Instead, the government appears to have relied in large part on the news media
for information regarding the disaster conditions. This lack of communication and
accurate information resulted in the government’s often being completely
unaware and/or misinformed as to what was needed in the field, leading to a
misallocation of resources such as food and medicine as cited in item #4, above.
6. Shelter management in the disaster-stricken areas was weak and inconsistent,
and in some cases appeared to be nearly nonexistent. Many shelters were
described as either being “self-managed” or “no management.” Local residents
often did their best to manage local shelters in the absence of any government
presence or any guidance on shelter management. The result was a very
uneven level of management, where some shelters were very well-run and
others were not.
7. Nutritional needs of the disaster survivors were met very poorly, often
consisting only of some rice, bread, and water daily. This poor nutrition, when
combined with the already-weakened condition of many of the survivors, resulted
in additional illnesses and medical needs among the survivors that in all
likelihood could have been avoided by simple nutritional planning. Some doctors
feel that this nutritional deficit may have contributed to fatalities among the
survivors, especially the elderly. There did not appear to be any effective plan for
meeting the nutritional needs of the disaster survivors.
8. The government may be overly-relying on the Japan Self Defense Force
(JSDF) in disaster relief. The JSDF was quickly mobilized and dispatched in
large numbers on March 11 and in the days that followed. This willingness to
utilize JSDF, and JSDF’s ability to respond quickly, is an enormous benefit to
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Japan’s disaster response capability. However, it also carries the risk of overreliance on JSDF to the detriment of broader government-wide disaster response
planning. It is also questionable as to whether the JSDF by itself has sufficient
resources to address the full range of disaster response planning in such areas
as nutritional planning, shelter management, public health, communications, and
others listed in Recommendation #3, below.
9. As a result of the above issues, many individual groups are developing their
own disaster response plans independent of the Japan Government. Many of
the responders and organizations I spoke with are tired of waiting for the
government to address their concerns, and are beginning to develop their own
independent plans for future disasters. While this is fully understandable given
the problems that occurred in last year’s disaster response, it would also seem
likely that a proliferation of separate and unrelated disaster response plans will
add to the confusion in future disasters. On the other hand, if the government
can reach out and include these groups in developing a comprehensive response
plan, the result could be a greatly-strengthened disaster response system.
10. Japan has a wealth of skilled disaster response professionals, but nearly all
of this skill lies outside of either the Cabinet Secretariat or the Cabinet Office for
Disaster Management, the two Japan Government offices nominally in charge of
managing the response to large disasters. Staff who I met from the Cabinet
Secretariat and the Cabinet Office for Disaster Management seemed uniformly
bright, dedicated, and hard-working, but rarely did either they or their leaders
appear to have much experience with disasters, and those staff members who
gained experience in last year’s disaster will soon rotate away to other jobs. One
box on the Cabinet Secretariat’s organization chart is labeled “Expert Committee
for Responses to Situations,” but in fact appears to consist not of “experts” but
just high-ranking political officials. Most true disaster experts I met in Japan were
either in the JSDF, the fire service, the health and medical professions, or nonprofit organizations, but the Japan Government did not appear to be drawing
upon this expertise to strengthen its disaster response plans.
11. Perhaps worst of all, there does not seem to be any feedback mechanism to
take lessons learned from this disaster to improve preparedness for future such
events, which unfortunately are likely to occur given Japan’s level of risk to
disaster. While the Japan Government may tinker with some of the details, I did
not see or hear of any effort to comprehensively address the issues outlined
above.

Recommendations
Based on my research, I would make the following seven recommendations to
the Japan Government:
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1. Learn from the experience of the Japan’s disaster responders and experts.
During my 46-day visit to Japan under the JSPS Fellowship, I spoke with
numerous disaster responders and disaster experts and, as shown above, heard
many stories of the successes and failures of the earthquake/tsunami disaster
response. However, in the course of 20 lectures and 28 interviews, I cannot
recall anyone telling me that the Japan Government has asked for their opinions
or inputs as to how to strengthen the response for future disasters.
If I, as a visiting foreigner with limited Japanese language skills, can obtain so
much information in the space of 46 days, surely the Japan Government could do
even better. I strongly recommend that the Japan Government make an intensive
effort to reach out to the many disaster responders and experts in Japan and
learn from them what needs to be done to strengthen Japan’s ability to respond
effectively to future disasters.
2. Put someone in charge of disaster response planning and the response itself.
As it now stands, no one person or agency in the Japan Government is really in
charge of disaster response planning. The responsibility is spread out among
numerous staff and officials who continuously come and go. With no one person
in charge of disaster response planning, no one person is credibly in charge of
the disaster response either, and we are left with the Prime Minister of Japan
himself shouting orders into a phone during the disaster. Whatever qualities the
Prime Minister may have, it is unlikely that he will be a professional disaster
response manager, nor should he be. The government needs to have a full-time
disaster manager (with staff) who is knowledgeable in the field of disaster
management and who is empowered to develop a strong disaster response
system for Japan.
3. Get away from hazard-specific planning, go to all-hazard planning.
The Japan Government still uses “hazard-specific” disaster planning, that is, one
plan for an earthquake, another for a tsunami, another for a terrorist incident, and
so forth. From my experience, that approach is badly outmoded and leads to
confusing and impractical plans as well as numerous gaps in the response.
I recommend instead that the Japan Government adopt the “all-hazard” approach,
whereby plans are categorized not by type of disaster but by mechanism of the
disaster response, for example*:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Transportation
Communications
Public Works and Engineering
Firefighting
Emergency Management
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6. Mass Care, Emergency Assistance, Housing, and Human Services
7. Logistics Management and Resource Support
8. Public Health and Medical Services
9. Search and Rescue
10. Oil and Hazardous Materials Response
11. Agriculture and Natural Resources
12. Energy
13. Public Safety and Security
14. Long-Term Community Recovery
15. External Affairs
* Source: National Response Framework, US Dept. of Homeland Security/FEMA
Then, each of these 15 categories (called “emergency support functions”) is
assigned to the government agency or NPO most suited to that particular
function.
Taking #8, “Public Health and Medical Services” as just one example of the
difference:
Using the “hazard-specific” approach, the Japan Government’s decision to have
the Japan Disaster Medical Assistance Teams (JDMAT’s) prepare exclusively for
a scenario similar to the Hanshin Earthquake left these same JDMAT’s ready for
treating the trauma injuries from an earthquake but poorly prepared and
equipped for the many health and medical problems that occurred after the
tsunami.
In contrast to this, an “all-hazard” approach would instead put the Health Ministry
in charge of developing a comprehensive approach to dealing with health and
medical problems and issues that could arise in a full range of disaster scenarios,
including, for example:









traumatic injury,
hypothermia,
public health,
environmental health,
mental health,
pharmaceutical needs,
special needs/disabilities, and
other.

This same all-hazard approach could be applied to each of the 15 disaster
response categories shown above.
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No planning approach is perfect, but the all-hazard approach would go a long
way in ensuring that a full range of disaster-related problems are considered and
planned for ahead of time.
4. Develop a comprehensive and realistic national disaster response plan.
As noted above, the Japan Government’s disaster response plan actually seems
to consist of numerous government agency plans that are unrelated to each
other. In many cases these plans fail badly to address the actual problems that
occur in disasters. For example, one physician in Tohoku told me that, during
the disaster response, he was attempting to deal with a serious health problem
involving disaster survivors who may have ingested dangerous chemicals from
the tsunami waters. But when the physician tried to get help or advice from the
government, he learned that three separate offices of the Health Ministry (back in
Tokyo) had jurisdiction over the problem…and that it would be up to him, the
physician in Tohoku, to try to somehow get an answer out of the three separate
offices in the midst of his own disaster relief work!
A comprehensive and realistic plan is one which includes all of the disasterrelated issues listed in Recommendation #3, above, which includes all relevant
government agencies and NPO’s, and which honestly addresses the types of
problems that occur in disasters and proposes realistic solutions to these
problems.
5. Implement a national incident management system such as the National
Incident Management System (NIMS) that is used in the U.S.
“Incident management” sounds like an abstract concept, but it is a very real
problem in a disaster. Large-scale disaster response is a complex endeavor that
requires extensive management. A lack of management can mean, for example,
that some towns will be over-supplied with relief while other towns are neglected.
March 11 responders I spoke with told of having to invent their own management
systems in the midst of the disaster to try to coordinate the activities of multiple
jurisdictions who were delivering multiple services to a huge and diverse group of
survivors who were themselves widely scattered in shelters across the disasterstricken area. How to prioritize needs? How to ensure that all geographic
locations have been reached? How to avoid duplication of effort and
misallocation of resources? The middle of a disaster response is not the time
and place to try to invent a system to address these and other crucial questions.
I believe that a nationally-accepted incident management system is badly needed
in Japan, and I suggest as a starting point to consider existing systems such as
the U.S. NIMS.
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6. Train and professionalize emergency managers at all levels in Japan.
Under the current system, Japanese emergency managers are generally
individuals with little or no experience or training in emergency management.
They are assigned to emergency management offices only temporarily, rotating
in and out of their jobs every two years or so. It is baffling to me that a modern
country like Japan would resist professionalism and training in such a crucial
area. If I were going to a hospital for life-saving surgery, I would not want the
surgeons to be a group of individuals with no training or experience in surgery, so
why should such a lack of training and experience be applied to a critical field like
disaster management? Given the high risk that Japan faces from earthquakes,
tsunamis, volcanoes, and a host of other hazards, it seems to me that Japan
needs to build a cadre of trained, experienced emergency managers at the
national, prefectural, and municipal levels, as well as in the non-government
sectors, to help face the next crisis. As noted in finding #10, above, Japan
actually has a large body of disaster experts on which it could draw to provide the
leadership and knowledge required to accomplish this goal.
7. Plan for the role of NPO’s, volunteers, and donations in disaster response.
Voluntary support and donations for disaster survivors can be a major
contribution to disaster relief if planned for ahead of time. But if not planned for,
then volunteers and donations are instead often seen by government agencies
as a burden or a distraction to be turned away, as so often happened in 2011.
As cited in finding #4, above, NPO’s received little or no advice from the
government as to what was needed or where, and were left to their own devices
(and personal connections) to send aid into the disaster area. Donations of
critical items such as food were turned away by the government at the very time
when many of the survivors were desperately in need. On the other hand,
unneeded donations poured into some areas, resulting in oversupplies of food
and medicine in some areas while other areas faced shortages.
Instead of turning away these important resources, or instead of using them
haphazardly with no plan, I recommend that government agencies at all levels in
Japan begin now to plan how to incorporate and utilize NPO’s, volunteers, and
donations more effectively in future disasters.
Conclusion
Japan is a country that is at risk from numerous natural hazards such as
earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanoes, and others. In addition to natural disasters,
Japan also faces the risk of technological and industrial disasters such as
chemical spills, nuclear accidents, large transportation accidents, and others.
And like many other countries today, Japan faces the constant risk of terrorist
incident or enemy attack.
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Fortunately, Japan also has a wide range of resources to deal with disasters.
Specifically:





Japan is a wealthy, modern industrial country that can afford to protect
itself from disasters, and to respond should a disaster occur.
Japan is a democracy whose government is ultimately accountable to the
people.
Japan has numerous and highly-experienced disaster experts who could
contribute to building a stronger disaster response system.
Perhaps most importantly, Japan is a strong society whose members are
willing to help each other in time of emergency.

The March, 2011 disaster was
catastrophic, and would challenge
even the best-planned response
system. However, saying that a
disaster is catastrophic and
challenging should not be an excuse
to neglect disaster response planning;
rather, it should be an incentive to
make such planning as realistic and
effective as possible to deal with
future large disasters should they
occur.
I hope this report may be helpful to my friends and colleagues in Japan to protect
themselves and their country against disasters that may occur in the future.
***
Researcher’s Background: I served as an Emergency Management Specialist
with the US Government’s Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) in
Washington, DC from 1979 until my retirement in 2008. In that capacity, I helped
to plan for and respond to numerous disasters such as earthquakes, floods,
hurricanes, and terrorist incidents.
I began visiting Japan as a lecturer in emergency management in 1996. In 1999,
I was accepted into the Mike Mansfield Fellowship Program in Washington, DC.
Under this program, I studied Japanese in Washington for one year (1999-2000)
and then spent one year in Tokyo (2000-2001) where I studied Japanese
emergency management systems.
At the end of my year in Japan, I wrote a research paper entitled, “Emergency
Management in Japan.” This paper was translated into Japanese and published
in Japan in the journal Rescue, November, 2001. A short version of my report
was published in English in the US by the Mansfield Foundation in the journal
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Asia Perspectives, Spring, 2002. I returned to the US in 2001, and since then I
have been a frequent lecturer in Japan on the topic of emergency management.
In 2009, I co-authored the chapter on the Incident Command System (ICS) for
the Japanese Textbook of Disaster Medicine, and in March, 2011, an article I had
previously written was included as a chapter for the new edition of Prof.
Shunsuke Mutai’s book, Takameyo! Bousai-ryoku (“Strengthen Emergency
Management!”).
In August, 2011, I was awarded an Invitational Fellowship for Research in Japan
by the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS), which enabled me to
write this report.
***
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