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The Response to Japan’s March 11 Disaster: When the Going Gets Tough… 

Kazuyo Kato 
 
Though thankful for our safety, Japanese residents outside of the Tohoku region are unequivocally saddened by the 
endless stories of tragedy that have ensued since March 11. In the past two weeks, many of us have struggled to come 
to terms with reports on mounting deaths and calls for help from the survivors of the earthquake and tsunami, given 
our inability to do more than to donate, restrain from stocking food and goods, and save electricity.1

While we have anxiously observed our political leadership respond to the aftermath of the disaster, we have watched 
with hope and confidence the work of the Japanese Self-Defense Forces (JSDF), along with that of the firefighters, 
policemen, doctors, and other workers, who have rescued lives and put themselves in danger to respond to the 
emergency at Fukushima No.1 Nuclear Power Station. And despite occasionally alarmist reactions and reporting 
overseas on the effects of the situation at the nuclear power plant and the tendency to overlook the differing impacts 
within Japan, which appeared insensitive and uninformed, the Japanese people have all been greatly touched by the 
degree of international support.
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In post–World War II Japan, the status of the JSDF has never been high, and it would not be entirely wrong to say that 
Japanese society has been unaccustomed to express respect to them openly, compared to that conveyed to members of 
the armed forces in the United States. It was only in November 2010 that then–Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshito 
Sengoku (who was just brought back into the government on March 17 as deputy chief cabinet secretary to help direct 
the relief efforts) referred to the JSDF as “an instrument of violence,” reflecting persistent, pacifist views that regard 
the existence of the JSDF as unconstitutional.

 In particular, news of U.S. military support has reassured the Japanese people and 
should serve as a reconfirmation to Japan of the importance of the alliance with the United States. 
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Although the response of the JSDF in the aftermath of the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake was appreciated by 
the Japanese public, more people are recognizing today that the JSDF is playing one of the most crucial roles in the 
rescue and relief efforts in the disaster-stricken regions of the March 11 earthquake and the cooling operation at the 
Fukushima nuclear power plant. As of March 24, 19,300 lives have been saved by the 106,100 JSDF personnel that 
have been deployed to the worst-affected areas, approximately 40 percent of the total number of JSDF personnel.
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1 According to the National Police Agency, as of 6:00 p.m. local time on March 25, 2011, 10,066 deaths have been confirmed, and 
17,452 people have been reported missing. About 245,605 people are confirmed to be living in temporary shelters in Tokyo and 16 
other prefectures. See “Damage Situation and Police Countermeasures,” under Counter Measures for 2011 Tohoku district–off the 
Pacific Ocean Earthquake, March 25, 2011, http://www.npa.go.jp/archive/keibi/biki/higaijokyo_e.pdf. See http://www.npa.go.jp/ 
archive/keibi/biki/higaijokyo.pdf for the number of people in temporary shelters is (in Japanese only, and continues to change). 

 On 
March 17, the government ordered the JSDF to carry out a water spraying operation over the troubled reactor at the 
Fukushima plant. The Japanese Metropolitan Police Department followed, dispatching a water cannon truck to spray 

2 For example, see “Anxious foreigners flee Japan,” Washington Post, March 15, 2011, http://www.washingtonpost.com/ 
world/anxious-foreigners-flee-japan/2011/03/15/ABrlvnW_story.html; “Japan nuclear crisis causes run on anti-radiation pills in 
U.S.,” Washington Post, March 16, 2011, http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/japan-nuclear-crisis-triggers-run-on-anti-
radiation-pills/2011/03/12/ABIdRIe_story.html; and Tim Goodman, “Japan disaster shows U.S. journalists unprepared,” San 
Francisco Chronicle, March 18, 2011, http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2011/03/18/DDFN1ICTA0.DTL&ao=2. 
3 “Sengoku: SDF events not for Open Candor,” Kyodo News, November 19, 2010, http://search.japantimes.co.jp/cgi-
bin/nn20101119a3.html. 
4 Japanese Ministry of Defense, “2011 Earthquake activity of SDF northeastern Pacific Ocean,” http://www.mod.go.jp/ 
j/press/news/2011/03/24a.html (in Japanese only). A total of approximately 120,000 national emergency service personnel, which 
includes SDF, police and fire departments, are working to provide disaster relief and participating in the clean-up operations. See 
Center for Excellence in Disaster Management & Humanitarian Assistance, “Japan Earthquake and Tsunami Update,” March 24, 
2011, http://www.coe-dmha.org/Research/ResearchInfoMgmt/Japan/Japan03242011.pdf. 



 

water from the ground level with high-pressure pumps, but when they suspended the operation, judging that it was too 
dangerous to continue, JSDF fire trucks took over. Since then, the JSDF together with a Tokyo Fire Department special 
unit and fire department units from a couple of other prefectures has conducted the spraying operation.5 On March 22, 
the government ordered the JSDF to also monitor plant temperatures daily using their CH-47 helicopters.6

On television, Japanese reporters have been referring to JSDF personnel with respectful language, a significant change 
from early postwar days when children of JSDF personnel were bullied at school as children of “bad people” by those 
influenced by members of the Japan’s Teachers Union (Nikkyoso) with strong leftist views.

 

7 One hopes that Japanese 
political leaders will naturally begin to demonstrate more respect toward the JSDF after witnessing their contributions 
to protect the nation. Indeed, Prime Minister Naoto Kan, in his address at the graduation ceremony of the National 
Defense Academy on March 20, stated that he is “proud” of the JSDF personnel who have continued their rescue and 
relief activities in this unprecedented disaster.8

Under “Operation Tomodachi,” a joint task force of the U.S. armed forces has also provided important equipment; air, 
sea, and ground capabilities; and expertise, including search and rescue, medical services, food, shelter, command and 
control, and fuel assistance to efforts led by the JSDF.

 He also reaffirmed his plans to maintain Japan’s security with the U.S.-
Japan alliance at its core. 

9 For example, a day after the earthquake, the U.S. 7th Fleet 
aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan was deployed off the coast of Japan to help provide refueling operations for JSDF 
helicopters and transport JSDF personnel to affected areas. The destroyers USS Fitzgerald, USS John S. McCain, USS 
McCampbell, and USS Curtis Wilbur were also immediately dispatched to help conduct at-sea search, rescue, and 
recovery operations. In the early hours of the disaster, crewmembers also donated desperately needed food and 
supplies from the ship’s store. As of March 24, a total of 19 U.S. navy ships and approximately 18,282 sailors and 
Marines and over 140 aircraft were involved in Operation Tomodachi.10 Up to $35 million in U.S. Defense Department 
funds have been authorized initially for humanitarian aid to Japan.11

The rest of Japan is unwaveringly determined to continue support for the relief efforts in the northeast and to 
reinvigorate the nation. Many of us have tip-toed through the past several days, wondering when it would become safe 
and appropriate to return to business as usual, if ever. The world will move on, and we must resume normal operations 
eventually or the entire nation will suffer. And time may heal wounds. When reflecting on this turn of events, let the 
Japanese people not forget the respect they showed the JSDF for its response to this disaster, the help of our American 
friends, and the fact that, at the end of the day, our country relied on them. 

 Though the U.S.-Japan alliance has recently 
suffered from Japanese political turmoil, it is undeniable that U.S. military assets and troops have provided vital 
support to the JSDF and the Japanese people. Media coverage of U.S. military assistance has increased since March 11. 

Kazuyo Kato is associate program officer at the Sasakawa Peace Foundation in Tokyo. 
The Japan Chair invites other essays for the Platform. Please contact Eri Hirano at (202) 775-3144 or by e-mail at 
ehirano@csis.org. 
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5 “Japan steps up moves to cool stricken nuclear reactors,” BBC News Asia-Pacific, March 17, 2011. Timeline of events available 
at http://sankei.jp.msn.com/etc/news/110312/etc11031217510001-n2.htm (in Japanese only). 
6 “Japan to Monitor Temps at Damaged Nuke Plant Daily,” Jiji Press, March 22, 2011, http://jen.jiji.com/jc/ 
eng?g=eco&k=2011032200721. 
7 Atsuyuki Sasa, “Nikkyoso yo, mazu jiko hihan seyo (Nikkyoso, you should first criticize yourself),” Sankei Shimbun, October 21, 
2008. 
8 Address by Prime Minister Kan at the National Defense Academy graduation, http://www.kantei.go.jp/jp/kan/statement/ 
201103/20boudai.html (in Japanese only). 
9 See Center for Excellence in Disaster Management & Humanitarian Assistance, “Japan Earthquake and Tsunami Update,” March 
11–24, 2011, http://www.coe-dmha.org/Research/ResearchInfoMgmt/JapanEarthquakeTsunami2011.aspx. 
10 Commander U.S. Pacific Fleet, “Operation Tomodachi,” www.cpf.navy.mil/optomodachi/CPFSupport.pdf. 
11 Cheryl Pellerin, “Gates authorizes humanitarian funds for Japan,” American Forces Press Service, March 17, 2011, 
http://www.defense.gov/ news/newsarticle.aspx?id=63199. 
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