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Advocates of a Japanese incident 
management system must still 
press hard for adoption and 
robust implementation efforts

industrial 

ON JUNE 14, 2013, THE JAPANESE 
Cabinet adopted a ‘basic policy’ that 
committed government ministries 

to initiate: “Discussion towards the 
standardisation of disaster response that 
enables smooth wide-area assistance….” 

These few words, prompted by perceived 
shortcomings in Japan’s emergency response 
to the Great East Japan Earthquake (also 
known as the 3.11 disasters) of March 11, 
2011, may lead Japan to a major change 
in its emergency management system: the 
adoption and implementation of a nationwide 
incident management framework. This would 
make it more likely that in future disasters 
emergency responders from many agencies 
and professional disciplines would be able 
to collaborate more effectively when they 
came together under the enormous stresses 
of a major event – whether earthquake, 
tsunami, severe industrial accident or 
an infectious disease epidemic. 

Where an incident management system 
has been established and is widely used, by 
the US and the UK, for example, the benefi ts 
are signifi cant. Most importantly, responders 
from different organisations, professional 
disciplines, and jurisdictions share operating 
structures and procedures that reduce 
friction and delay when these responders 
converge on a disaster scene – even when 
they have not previously worked together.

Although some conditions in the aftermath of 
the Great East Japan Earthquake catastrophes 
favour Japan’s adoption of such a system, 
it is by no means a certain outcome. The 
Cabinet policy is a statement of intent, not a 
fi nished policy. The idea of a common incident 
management system has been considered 
before in Japan, but made little progress. It has 
proved no easy task to get diverse emergency 
response organisations to acknowledge the need 

for such a system and to agree on its features. 
If a common system were to be adopted, 

moreover, that action would only initiate a 
diffi cult implementation process requiring 
change in a number of independent emergency 
response organisations – fi refi ghters, police, 
emergency management, the Self-Defence 
Force (SDF) – at the national, prefectural and 
city levels. That change must occur not only 
at managerial levels, but also for rank-and-fi le 
responders – driving signifi cant reform right 
to the roots of each response organisation. 

Widely-felt tremors
Advocates of a Japanese incident management 
system must, therefore, still press hard for 
adoption and robust implementation efforts.

Japan’s March 2011 ‘triple disaster’ began 
with a massive 9.0 earthquake off the Sanriku 
coast, felt widely in the eastern areas of 
Japan’s main island. Within 30-45 minutes, 
about 650km (403 miles) of the coast were 
hit by a gigantic tsunami that devastated 
communities, sweeping away buildings, 
infrastructure, farms and livelihoods. 

About 20,000 people perished, the vast 
majority from the ocean surge, measuring up to 
20 metres, which penetrated several kilometres 
inland in many coastal plain areas. The tsunami 
also disabled the cooling system of the reactors 
at the coastal Fukushima Dai’ichi nuclear plant, 
leading to explosions, radiation release, and 
the evacuation and long-term abandonment 

of a 30km (18 mile) zone around the plant.
Responders were dispatched from swiftly-

mobilised emergency operations centres in 
prefectural capitals, at SDF bases in the Tohoku 
region, and from national ministries in Tokyo. 

But exercising central command and control 
was very diffi cult – even at the single nuclear 
plant site, let alone in the dozens of individual 
communities struck by the tsunami. A near-total 
communications failure silenced the tsunami-
affected region. Senior political and emergency 
response offi cials had enormous diffi culty 
learning what was happening in communities 
along the coast. Responders, in effect, were 
instructed to go to the scene, determine 
how to save lives and help the injured and 
displaced, and then do whatever was required.

As diverse teams of responders arrived in 
devastated communities, they encountered 
some local responders, as well as other teams 
converging from outside through mutual aid 
arrangements or self-initiated assistance 
efforts. But these responders had to organise 
on an ad hoc basis: they had no common, 
specifi c charge, no fi rm system of organising 
for collaboration, no certain knowledge of 
others’ professional competences, and no 
pre-existing personal relationships. While 
in many instances their work was effective, 
they lost time in getting organised and had 
diffi culty working with other responders 
across team/agency/professional lines.

In the command centres, agency leaders 
assembled, but had only a bare minimum 
of doctrine about how to operate together. 
The lack of a common system meant that 
they too had to improvise methods of 
collaboration. Most agencies operated 
independently; inter-organisational co-
operation was ad hoc and not widespread.

Although Japan’s overall emergency 
preparedness is excellent in many respects, 

An incident management 
system for Japan?
Substantial political will and bureaucratic skill are needed to implement a national incident 
management framework in Japan, but change could be on the way, say Arnold M Howitt, 
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