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Disaster Risk Reduction—

Japanese Initiatives in the

World Agenda

MISAKO KAJI

Third United Nations World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction was held in

Sendai, Japan in March 2015, four years after the Great East Japan Earthquake

struck on March 11, 2011. Attended by some 150,000 participants from around

the world, the Conference adopted the Sendai Declaration and the Sendai

Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030, the latter of which was

the successor document to Hyogo Framework for Action. Besides significance

in efforts to prevent and mitigate disasters, the successful formulation and

adoption of the Sendai Framework served to promote collaboration on UN

and other conferences held later that year. Disaster Risk Reduction principles

of reducing vulnerabilities and enhancing resilience are especially necessary

in the Asia-Pacific region which is over-represented in natural disasters. In

December 2015, efforts by Japan and 141 other co-sponsors resulted in a UN

Resolution to designate the 5th of November “World Tsunami Awareness Day.”

Three-Eleven six years hence

O
n March 11, 2011, an earthquake of magnitude 9.0, the largest ever recorded

in Japan, hit the northeast coast of the country. After the earthquake and

resulting tsunami, nearly 16,000 lives were instantly lost and over 2,500 are unac-

counted for still today. An accident at a power plant in Fukushima Prefecture trig-

gered by the tsunami forced evacuation of some 470,000 area residents. In

response, by the end of July 2011, 163 states and regions, and 42 international

organizations offered assistance to Japan. Emergency rescue missions and

medical teams arrived from 23 states and regions. Japanese people are ever so

grateful for all the aid and messages from all parts of the world.

Reconstruction activities and instruments were quickly put in place. The

Reconstruction Agency was established in 2012 and the first phase of the ten-
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year timeframe (2011–2020) for reconstruction, a $250 billion “Concentrated

Reconstruction Period,” is followed on to the second phase of a $65 billion

“Reconstruction and Revitalization Period.” According to the Reconstruction

Agency, as of 2016, 83% of farmlands and 87% of seafood processing facilities

have been recovered; the number of foreign tourists staying overnight in the

Tohoku region is 127% of pre-earthquake level. The Agency assures that rice

and marine products from Fukushima Prefecture distributed to the market, after

thorough inspection based on the most stringent reference value in the world,

contain a lower level of radioactive materials than the standard level. The

number of evacuees has been reduced to 123,000 as of February 2017.

On March 11, 2017, in his address at the memorial ceremony marking the

sixth anniversary of the Great East Japan Earthquake, Prime Minister Shinzo

Abe stated that it was Japan’s responsibility to share with the rest of the world

the lessons of the earthquake, as well as its accumulated disaster risk reduction

knowledge and technology. He vowed to strengthen international contributions

in the field of disaster risk reduction.

“Japan has a long tradition of international cooperation, and its policies often

reflect its own history.” (Asia-Pacific Review Vol. 23 No. 1; Kitaoka) For Japan, a

heavily disaster-prone country, Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) is a salient case in

point. This article aims to revisit the international community’s endeavors to over-

come the challenges caused by natural disasters, an effort in which Japan has con-

sistently played a role. Japan hosted the World Conference on Disaster Reduction

in each decade: the first was convened in Yokohama, Kanagawa Prefecture on

May 23–27, 1994; the second in Kobe, Hyogo Prefecture on January 18–22,

2005; and the one most recently was held in Sendai, Miyagi Prefecture in 2015.

The author also wishes to highlight the fact that practical sets of instruments

are in place for pushing through this universal agenda of disaster risk reduction, to

provide proof that international collaborations through multilateral deliberations

do bear fruit. Now that many states bearing strong ownership of the process, it

is the author’s hopeful prediction that the fourth World Conference will build a

framework for 2030 onwards would take place in another country, proposed

voluntarily by its government, perhaps in the process of building back better,

after unfortunately visited by a natural hazard, but in full vigor, supported by

many state and non-state stakeholders around the world, under effective systems.

World Conference in a land in recovery

On March 14, 2015 in Sendai City, Miyagi Prefecture, with the presence of Their

Majesties the Emperor and the Empress, the Third United Nations World Confer-

ence on Disaster Risk Reduction was opened, chaired by Ms. Eriko Yamatani,

Minister of State for Disaster Management of Japan. The Sendai Declaration
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and the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030 was adopted

by consensus on March 18. Represented at this Conference were 185 States: 100

representatives were at the ministerial level and above, including seven heads of

State, five heads of government, and six vice presidents, in a total of 6,500 del-

egates. Related events spreading across the Tohoku region brought 150,000 par-

ticipants, including 42 Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, from all over the

world.

The Sendai Declaration reads as follows:

1. We, the Heads of State and Government, ministers and delegates participating

in the Third United Nations World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction,

have gathered from 14 to 18 March 2015 in Sendai City, Miyagi Prefecture,

Japan, which has demonstrated a vibrant recovery from the Great East Japan

Earthquake in March 2011. Recognizing the increasing impact of disasters

and their complexity in many parts of the world, we declare our determination

to enhance our efforts to strengthen disaster risk reduction to reduce losses of

lives and assets from disasters worldwide.

2. We value the important role played by the Hyogo Framework for Action

2005–2015: Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters

during the past 10 years. Having completed the assessment and review of and

considered the experience gained under its implementation, we hereby adopt

the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030. We are

strongly committed to the implementation of the new framework as the

guide to enhance our efforts for the future.

3. We call all stakeholders to action, aware that the realization of the new frame-

work depends on our unceasing and tireless collective efforts to make the world

safer from the risk of disasters in the decades to come for the benefit of the

present and future generations.

4. We thank the people and the Government of Japan as well as the City of Sendai

for hosting the Third United Nations World Conference on Disaster Risk

Reduction and extend our appreciation to Japan for its commitment to advan-

cing disaster risk reduction in the global development agenda.

At the Conference, Prime Minister Abe announced a cooperation initiative of $4

billion over a duration of the four years 2015–18, including human resource

development (HRD) assistance for 40,000 personnel in the disaster related

sphere (of which, according to JICA expert, roughly $1.7 billion assistance includ-

ing HRD for more than 15,000 was implemented in the fiscal year 2015(April

2015-March2016)). Public fora included more than 350 symposia and seminars

as well as study tours to the surrounding municipalities to witness the reality of

recovery and reconstruction. Ambassadors who travelled to Sendai from

Geneva shared their stories to colleagues upon their return, including accounts
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of local volunteers active in supporting the participants finding their way, or deliv-

ery of Japanese delicacies prepared to cheer them up through sleepless days and

nights of negotiations.

On June 3, 2015, the UN General Assembly at its 69th Session endorsed the

two documents: the Sendai Declaration and the Sendai Framework. As in the case

of most UN Resolutions, these documents do not legally bind the UN Member

States. They, however, provide measures and policy options for States and non-

state actors to confront the challenges caused by disasters. The Sendai Conference

with top level attendance from the majority of world nations provides the authority

and legitimacy to capture the commitment of the participants to implement the

measures detailed in the Framework document. Moreover, the concrete mechan-

ism prescribed has already been put to work. Let us examine how.

A Framework for DRR 2015–2030

The Sendai Framework mentioned in Paragraph 2 of the Sendai Declaration above

is a document comprised of arduously negotiated 50 paragraphs. The first Chapter

puts the evolution of DRR activities in perspective and places itself as the succes-

sor document to Hyogo Framework for Action, known as the HFA, which had

already been a fundamental document for many practitioners on different conti-

nents.

Then in Chapter II the expected outcome and goal of the Framework are

identified. The goal, as simply put in Paragraph 1 of the Declaration quoted

above, is to reduce loss of lives and assets from disasters worldwide. What is

most notable here is that “to support the assessment of global progress in achiev-

ing the outcome and goal of the present Framework, seven global targets have

been agreed . . . to be complemented by work to develop appropriate indicators.”

(Paragraph 18). The seven global targets are to: lower the average per 100,000 of

global mortality and the average number of affected people per 100,000 between

2020–2030 compared to 2005–2015; reduce direct economic loss and damage to

critical infrastructure and disruption of basic services by 2030; increase the

number of countries with disaster reduction strategies by 2020; enhance inter-

national cooperation to support developing countries implement this framework,

and increase access to multi-hazard early warning system, disaster information

and assessment to the people by 2030.

In Chapter III, the Guiding Principles of how to approach the issue are

stated. Starting from the famous principle of attributing primary responsibility

to prevent and reduce disaster to each State (emphasis by author), the principles

extend from (a) to (m), filled with key words which include: shared responsibil-

ity by relevant national authorities, protecting human rights, all of society

engagement, coordination among public and private stakeholders, empower

ASIA-PACIFIC REVIEW V VOLUME 24, NUMBER 1 61

Disaster Risk Reduction—Japanese Initiatives in the World Agenda



local authorities, requiring disaggregated data and traditional knowledge, aim at

sustainable development, local characteristics of disaster risks, cost-effective

pre-disaster investment, Build Back Better in recovery phase, ODA, and that

developing countries need support.

In Chapter IV, extended are the concrete actions deemed important to be

taken on a) national and local levels, and b) global and regional levels, under

each of the following priorities:

Priority 1: Understanding disaster risk.

Priority 2: Strengthening disaster risk governance to manage disaster risk.

Priority 3: Investing in disaster risk reduction for resilience.

Priority 4: Enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response and to “Build

Back Better” in recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction.

Then in Chapter V, the role is stressed of the non-state stakeholders, civil society

(which focuses on persons who could disproportionally be in vulnerable situ-

ations), academia, business, and media, are depicted with carefully chosen

words.

Finally, the last Chapter is, of course, consecrated to international cooperation

and global partnership where mainstreaming of disaster risk reduction measures is

required. And, more importantly, in the last paragraph 50, the Conference rec-

ommends “the establishment . . . of an open-ended intergovernmental working

group, comprising experts nominated by Member States, and supported by the

United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, with involvement of relevant

stakeholders, for the development of a set of possible indicators to measure global

progress in the implementation of the present Framework.” The working group is

also tasked to consider the terminology on disaster risk reduction, recommended

by a scientific and technical advisory group.

This Open-ended Intergovernmental Working Group on Indicators and Ter-

minology relating to Disaster Risk Reduction held three formal sessions

between October 2015 and November 2016 and, under the able chairmanship of

Ambassador Wayne McCook of Jamaica, concluded its task and came up with

a set of recommendations on global indicators for the global targets and on the

follow up and operationalization of the indicators, which was endorsed by the

General Assembly in February 2017. Japanese experts have served as a driving

force in the process of examining what indicators could be measurable by

working on a proposal by 17 States. A technical guidance note to support the

Member States in applying the indicators is to be presented by the ISDR sec-

retariat to the Global Platform, to be held in Cancun, Mexico in May 2017.

Held since 2007, Global Platform is a biennial conference by governments, prac-

titioners, and UN organizations to exchange information and build partnerships to
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implement the HFA and its successor Sendai Framework. It is understandable that

terminologies become indispensable when trying to count numbers that define the

goals. To count the number of lives lost in disasters, it is necessary to know what is

and what is not included in the definition of disaster.

Here we can see that the Sendai Conference was not just a big event where

high-level figures gather. It has produced a serious tool that lets the world commu-

nity work together towards concrete goals. Means to measure the progress have

already started to formulate.

Now we shall go back half a century to trace the path for the initiative to

develop until Sendai. But before doing so, let us first check the actual situation

of disasters.

Are there more disasters now?

In 1987, Resolution (42/169), the first to be entitled “International decade for

natural disaster reduction,” was adopted at the UN General Assembly. It states

that “disasters claimed about 3 million lives worldwide in the past two decades,

adversely affected the lives of at least 800 million more people and resulted in

immediate damages exceeding $23 billion.”

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction of 2015 states that (Para-

graph 4) between 2005 and 2014, “over 700,000 people lost their lives . . . overall

more than 1.5 billion people were affected by disasters in various ways. . . . The

total economic loss was more than $1.3 trillion.”

If we simply compare the two documents above, the decade since 2005 saw a

lower average death toll of 700,000 in comparison to an average 1.5 million per

decade in the 1970s and 80s. The affected population, however, is almost fourfold

and the economic loss is 100 times larger in scale. The analysis extended in the

Sendai Framework is: “Evidence indicates that exposure of persons and assets

in all countries has increased faster than vulnerability has decreased, thus gener-

ating new risk and a steady rise in disasters losses with a significant economic,

social, health, cultural and environmental impact in the short, medium and long

term, especially at the local and community level.” (Paragraph 4) As the world

gets richer, exposure seems to exceed the effects of diminished vulnerability

and hence further undertaking is in demand.

Evolution of the DRR agenda

Attempts to remedy the human suffering and damage caused by natural disasters

emerged in the UN context in the 1960s. The evolution of ideas could be well

traced in its United Nations General Assembly Resolutions. Here are some

extracts:
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1965 Resolution 2034(XX): Assistance in cases of natural disaster: “ . . . invites

Member States to consider the advisability of setting up national planning and

operating machinery to receive relief operations, while notes with satisfaction

the existing arrangements by the UN system in cooperation with the Red

Cross and other NGOs for providing emergency assistance and invites them

to intensify coordination amongst them.”

1968 Resolution 2435(XXIII): Assistance in cases of natural disaster: “ . . .

invites Governments to make national preparations to meet natural disasters

while appeals to Governments to consider offering emergency assistance to

meet natural disasters.”

1971 Resolution 2816(XXVI): Assistance in cases of natural disaster and other

disaster situation: “ . . . concerned about the ability of the international commu-

nity to come to the aid of countries in a disaster situation, calls upon the Sec-

retary General to appoint a Disaster Relief Coordinator with an office in

Geneva to mobilize, direct and coordinate the relief activities of various organ-

izations and to assist the Governments of the stricken country.”

1981 Resolution (36/225): Strengthening the capacity of the United Nations

system to respond to natural disasters and other disaster situations: “ . . . reaf-

firms the sovereignty of individual Member States and recognizes the primary

role of each State in caring for victims of disasters occurring in its territory

and stresses that all relief operations should be carried out and coordinated in

a manner consistent with the priorities and needs of the countries concerned.

. . . Urges Governments in disaster-prone countries to explore the possibility

of improving facilities and measures to ensure disaster preparedness and preven-

tion.”

1987 Resolution (42/169): International Decade for natural disaster reduction “

. . . to designate 1990s as a decade in which the international community, under

the auspices of the United Nations, will pay special attention to fostering inter-

national co-operation in the field of natural disaster reduction.”

1989 Resolution (44/236): International Decade for National Disaster

Reduction: “Proclaims the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction,

beginning on 1 January 1990.”

The above discussions extending over a quarter of a century culminated in the

1991 Resolution 46/182 “Strengthening of the coordination of humanitarian emer-

gency assistance of the United Nations” which has served as the basis of emer-

gency assistance for the victims of natural disasters and other emergencies

thereafter. Its guiding principles, while adhering to the basic principles of huma-

nitarian assistance—humanity, neutrality, and impartiality—states that humanitar-

ian aid be provided in response to the appeal from the recipient State under its

consent. This foundational resolution launched all the mechanisms that still

function today for international humanitarian actions: CERF (central emergency
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revolving fund), Consolidated Appeals, Emergency Relief Coordinator, and Inter-

Agency Standing Committee and humanitarian country level coordination.

After the 1970s, and increasingly in the 1990s, discussion about emergency aid

deliberates on the victims of conflicts and abuse as well as disasters.

What also appears in this landmark Resolution 46/182 as one of the Guiding

Principles is: “Economic growth and sustainable development are essential for

prevention of and preparedness against natural disasters and other emergencies.”

(Paragraph 10) Such language can be categorized under a line of thought separate

from humanitarian assistance and is followed up through the establishment of the

ISDR, International Strategy for Disaster Reduction. The thinking behind this

were scientists in the US and Japan proposing to apply scientific knowledge and

technology to promote international cooperation to reduce human and economic

losses caused by natural disasters, as witnessed in the Fourth Meeting of the Inter-

national Ad Hoc Group of Experts for the IDNDR held on April 10–12, 1989 in

Tokyo, Japan.

In the mid-year of the decade, in May 1994, the World Conference on Disas-

ter Reduction was held in Yokohama with a participation of 147 States. It adopted

the Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action for a Safer World: Guidelines for

Natural Disaster Prevention, Preparedness and Mitigation. And at the last leg of

the Decade, the international community decided to launch the ISDR, Inter-

national Strategy for Disaster Reduction, whose secretariat, UNISDR, was estab-

lished in Geneva in 2000. The second World Conference on Disaster Reduction

was held with 168 States and 40,000 participants, in Kobe, a city hit by the

Great Hanshin Awaji earthquake in 1995. The second World Conference was

obliged to hold a special session on the Indian Ocean Earthquake of December

2004 which is claimed to have caused 165,708 deaths of local residents as well

as tourists from different parts of the world. The Hyogo Framework for Action

2005–2015 (HFA) was adopted at this Conference as a successor document to

Yokohama Strategy. HFA came to have been of practical use to governments

and practitioners in various parts of the world in confronting hurricanes and

typhoons to save their nationals, particularly in the Asia-Pacific region.

From Hyogo to Sendai and beyond

The preparatory process for the third World Conference to adopt a successor fra-

mework to the HFA took place in Geneva, a Swiss city known as the humanitarian

capital of the world. An open-ended Intergovernmental Preparatory Committee

was established by the UNGA resolution in 2013(68/211). The Preparatory Com-

mittee was steered by a Bureau, composed of two representatives from five reginal

groups, the co-chairs being Ambassador Paivi Kairamo of Finland and Ambassador

Thani Thongphakdi of Thailand, and the rest being Ambassadors of Switzerland,
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Bangladesh, Jamaica, Ecuador (Environment Minister), Russian Federation,

Czech Republic, Egypt, South-Sudan, and an ex-officio member from Japan,

the host country. The Committee met officially two times in Geneva, July 14–

15, 2014, November 17–18, 2014, and once on March 13, 2015 in Sendai to

agree on the agenda and rules of procedure, as well as to develop the conference

programme of work and a draft post-2015 framework on DRR. The UNISDR led

by Ms. Margareta Wahlström served as the secretariat of Sendai Conference from

the preparatory process and throughout.

A pre-zero draft of the post HFA framework document, the Sendai Frame-

work to be, was circulated by the co-chairs to the Member States in August

2014. Informal sessions were held between mid- September and early October

and on this basis, a zero draft was circulated on October 21. Later in the month,

a facilitator’s paper on the elements of a political declaration, the Sendai Declara-

tion to be, was circulated. The ex-officio member of the Bureau served as the facil-

itator for the political declaration. An informal session to discuss the zero draft

was convened again on December 8–9 where the draft political declaration was

also discussed. Two more informal sessions were required on January 12–16

and 26–27, and the Framework Document, and therefore the Political Declaration,

were still full of brackets. The negotiations were carried out in the able hands of

diplomats mostly Geneva based. But they took longer than previewed, requiring

repeated informal sessions, and continued onto Sendai during the World Confer-

ence itself to be finally terminated at midnight of the last day of the Conference,

which had been extended for half a day to wait for those last delegates to give their

consent.

How could the agenda for protecting its own people from natural disasters

through science and international cooperation, building on the past deliberation

over half a century, with increasing stake holders under mounting globalization,

possibly be so controversial for governments around the world? This reflected

the very nature of DRR, where various stakeholders including Inter-governmen-

tal Organizations, such as the UN Specialized Agencies and the UN Funds and

Programmes, as well as the entities from the private sector and the civil society,

and academia, to analyze the scientific causes and effect of disasters, natural and

man-made, the private sector, as technologies and constructions to equip people

against disasters could make quite an industry, media, an indispensable actor

where public awareness is very much a part of the prescription are categorized

as major groups. The existence of multi-stakeholders and the variety of players

in the scene, however, was hardly the source of obstacle. Institutions and instru-

ments to keep them abreast of the discussion and channel their views into the

drafting exercise have been in place in the preparatory process as well as the

Conference per se, building on the deliberations at such fora as the Global

Platform.
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The major factor behind the difficult birth of the Sendai documents has been

somewhat sequential. In fact, 2015 was a year of international conferences. Its

calendar marked the following:

March 14–18: 3rd UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction in Sendai,

Japan

July 13–16: 3rd International Conference on Financing for Development in

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

September 25–27: United Nations summit for the adoption of the post-2015

development agenda, Sustainable Development Goals in New York

November 30-December 12: 21st Conference of the Parties to the 1992 UN Fra-

mework Convention on Climate Change in Paris

December 8–10: 32nd International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Cres-

cent in Geneva

In early 2015, governments were not ready to make concessions, cautious against

being taken advantage of in the discussions later in the year in other contexts. One

concrete point of dispute was the issue of “responsibility.”

UNGA Resolution 42/169 of 1987 states that “the primary responsibility for

defining the general goals and directions of efforts undertaken in the framework of

an international decade for natural disaster reduction and for implementing the

measures that would result from the activities of the decade lies with the Govern-

ments of the countries concerned.” The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–2015

(HFA) pf 2005 states that “each State has the primary responsibility for its own

sustainable development and for taking effective measures to reduce disaster

risk (III Priorities for action 2005–15 A. General considerations (b)). Such state-

ments may look to many eyes a matter of common sense and difficult to challenge.

In the processes of negotiating the post HFA framework, however, it was never

automatic to acknowledge that the primary responsibility lies with the “countries

concerned” or “each State.”

Some delegates insisted on adhering to Principle 7 of the Rio Declaration on

Environment and Development of 1992, adopted at the United Nations Confer-

ence on Environment and Development (UNCED), which stated that “ . . . In

view of the different contributions to global environmental degradation, States

have common but differentiated responsibilities” (emphasis by author). The

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change which was opened

for signature at the UNCED notes that “the largest share of historical and

current global emissions of greenhouse gasses has originated in developed

countries” and states under Article 3 that “the Parties should protect the climate

system for the benefit of present and future generations of humankind, on the

basis of equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibil-

ities and respective capabilities” (emphasis by author). This concept of responsibility
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reappears twenty years hence in 2012, in the document called “The Future We

Want” adopted at the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development

(UNCSD) held again in Rio De Janeiro, Brazil, known as Rio plus 20.

Now that it is taken over by events where the Paris Agreement was adopted

in December 2015 and entered into force in November 2016, things look not so

difficult. But at that time when all the documents to be agreed in the consecu-

tive international conferences were in the form of drafts yet to be agreed, it was

vital to convince all parties that DRR is not all about climate change, and the

primary responsibility always lies with the affected State. Below is a concept

chart prepared by the Japanese Mission in Geneva during the negotiations in

an informal setting to explain to the delegates about the scope of hazards to

be included by the successor framework to the HFA. No developed country

would deny their responsibility for climate change and therefore should be

more ambitiously implementing mitigation measures and supporting the devel-

oping countries. The scope of post HFA, however, is not limited to disasters

caused by climate change and could include those caused by geological

phenomena, such as earthquakes and volcano eruptions, as well as man-made

hazards. Thinking along this line in the end won the support of other delegates

and led to the adoption of Sendai Framework document, with principle (a) as

seen earlier.

Figure 1. Scope of post-HFA
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Decision 1/CP.21 to adopt the Paris Agreement in December 2015 (FCCC/

CP/2015/10/Add.1) contains a preamble paragraph which reads: “Welcoming

the adoption of United Nations General Assembly Resolution A/RES/70/1,

“Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,” in par-

ticular its goal 13 (Climate Change), and the adoption of the Addis Ababa Action

Agenda of the third International Conference on Financing for Development and

the adoption of the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, . . . ” The Res-

olution adopted by the GA on 25 September 2015 that staged the Sustainable

Development Goals, states under Goal 1 (End poverty in all forms everywhere),

1.5 “By 2030, build the resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable situations

and reduce their exposure and vulnerability to climate-related extreme events

and other economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters.” It also advo-

cates under Goal 11 (Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient

and sustainable), 11.b advocates “holistic disaster risk management at all levels”

“in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction.”

The International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent is held every

four years since the foundation of the Red Cross movement more than 150 years

ago. The 32nd International Conference of the Red cross and Red Crescent

adopted a resolution entitled “Strengthen legal frameworks for disaster response,

risk reduction and first aid” (321C/15/R5).

Indeed, the success in Sendai to adopt a framework document covering

2015–2030 contributed not only to the world DRR, but also to world sustainable

development and to climate change issue, as well as to the humanitarian actions.

The spirit of compromise and collaboration for the common good attained in

Sendai was passed onto, and gave a positive momentum to, Addis, New York,

and Paris, as acknowledged as above back in Geneva at the end of the year, and

beyond to 2016 in Quito, Ecuador, where the UN Conference on Housing and Sus-

tainable Urban Development adopted the New Urban Agenda in October.

Asia-Pacific follow up

Asia Pacific is the region most visited by large-scale natural disasters. The stat-

istics noted on the website by EM-DAT, The International Disaster Database by

the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters – CRED are as

follows: between 1900 and 2016, in terms of occurrence, the region’s share is

29.9%, numbering 6,274 out of 20,964 in the entire world; however, in terms of

death toll, the Asia Pacific region’s share is 80.4%, totaling 26,205,945 out of

32,601,872 deaths.

After the Sendai World Conference, a number of initiatives by Asian States to

push the DRR agenda have successfully borne fruit, including hosting conferences

focusing on specific aspects of DRR. They are, as acknowledged in the Declara-
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tion adopted at the Asian Ministerial Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction, held

in New Delhi in November 2016: International Conference on the Implementation

of the Health Aspects in the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reductions in

Bangkok, Thailand; First World Conference on Disability and Disaster Risk Man-

agement in Bangladesh; Asia Pacific Disaster Information Management Center in

Iran; Asia Pacific Conference on Resilient Culture Heritage in Malaysia; and Asia

Pacific Regional Conference on Gender and DRR in Vietnam. The Asian Minis-

terial Conference resolved to “mobilize governments and partners to deliver on the

“Asia Regional Plan for Implementation of the Sendai Framework.”

Disaster Risk Reduction has long been a distinctively Japan agenda in the

international community. It was Japan, together with Morocco, who proposed to

designate the 1990s the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction at

the United Nations General Assembly in 1987 (United National General Assem-

bly Resolution 42/169, December 1987). It was an attempt to bring measures and

policies to reduce risks and damage of natural disasters into the international fore

as part of the development agenda. Such measures and policies after years of

deliberations came to be best identified as Disaster Reduction and eventually as

Disaster Risk Reduction, or DRR, whose implication is reduction of future risk,

which could be brought about by economic development, as well as that of exist-

ing risks. One cannot reduce natural hazards but one can mitigate the disasters that

are caused by those natural hazards and reduce or prevent damage by reducing

risks and vulnerabilities. Resilience can be enhanced not only through hardware

technology such as anti-seismic buildings but also through soft means such as

evacuation training or a code of conduct derived from traditional knowledge.

“Building Back Better” after a hit and damage is the approach advocated by

disaster-prone Japan, and now increasingly co-owned by many decision makers

and practitioners in all parts of the world, particularly in the Asia Pacific. The

main pillar of Japan’s development assistance is human security: “the right of

people to live in freedom and dignity, free from poverty and despair. All individ-

uals, in particular vulnerable people, are entitled to freedom from fear and

freedom from want, with an equal opportunity to enjoy all their rights and fully

develop their human potential;” (United Nations General Assembly Resolution

66/290, October 2012).

Japan’s major aid agency, Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA),

has long extended DRR cooperation in the region and beyond, through its

experts providing expertise and knowhow. These experts are also supporting the

UNISDR in the follow up tasks of the Sendai framework.

In December 2015, a Resolution sponsored by Japan together with 141 other

co-sponsors to designate the 5th of November “World Tsunami Awareness Day”

was adopted by consensus at the 70th Session of the UN General Assembly.

(United Nations General Assembly Resolution A/RES/70/203, December 2015).
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In and around November 5, 2016, events to raise awareness of the threat of tsuna-

mis were held. World Tsunami Awareness Day summit held on November 25, 26

in Kuroshio, Kochi Prefecture, was attended by high school students from 30

countries. The symposium on “World Tsunami Awareness Day,” jointly hosted

by the Economic Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia and UNISDR,

took place in Jakarta, Indonesia on December 15, 2016. On April 11 2017, a Par-

liamentarian Voluntary Support Group for UNISDR (UN office for Disaster Risk

Reduction) was launched by Mr. Toshihiro Nikai, Secretary-General of the

Liberal Democratic Party and other cross party members of the Japanese Parlia-

ment. Dr. Robert Glasser, who heads the UNISDR since January 2016, addressed

the inaugural assembly of the Group, pledging to work together.

There is a legendary story about an earthquake in 1854 in Japan called

“Inamura no Hi (The Fire of Rice Sheaves).” It is a story about a village leader,

Mr. Goryo Hamaguchi who set a fire to his own harvested rice (inamura) when

seeing the lowering of the tide in order to guide his fellow villagers to evacuate

to the hilltop, thereby saving them from a big tsunami. After the destruction,

Mr. Hamaguchi undertook a project to engage the villagers in building an embank-

ment and planting trees to mitigate future tsunami disasters. Lessons from the

account include early warning; use of traditional, indigenous knowledge; and

the determination to build back better. The author, as a Japanese delegate,

recalls introducing this story to her fellow diplomats in the UN conference

room in Geneva in September 2015 to invite cosponsoring of the Resolution

tabled at the General Assembly. One Thai delegate who had experience studying

abroad in Japan, passing by after the meeting, remarked: “Ambassador, ‘Inamura

no Hi’ is so Japanese!”

Note: This article stems from the author’s experience as a Japanese diplomat

taking part in the preparatory process in Geneva of the Third United Nations

World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction, held in March 2015 in Sendai,

Japan. It delivers her personal views and observations and not those of the Japa-

nese Government.
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