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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to review the nature of Japanese non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) in international disaster response and analyzes their distinctive characteristics.
Design/methodology/approach – A literature review was conducted of secondary English and Japanese
sources including peer-reviewed journals, books, and non-academic journals published by government and NGOs.
Findings – First, Japanese disaster response NGOs are relatively young compared to Western ones and they
continue to increase in number. Second, the scale of disaster response NGOs is much larger than that of other
NGOs in the development field not only because of the availability of government funds but also because of
the presence of internationally affiliated NGOs and religious-based organisations with strong fundraising
programs. Third, Japanese disaster response NGOs have a long-term engagement with the local community,
not only during the emergency phase, but also during the recovery and development phases in various fields.
Finally, coordination NGOs play an important role in networking, advocating and supplementing NGOs that
often lack financial and human resources.
Research limitations/implications – The limitation of this study is the definition of Japanese NGOs in the
context of international disaster response; therefore, this paper adopts MOFA’s definition, which includes
NGOs engaged in overseas activities through direct intervention.
Originality/value – There has been little research in English on the scale and nature of Japanese NGOs
involved in disaster response activities.
Keywords Japan, Coordination, NGO, International disaster response
Paper type General review

Introduction
Japan is a disaster-prone island country. Recent disasters include the 2017 Kyushu heavy
rainstorm, the 2016 Kumamoto earthquake, the 2014 eruption of Mount Ontake, and the
2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami. Based on their knowledge and experience,
Japanese organisations implement disaster response activities both inside and outside
Japan. Japan’s Official Development Aid (ODA) is the fourth-largest donor in the world,
and Japan is a strong advocate of disaster management. Indeed, when evaluating the ODA
performance of member countries, the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee for
peer review said “Japan has a highly respected disaster response system and is clearly a
world leader in this area” and “Japan should actively share its approach to disaster risk
reduction and disaster response with other donors” (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2014).

However, it is believed that government alone cannot respond to disasters, especially if a
disaster overwhelms a government’s ability to respond. Indeed, the Kobe earthquake clearly
revealed the Japanese government’s limitations and the potential for civil society in Japan
for the first time since World War II (Serita, 1998; Miyoshi, 2002; Yamaguchi, 2005;
Shaw, 2014; Shigeta, 2017). In international disasters, the Japanese Government provides its
assistance only upon the request of the affected country’s government or international
agencies. In contrast, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) can provide assistance
without such political constraints based on their neutrality, equity and humanitarianism
(Kumaoka and Shimoda, 2007). Considering these factors, NGOs now play a role in the field
of international disaster response. Japanese disaster response NGOs are relatively young
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compared to Western NGOs. Many Japanese NGOs are growing rapidly in response to
recent disasters, although Japanese NGOs in general have not increased since the mid-1990s.
However, there has been little research in English on the scale and nature of Japanese NGOs
involved in disaster response activities (Shaw and Izumi, 2014; Osa, 2013; Hirata, 2002).
In the past decade, some books have been published in Japanese on the subject of
international humanitarian assistance (Kuwana, 2016; Kim, 2008; Utsumi et al., 2008;
Kumaoka and Shimoda, 2007). Most of the information available can only be found at each
organisation’s website, mainly in Japanese, including information about the organisation,
project overviews, reports and financial statements. However, considering the growing roles
of NGOs and the frequency of disasters inside and outside of Japan, Japanese NGOs in the
international disaster response field should be analysed in the English-language disaster
literature. This paper aims to review Japanese NGOs that engage in international disaster
response, exploring recent trends and significant characteristics.

Limits, scope, methods
The limitation of this study is the definition of Japanese NGOs in the context of international
disaster response. The term NGOs covers all forms of non-profit organisations in general.
The term NGOs was used for the first time when the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC)
of the UN designated NGOs as having consultative status for organisations that operate
across borders. The ECOSOC clearly noted that government-established and
intergovernmental organisations are not considered NGOs. The number of NGOs with
consultative status increased steadily from 1946 (41 NGOs) to 2004 (2,531 NGOs) to 2016
(4,507 NGOs) (Economic and Social Council, 2017); however, only a few of the world’s NGOs
have consultative status. NGOs can operate independently with no formal links to any
government or, for example, the UN. NGO’s activities are diverse, ranging from service
provider at the local level to political advocacy at the international level. They also vary
from small community-based organisations to large international organisations. Despite the
diversity among NGOs, Coppola noted several common characteristics:

• “They value their independence and neutrality;

• Their organisational structure tends to be decentralised;

• They are committed; and

• They are highly practice-oriented.”

Coppola (2015) also stressed that governments and international organisations are
increasingly dependent on NGOs to engage in disaster management.

In Japan, NGOs appeared later than other Western NGOs. In the 1990s, the term NGO
began to appear more often in the mass media. Many interpretations have been proffered for
the nature of NGOs. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) (2016) defined NGOs as
“non-governmental, non-profit organisations that address on a voluntary basis such global
issues as development, poverty, peace, humanitarian issues and the environment”.
The Japan NGO Centre for International Cooperation ( JANIC)[1] defines an NGO “as a
non-governmental, non-profit civic organisation” conducting “a set of activities to address
global issues whether within or outside of Japan” (2017). JANIC’s definition includes NGOs
engaged in overseas activities through both direct and indirect intervention; however,
this paper adopts MOFA’s definition, which includes NGOs engaged in overseas activities
through only direct intervention because of the difficulty in covering all NGOs making
indirect contributions in times of a big disaster.

With respect to the scope of a disaster, this paper considers both natural hazard and
human-induced disasters and relies on classic disaster literature, which states that

307

Nature and
characteristics

of Japanese
NGOs



“disasters are a complex mix of natural hazards and human action” (Wisner et al., 2004).
The term disaster reminds most Japanese of natural hazards, such as earthquakes and
tsunamis since wars and conflicts may not be common experiences for many Japanese after
Second World War. However, considering the 2011 nuclear crisis in Fukushima and the
2005 train accident in Kobe that killed more than 100 people, this paper views disasters as
resulting from natural factors, human-induced factors or a combination of the two, in
adherence with international norms.

The term disaster response is a part of disaster management which is a proactive
engagement throughout the cycle of four phases: mitigation, preparedness, response and
recovery. This paper focusses on the NGOs who are involved in disaster relief and
recovery phases. In this way, NGOs focussing on search and rescue become involved in
the immediate response are included in this paper along with the recovery and
rehabilitation phases during the post-disaster. In addition, compared to disaster response
at the national level, international disaster response is a “cooperative international
response” when a disaster overwhelms the disaster response capacity of the affected
nation(s) (Coppola, 2015).

The objective of this study is to review the trends and characteristics of Japanese
NGOs that engage in international disaster response activities. This paper identified 63
NGOs, which are shown in Table AI and are based on secondary sources from the NGO
Directory coordinated by Japan NGO Center for International Cooperation ( JANIC)
(2016, 2017a, b) and each organisation’s annual reports, financial statements and updated
websites. The listed NGOs in the Table AI provide the information of the year of
establishment, backgrounds and types of activities, annual income and coordination and
network. As a result, this study found four significant trends common to many listed
NGOs: historical trend, origin and the purpose of its establishment; size in terms of
budget; long-term involvement with the affected communities in the various fields; and
growing role and size of coordination.

Characteristics of Japanese NGOs
JANIC identifies 434 Japanese international cooperation NGOs which engage in fields such
as education, the environment, agriculture and fishery, medical care and public health and
poverty and disaster, etc. working in 100 countries (2016). In general, Japanese NGOs are
led by the initiative of ordinary citizens and emerged later than Western NGOs. They grew
and developed rapidly in the 1980s and early 1990s. At the end of the 1990s, Japan’s NGO
boom began to slow because of the long recession that began around 1990; it has continued
to slow to this day ( JANIC, 2016, 2017a, b). However, the disaster response NGOs that are
the focus of this paper have grown from 1980 to the present. Indeed, of the 63 Japanese
NGOs identified in this paper (Table AI), 18 were established in the 2000s, six of them
between 2010 and 2015. In the upcoming section, the critical factors of such recent growth
will be explained from a historical perspective.

Historical trend
Japanese NGOs originated in the 1960s. Disaster response NGOs began in the late 1970s and
early 1980s. Many Japanese NGOs were established with a massive number of Vietnamese,
Cambodian and Lao refugees during the period. Some were formed in response to disasters
such as floods in East Bengal, hunger in the Negros Island in the Philippines, and the
Afghan refugee crisis in the 1970s and 1980s. The establishment of these NGOs contrasts
with that of Western NGOs, which are often founded by religious people. In Japan’s case,
they were founded by ordinary citizens, mostly youth in their twenties without any
experiences overseas, and their motivations varied, including the tradition of Japanese
charitable spirits, humanitarian purpose, youth’s voluntary spirit, Buddhist spirit, human
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rights’ perspective or respect for peace. Many NGOs that are still active and well known
were founded during this period.

In the 1980s, eight international NGOs opened affiliates in Japan. These are
internationally known NGOs such as Plan International Japan, which opened in 1983;
the Adventist Development and Relief Agency Japan (ADRA Japan), founded in 1985; Save
the Children Japan, which opened in 1986; World Vision Japan, founded in 1987; and Care
International Japan, which opened in 1987. After Japan achieved high economic growth in
the 1980s, large-scale international NGOs opened branch offices for fundraising purposes.
Soon after, they began conducting independent overseas projects in development and
disaster relief, and some responded to major disasters in Japan.

In the 1990s, an unprecedented number of NGOs were established to respond to
humanitarian crises such as the Gulf War, the eruption of Mt. Pinatubo in the Philippines,
and the conflict in the former Yugoslavia. As an example, in 1994, the Japan Emergency
Network ( JEN) started providing emergency assistance in the countries of the former
Yugoslavia. Since then, it has primarily been offering assistance in conflict-affected
countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Sri Lanka, Pakistan and Jordan. Peace Winds Japan
(PWJ) was founded in 1996 in Iraq by a Japanese youth who was initiating a project for Iraqi
Kurds. Its headquarters are in Hiroshima, it has local offices in ten countries, and it conducts
not only emergency humanitarian relief but also recovery and development in areas
devastated by disasters.

In addition, the 1995 Kobe earthquake became an opportunity to re-examine the attitudes
towards civil society and NGOs. Approximately one million volunteers from all over Japan
rushed to the spot of the disaster within four months and hundreds of civil society
organisations including NGOs joined the rehabilitation (Miyoshi, 2002). In the aftermath of
the Kobe earthquake, NGOs received increasing public recognition for their contributions to
relief activities, and a new law was enacted in 1998 to improve the NGO environment. Since
then, new NGOs have been formed in response to recent major disasters in Japan. In Kobe,
new NGOs were formed in response to domestic disasters and have continued to work for
international disaster relief and development. One liaison committee of local NGOs assisted
and managed emergency camps and temporary housing at the affected areas in Kobe. Later
that year, it formed a team to help people affected by the Neftegorsk earthquake in Russia.
The team formalized an NGO called Citizens towards Overseas Disaster Emergency (CODE)
based on the mission of helping one another during difficult times across borders
(Murai, 2006; Shigeta, 2017); CODE has undertaken more than 57 overseas emergency and
rehabilitation projects.

In 2011, soon after the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami, the Peace Boat Disaster
Relief Volunteer Centre (PBV) was established as a specialized organisation independent
from Peace Boat, a Japanese NGO that provides international voyages for people worldwide
for international exchange and that has conducted more than 20 disaster-relief projects both
inside and outside Japan. PBV was begun as an independent entity from Peace Boat and has
concentrated its work on domestic and international disaster relief and mitigation.
In addition, Church World Service, Japan and Operation Blessing Japan, all of which are
affiliated with international organisations, were established in response to the 2011 Great
East Japan earthquake and tsunami. In this way, new NGOs have been established in
response to recent major disasters in Japan.

However, this paper also found movement in the other direction: some Japanese NGOs
that had conducted development projects abroad later began to engage in disaster-relief
activities in Japan following a major disaster. Save the Children Japan has conducted
projects in Asian and African countries for decades, primarily in the fields of education and
community development; it started to work at home for the first time in response to the
Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami. Responding to that disaster, Save the Children
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Japan has conducted children- and youth-related programs (such as afterschool programs,
scholarship programs and vocational-training programs) based on its experience overseas.
Many other Japanese NGOs working projects internationally began to work domestically in
response to recent disasters. ADRA Japan and Shanty Volunteer Association (SVA) began a
disaster relief and rehabilitation project in Kobe in 1995 and have since responded to other
major disasters in Japan. The JVC and PWJ initiated domestic disaster relief work in
response to the 2004 Chuetsu earthquake. Therefore, Japanese international NGOs began
domestic projects in response to recent major disasters. Some have integrated disaster
response work into development programs in their specialized fields.

Tracing the history of Japanese NGOs in a disaster response context, I found that such
NGOs are relatively young compared to Western NGOs and that they continue to increase in
number. Interestingly, the number of disaster response NGOs has continued to grow,
although the Japanese NGO boom slowed at the end of the 1990s. Disaster can be seen as an
opportunity to have people connect on the same mission and form a group to achieve the
mission’s goals. In case of Western NGOs, International Committee of the Red Cross was
started by Henry Dunant who called for the appropriate cares for wounded soldiers in Italy,
and Save the Children and Foster Plan started their activities for the victims of WWI in
Europe and Medecins Sans Frontieres was for the victims of Nigerian conflict in 1970s
(Shigeta, 2017). Luna (2001) described a case in the Philippines. After the eruption of
Mt. Pinatubo, volunteers rushed to the site without financing and volunteered on behalf of
those affected. Later, these volunteers formed an NGO and obtained funding from large
international NGOs to conduct programs in the area (2001). Similarly, the dynamics of
Japanese NGOs have been highly influenced by recent disasters.

Size of NGOs
One significant characteristic of disaster response NGOs is their large scale. Japanese
NGOs are small in scale compared to international NGOs. Indeed, only 17 per cent of NGOs
overall have incomes of more than 100 million yen (approximately one million US dollars),
and among Japanese NGOs, there is a disparity in budgets ( JANIC, 2016, 2017a, b).
On average, however, the annual budgets of 58 disaster response NGOs are approximately
789 million Japanese yen (7.89 million dollars) (Table AI),[2] which is five times greater
than that of NGOs in general, whose average is only 137 million yen (1.37 million dollars)
( JANIC, 2017a, b). This large scale is a striking feature of Japan’s disaster response NGOs.
Fundraising is the key factor for analysing this feature. NGOs tend to appeal to donors
more easily for disaster victims than for other development issues. Japan often
experiences disasters; therefore, both the media and the people in civil society pay a great
deal of attention to disasters both inside and outside the country especially after the Kobe
earthquake, feels strong sympathy for the victims.

Indeed, the Japanese Government’s assistance to NGOs has rapidly grown since
it began in 1989. Approximately half of MOFA’s assistance to Japanese NGOs since 2002
has been spent on disaster related activities (MOFA, 2016)[3]. From a governmental
perspective, Japanese NGOs’ contribution to disaster related is useful to make ODA more
visible as a world leader in the field. The NGO contribution in offering disaster education
and providing small-scale infrastructure at the rural community level supplements ODA,
which tends to concentrate on hard components in urban areas such as early warning
systems and disaster-preventing infrastructure. As a result, NGO participation in ODA is an
important strategy for governments to increase public appreciation and to meet
international expectation.

In addition, 10 NGOs of 63 are religious-based organisations (Table AI), such as Christian
and Buddhist, accounting for 17 per cent of total disaster response NGOs.
In general, most Japanese NGOs are established by individuals, unlike Western NGOs,
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which have religious backgrounds. This number is much higher than the rate of all
development NGOs with a religious base, which account for only 4 per cent ( JANIC, 2016).
Japan’s religious-based NGOs appeal for donations at their temples and churches when
disasters occur, and they can collect a large amount of donations from their members,
neighbours and individuals. As noted above, the Japanese NGO boom slowed at the end of
the 1990s because of the recession; however, disaster response NGOs have been growing
because they can still raise large funds when a disaster occurs.

Other features that can explain the large scale of NGOs include the many international
NGOs that opened offices in Japan and that engage in disaster response. Compared to young
Japanese NGOs, they have more experience, better resources, and the know-how to manage
organisation and fundraising: they can present effective disaster appeals to public. In fact,
24 out of 63 organisations are affiliated organisations in Japan (Table AI). As explained
previously, eight international NGOs opened affiliated organisations in Japan for fundraising
purposes in the 1980s, and after the NPO bill was enacted in 1998, ten more international
NGOs opened offices in Japan. Typically, these international NGOs are large and based in US
and European countries, except for those in Korea and Israel. Therefore, international NGOs
contribute to the larger scale of international disaster response NGOs in Japan.

Long-term involvement in various fields
One characteristic of Japanese NGOs is how they engage with the local community for the
long term in a variety of fields. NGOs can play an important role in implementing response
and recovery activities linking to development at community level (Izumi and Shaw, 2014).
In the previous section, I illustrated the origin and purpose of NGOs that were founded in the
1980s. Many of these NGOs later engaged in long-term community development activities
after assisting in the Indo-Chinese refugee crisis.

In 1980, JVC started its project in Thailand for refugees from Cambodia, Laos and
Vietnam at several camps, delivering goods and medicine during the emergency phase.
Later, JVC expanded its scope of activities from the emergency phase to the rehabilitation
and development phases and provided education and vocational training and infrastructure
while conducting additional networking and advocacy activities to address the root causes
of poverty and marginalisation over the last three decades. Taking an example of
networking and advocacy activities, the JVC claimed that the pesticide aid was not used by
local people and even harmed the local environment; therefore, the JVC requested Japanese
Government to stop the aid. The JVC gained support from other NGOs in Cambodia and
conducted a campaign with other Japanese NGOs, MOFA finally terminated the pesticide
aid in Cambodia in 1993. JVC still continues to engage in agricultural and environmental
projects in Cambodia, Laos, and Thailand. Therefore, the advantage of Japanese NGOs is
the long-term involvement in the community to address the problems and lead to a solution
with the local people. Additionally, the SVA, which began to provide emergency assistance
to Indo-Chinese refugees at camps in Thailand in 1980, has expanded its educational and
vocational trainings and has established offices in Cambodia and Laos. SVA has been
conducting education projects in Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar and Afghanistan.

Like JVC and SVA, many other NGOs that respond to disasters find further development
issues to tackle at the local and central levels and conduct long-term activities. Such NGOs
now have a reputation not for disaster relief but for community development, including
education and vocational training, agriculture and livelihoods, environment and medical
care and public health. Indeed, only 12 of the NGOs focus on disaster response; the others
are involved with other fields in addition to disaster (Table AI). In this sense, most NGOs are
involved with other fields in addition to disaster.

With respect to other disaster response actors, international NGOs such as Doctors
Without Borders and the International Medical Corps focussed on short-term
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emergency-response activities, and they often have well-trained professional teams in their
specialized fields. In addition, some governments have international emergency teams; for
instance, the Japanese government immediately deploys a Japan Disaster Relief team[4]
when major international disasters occur and requests are received from the governments of
affected countries or international agencies. When the emergency phase is over, the team
returns home. International organisations such as United Nations Office for the
Coordination and Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) respond to major disasters in a field
of coordination and work for months or years, depending on the context. Compared to such
actors, however, one characteristic of Japanese NGOs is their long-term commitment in the
area, engaging not only in emergency responses but also in recovery and development
activities and adopting a more holistic approach to disasters than some other actors.

Coordination NGOs
The other interesting trend for Japanese NGOs is the recent model of collaboration. Many
studies emphasised both the challenges of and the importance of coordination in disaster
response. There is no one-size-fits-all solution, and every event is unique with regard to
coordination needs (Coppola, 2015). The active discussions of the coordination efforts had
started based on a lesson from the Armenian earthquake in 1988 and other specific contexts
include the absence of a partnership among stakeholders in Bangladesh (Kahn and Rahman,
2007) and the lack of coordination among British NGOs responding to Hurricane Mitch
(Lister, 2001). Lack of coordination is a lesson learned in every disaster inside and outside of
Japan, especially when the scale of a disaster is huge. Coordination is urgently needed
among disaster response NGOs because its omission might have negative impacts on the
affected and may even cause secondary damages. With good coordination, the damages
caused by disaster will be decreased, and the affected people will recover better. Three of the
63 listed NGOs in the Table AI focus on coordination in disaster response.

The largest coordinating NGO is the Japan Platform ( JPF), which was started in 2000
as the first model of coordination for three Japanese constituents in international
emergency relief: NGOs, businesses and the government. The JPF aims to deliver fast and
effective aid not only for the victims of disasters and conflicts but also for refugees.
It also coordinates the efforts of NGOs, businesses and the government (Figure 1).
The JPF had 15 Japanese NGOs in 2001, a number that increased to 35 in 2011 and to 46 in
2017, each of which has its own set of diverse strengths, capacity and resources. Figure 1
shows the role of each actor: NGOs provide aid during the emergency and recovery
periods and the government (meaning the Ministry of Foreign Affairs) and business
community provide funds for pooling money, personnel and goods before and after
disasters. Therefore, the JPF functions as an institutional standby system and prepares
for a disaster at any time.

Before the JPF was established, no specific funding system was available to NGOs in
advance of a disaster (Onishi, 2008), and only a few Japanese NGOs had the ability to
mobilise themselves immediately and rush to a stricken area with goods and experts. In this
sense, the JPF provides a strong contribution to its member NGOs, which can immediately
undertake emergency assistance without financial constraints. Additionally, by assisting
Japanese NGOs the government can improve its ODA effectiveness, which was highly
criticised in the 1990s because of a lack of visibility and partnership with other actors.
The business sector can gain the opportunity to contribute to society because many
corporations are pressured to engage in corporate social responsibility, and the JPF eases
the business sector’s burden of deciding where to provide support. Therefore, the JPF
represents an important shift in Japan’s aid structure. According to Osa, the “Japan Platform
has played an important role in coordinating among various NGOs involved in relief
operations” in the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami (2013) although it took some
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time to set up the domestic platform to allocate funds to NGOs during emergency phase
( Japan NGO Center for International Cooperation, 2012). The JPF has conducted 1,200
projects in 47 countries, and its total expenditure has been approximately 40 billion yen (400
million dollars) since its establishment in 2000 ( JPF). In fact, 37 out of 65 NGOs are members
of the JPF (Table AI)[5], and the JPF contributes to the large financial scale of disaster
response NGOs.

The other coordination NGO is the Asia Pacific Alliance for Disaster Management
(A-PAD). The A-PAD is the international platform of the JPF. The JPF supports Japanese
member NGOs, whereas the A-PAD, which was established in 2012, also supports local
NGOs in affected countries. The A-PAD has six member countries, including Japan, South
Korea, the Philippines, Indonesia, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh. Each country has an A-PAD
member organisation; for instance, the A-PAD Philippines reacts to major disasters
occurring domestically. The group is primarily funded by the A-PAD Management
Office in Japan, and each country raises funds at home. For instance, the A-PAD Sri Lanka
collected approximately 50,000 US dollars from local corporations and individuals in
response to the 2016 flood. In the future, each member country aims to enhance the A-PAD’s
capacity and institutional strength and become a primary actor in responding to local and
international disasters.

The third coordination NGO is the Japan CSO Coalition for Disaster Risk Reduction
( JCC-DRR). The JCC-DRR is a networking NGO established in 2015 to assure the
implementation of the Sendai Framework on Disaster Risk Reduction and reduce the risk of
disaster. In all, 55 Japanese organisations have joined the Coalition; some work only
domestically, whereas others work both domestically and internationally. The Coalition has
built an international network with the Asian Disaster Reduction and Response Network and
the Global Network of Civil Society Organisations for Disaster Reduction. Their activities
consist of monitoring the Sendai Framework, mainstreaming the DRR, and advocating by
organising symposia and seminars and joining international symposia and conferences.

The above three NGOs are coordination-focussed; however, NGOs themselves originally
act as coordinating bodies between civil society and other actors, and some other NGOs in the
Table implement their projects and coordinate simultaneously. For instance, the Japan Iraq

Relief
items

Victims
of natural
disasters

Refugees
of armed
conflicts

Medical
treatment

Water and
sanitation

Livelihood
recovery

Psycho-social
care

Source: JPF (2017)

Figure 1.
The JPF’s model

of support
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Medical Network ( JIM-Net) provides medical assistance for people with leukaemia and other
cancers caused by the wars in Iraq and neighbouring countries and builds a network among
medical NGOs and doctors. JIM-Net established itself separately from JVC to focus on the field
of medical assistance and build a network among professionals. Almost all NGOs belong to
any coordination and networking NGOs such as JPF and JANIC. In fact, 39 out of 63 NGOs are
members of the JPF, and 56 NGOs are members of JANIC or Kansai NGO Council, a Japanese
networking NGO. In this way, coordination is ongoing at various levels, sectors and regions.

Conclusion and the way forward
Japan’s ODA is the fourth-largest donor in the world, and Japan is expected to be a strong
advocate of disaster response by international community. However, it is believed that
government alone cannot response to disasters and there is an increasing tendency to rely
on NGOs for emergency relief. NGOs have no political constraints and NGOs have both
experience and the ability to work with groups that are the most vulnerable to disasters at
the community level. In general, Japanese NGOs are led by the initiative of ordinary
citizens and emerged later than Western NGOs as illustrated previously. This paper
reviews the nature of Japanese NGOs in disaster response and analyzes four distinctive
characteristics.

First, this paper provides a historical analysis, which explains that disaster response
NGOs began in 1980s and have continued to grow, although NGOs in general have not
increased in number and scale since the mid-1990s. International disaster response NGOs
have been established in response to major disasters and have continued to respond to every
major domestic and international disaster. Kobe earthquake became a trigger to grow the
recognition of civil society and NGOs. Since then, many people have donated to NGOs or
have volunteered to support the people at disaster affected areas inside and outside of Japan.
Although the boom in disaster response NGOs might eventually end, the challenges and
lessons learned from the responses to domestic and international disasters should be shared
among and learned by disaster response actors including government, corporations, mass
media and academic institutions. Especially, the advocacy and communication in the
relation with Government, which is one of the largest aid donors and founders of
international organisations, should be noteworthy in the disaster response field as well as
development field.

Second, this paper found that the scale of disaster response NGOs is surprisingly larger
than other NGOs. There are three reasons for this finding. The first is that the government
provides a large portion of ODA to NGOs through the JPF. The second is that many
international NGOs engage in disaster response activities and have the experience and
know-how to manage the organisation and its fundraising activities. Third, numerous
religious-based organisations engage in disaster response because their members engage in
intensive fundraising from their members and neighbours when a disaster occurs.
This analysis contains a warning about narrowly focussing on emergency and recovery
assistance, which is the most visible phase of the aid industry to which the international
community appeals. During the ordinary time; however, disaster response NGOs should
have their distinctive role in organising disaster prevention activities, networking and
advocating to prepare for disasters.

Long-term involvement with local communities is also a distinctive characteristic of
Japanese NGOs. As explained by the case of JVC and SVA, many NGOs are well recognised
for their community-based approach, which contributes to addressing the root cause of
vulnerability and making community initiatives sustainable. Especially, JVC successfully
terminated the official pesticide aid to Cambodia after the campaign with other actors.
Compared to other disaster response actors, Japanese NGOs engages in a wide scope of
activities in the recovery and development phases to meet local long-term needs.

314

DPM
27,3



Finally, coordination is both a lesson and challenge for all actors in international disaster
response. In Japan, coordination is ongoing, and coordination NGOs play an important role
in supplementing NGOs, which often lack financial and human resources. The JPF, as an
institutional standby system to prepare for disasters in ordinary time, makes substantial
contributions so that member NGOs can provide emergency assistance without financial
constraints. The A-PAD is system similar to the JPF, but it targets local NGOs. Coordination
with local NGOs could be more challenging than coordinating Japanese organisations
because of the greater number of multinational actors. However, coordination and
networking at both the national and international levels are required before responding to
complex international disasters.

NGOs might coordinate more easily to achieve a common goal than government
organisations because of its independence without any political constraints. According to a
study in which 80 disaster relief agencies were interviewed, the partnership among NGOs is
the most stable (Coles et al., 2016). Even if one NGO cannot achieve its goal, coordination or a
group of NGOs can have a greater impact in achieving the goal. In this sense, a disaster can
be seen as an opportunity to have people connect on the same mission and form a group to
achieve the mission’s goal in a civil society.

Notes

1. JANIC was founded in 1987 in Tokyo as an NGO umbrella group to increase networking among
Japanese NGOs and to provide information to strengthen Japan’s NGO community. Such
networking NGOs were established all over Japan; Kansai NGO Council was established in Osaka.

2. Although the annual budgets is not spent only for disaster response activities for many
organisations, this paper uses the total income to see the overall scale of the NGOs. The average
is calculated by the 58 NGO’s income in the 2015 or 2016 fiscal year. The financial statements of
four NGOs of 63 are not available at their website as of 24 July 2017. Japanese Red Cross Society
is not included for average calculation because their income is over 71 billion Japanese yen
(710 million dollars) which is extremely larger than any other NGOs making a difficulty to take
the average value.

3. The Japanese government provides substantial funding to NGOs through the Japan Platform
( JPF), a system in which NGOs, government and businesses collaborate to respond to disasters
and that will be explained in detail later in the section on coordination.

4. As a part of Japan’s ODA, the Japan International Cooperation Agency ( JICA) oversees the
secretariat for sending the JDR team, which consists of a search-and-rescue team, a medical team,
an expert team, a self-defense force team and an infectious-diseases response team (Yamada and
Nomura, 2008).

5. Not all Japanese disaster response NGOs are members of the JPF. Some NGOs do not participate
in the JPF because they are skeptical about partnering with the government in light of their role
as NGOs.
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Appendix

Name of NGO
Established
yeara

Inter
NGO

Religious-
based
NGO

Disaster-
focussed
NGO

Incomeb in
thousands
JPY Coordinationc

1. Japanese Red Cross Society 1877 | 71,848,172
(FY2016)

JPF

2. The National Council of
YMCAs of JAPAN

1903 | | 761,037
(FY2016)

JANIC

3. National Federation of
UNESCO Associations in
JAPAN (NFUAJ)

1948 | 750,013
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC

4. Japanese Organisation for
International Cooperation in
Family Planning ( JOICFP)

1968 | 542,522
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

5. Shapla Neer ¼ Citizens’
Committee in Japan for
Overseas Support

1972 196,178
(FY2016)

JANIC

6. Child Fund Japan 1975 | 461,810
(FY2016)

JANIC, JCC-
DRR

7. Nippon International
Cooperation for Community
Development

1979 586,820
(FY2015)

JPF, KNC

8. Association for Aid and
Relief, Japan (AAR Japan)

1979 | 2,142,135
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

9. The Japan Asian Association
& Asian Friendship Society
( JAFS)

1979 168,073
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC

10. Japanese International
Volunteer Center ( JVC)

1980 360,065
(FY2015)

JANIC, JIM-Net

11. Shanti Volunteer Association
(SVA)

1980 | 712,132
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

12. Japan International Food for
the Hungry

1981 | | 1,018,222
(FY2015)

KNC

13. The Institute of Cultural
Affairs Japan (ICA, Japan)

1982 | 95,159
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC

14. Plan International Japan 1983 | 3,420,960
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

15. Services for the Health in
Asian and African Regions
(SHARE)

1983 81,903
(FY2016)

JANIC

16. The Association of Medical
Doctors and Asia(AMDA)

1984 157,139
(FY2015)

JANIC

17. Adventist Development and
Relief Agency Japan (ADRA
Japan)

1985 | | 837,702
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

18. Save the Children, Japan 1986 | 2,136,706
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

19. Campaign for the Children of
Palestine (CCP)

1986 296,226
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC

20. World Vision Japan (WVJ) 1987 | | 4,803,449
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

(continued )

Table AI.
List of international
disaster response
NGOs in Japan
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Name of NGO
Established
yeara

Inter
NGO

Religious-
based
NGO

Disaster-
focussed
NGO

Incomeb in
thousands
JPY Coordinationc

21. CARE International Japan 1987 | 135,530
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

22. EDF-JAPAN 1987 162,465
(FY2016)

JANIC

23. International Cooperation
NGO・IV-Japan

1988 45,131
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC

24. RESULTS Japan 1989 | 93,301
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC

25. Foundation for International
Development/Relief (FIDR)

1990 409,643
(FY2016)

JANIC

26. IVY 1991 105,031
(FY2015)

JANIC

27. Medecins Sans Frontieres,
Japon (MSF-Japon)

1992 | | 7,983,120
(FY2016)

JANIC

28. Telecom for Basic Human
Needs

1992 185,603
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC

29. Wakachiai Project 1992 88,582
(FY2015)

JPF

30. Ayus: Network of Buddhists
Volunteers on International
Cooperation

1993 | 45,632
(FY2013)

JANIC, JCC-
DRR

31. Bridge Asia Japan (BAJ) 1993 360,920
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC

32. International Children’s
Action Network (ICAN)

1994 175,179
(FY2015)

JANIC

33. Japan Emergency NGO ( JEN) 1994 | 1,751,909
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

34. Citizens towards Overseas
Disaster Emergency (CODE)

1995 | 41,171
(FY2015)

KNC

35. Medecins du Monde Japon 1995 | | 226,375
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC

36. Peace Winds Japan 1996 4,325,242
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC

37. Kokkyo naki Kodomotachi
Japan (KnK Japan)

1997 355,144
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC

38. Japan Center for Conflict
Prevention ( JCCP)

1999 180,647
(FY2015)

JANIC

39. Hope Worldwide Japan 1999 | 79,796
(FY2016)

JANIC, JCC-
DRR

40. Japan Platform 2000 | 6,572,927
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC

41. Terra Renaissance 2001 128,843
(FY2015)

JANIC, KNC

42. Habitat for Humanity Japan 2001 | 130,205
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC

43. HOPE International
Development Agency, Japan

2001 | 118,825
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC

44. Actions for Children and
Communities

2001 | – JANIC

45. Japan Habitat Association 2001 | 23,454
(FY2015)

JANIC

46. Humanitarian Medical
Assistance(HuMA)

2003 | 17,255
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC

(continued ) Table AI.
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Name of NGO
Established
yeara

Inter
NGO

Religious-
based
NGO

Disaster-
focussed
NGO

Incomeb in
thousands
JPY Coordinationc

47. Oxfam Japan 2003 | 75,382
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC

48. Good Neighbours Japan 2004 | 132,772
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC

49. Japan Heart 2004 247,063
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC

50. JIM-Net 2004 330,851
(FY2015)

JANIC

51. NPO Engineers without
Borders Japan

2004 | – JPF

52. Japan Agency for
Development and Emergency
( JADE)

2006 40,081
(FY2015)

JPF

53. SEEDS Asia 2006 | 120,040
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

54. Millenium Promise Japan 2008 | – JPF, JANIC
55. Non-profit Organisation

JIPPO
2008 | 18,019

(FY2015)
JANIC

56. PARC Interpeoples’
Cooperation

2008 526,569
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC

57. Civic Force 2009 | 356,648
(FY2015)

–

58. Church World Service, Japan
(CWS)

2011 | | 121,870
(FY2015)

JPF, JCC-DRR

59. Operation Blessing Japan 2011 | | 65,702
(FY2015)

JPF

60. Peace Boat Disaster Relief
Volunteer Centre

2011 | 121,232
(FY2015)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

61. Asia Pacific Alliance for
Disaster Management
(A-PAD)

2012 | 294,496
(FY2015)

JANIC

62. Japan IsraAid Support
Program ( JISP)

2013 | 33,371
(FY2016)

JPF, JANIC,
JCC-DRR

63. Japan CSO Coalition for
Disaster Risk Reduction
( JCC-DRR)

2015 – JANIC,
JCC-DRR

24 10 12
Notes: aEstablished year means the time of starting activities of the organisations and sometimes differs
from the year of obtaining its status as a legal entity; bthe total income is taken from the updated financial
report of each website as of 24 July 2017; cany coordination organisations which a NGO belongs to are written
in the column. The function and activities of each coordination and networking organisation is explained in
the text
Source: Author made the Appendix based on the secondary source from NGO Directory coordinated by
JANIC (2016, 2017a, b) and each organisation’s annual reports, financial statements and updated websitesTable AI.
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