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1. Introduction 

About 30 years ago, in 1979 I was in Beijing. I was learning Chinese. 

Unfortunately my Chinese now is not so good. But anyway I was in Beijing, and then 

worked in the Japanese embassy from 1982 to 84. I witnessed that the reform and 

open-door policy had really changed Chinese society and people’s lives very quickly. 

Since then, China’s reform and open-door policy has greatly influenced regional 

political and economic relations, and her remarkable economic growth has had a major 

global impact. (In this forum I guess there are a lot of discussions on the political and 

economic impacts of China’s reform and open-door policy. So I would like to have a 

look at a different aspect of the policy.) From the viewpoint of international cooperation 

of disaster relief, this year’s Sichuan earthquake may become a turning point, because 

China accepted foreign rescue teams and received relief supplies. I think this is one of 

the obvious results of the reform and open-door policy. (This becomes especially clear, 

when compared with the Tangshan earthquake in 1976.) 

 

2. The Sichuan Earthquake and International Disaster Relief 

China’s reform and open-door policy will further promote international 

cooperation in the field of disaster relief activities in Asia where natural disasters claim 

tens of thousands lives every year. In 2004 a huge tsunami hit Southeast and South 

Asian countries and killed more than two hundred thousand people. In May this year 

Myanmar was devastated by an extremely strong cyclone and a tremendous number of 

people are still missing; and in the same month Sichuan was hit by a massive 

earthquake with more than eighty thousand people dead or missing. 

 

 I think the disaster relief efforts done by the Chinese government after the 

earthquake have been very successful. There are three reasons why I highly appreciate 

their efforts. First, there was no outbreak of a serious epidemic. Second, there was no 
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starvation. Third, there was no large-scale looting or rioting. In fact these three factors 

are the most important elements of disaster relief programs in the wake of any 

large-scale disaster. 

 

 Japan dispatched a rescue team and a medical team to Sichuan province and 

also provided emergency relief supplies like tents, power generators, and water purifiers. 

This is the first time for Japan to dispatch its emergency rescue and medical teams to 

China. Unfortunately the Japanese rescue team could not find a survivor, but they 

discovered some bodies of the victims. (By the way, when Chinese newspapers carried 

a photograph that showed the Japanese rescuers paying their respects to the bodies they 

recovered, it was reported that Chinese sentiment toward Japan improved a bit.) 

 

 Since the 2004 Asian Tsunami disaster, regional cooperation on disaster relief 

and disaster reduction has been frequently discussed in fora like East Asian Summit 

(EAS) and ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). China’s acceptance of foreign relief teams 

in Sichuan will further promote East Asian disaster relief cooperation. 

 

3. Japan’s Emergency Disaster Relief Program (1) 

(Before discussing the prospect of international disaster relief cooperation, I 

would like to briefly mention Japan’s emergency relief program for disasters in foreign 

countries.) 

 

Japan has been developing its Emergency Disaster Relief Program since the 

1970s, when medical teams were dispatched to assist Cambodian refugees. The Japan 

Disaster Relief Team (JDR) is the center of the program. JDR is grounded on JDR law. 

JDR consists of the following four teams: the Rescue Team, the Medical Team, the 

Expert Team, and the Self Defense Force. 

 

a. Rescue Team 

The main tasks of the Rescue Team are to search for missing people, rescue 

victims, provide aid, and move victims to safety. The team is supposed to be dispatched 

within twenty four hours after receiving the request of the affected country. The team 

consists of members of the National Police Agency, the Fire and Disaster Management 
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Agency, and the Maritime Safety Agency. At present about one thousand and two 

hundred people are registered for the team. Usually each rescue team has thirty to one 

hundred members. The team dispatched to Sichuan had sixty one members. 

 

b. Medical Team 

The tasks of the Medical Team are to diagnose or assist in the diagnosis of 

victims, and when necessary they work to prevent infection and the spread of diseases. 

The medical team consists of doctors, nurses, and pharmacists who voluntarily register 

in advance. About eight hundred people have been registered. A medical team was 

dispatched to Sichuan. 

 

c. Expert Team 

The main tasks of the Expert Team are to take stopgap measures in the wake 

of disaster and provide guidance and advice on how best to achieve recovery. During 

the outbreak of the SARS virus in 2003, an Expert Team was dispatched to prevent the 

spread of the disease. 

 

d. Self-Defense Force 

In the wake of a large-scale disaster, the Self-Defense Force (SDF) can be 

dispatched when such a dispatch is deemed necessary. SDF carries out relief activities, 

transport activities using ships, aircraft, and helicopters, medical and disease prevention 

activities, and water supply activities using water purifiers. SDF personnel were 

dispatched to Indonesia and Thailand in the wake of the 2004 Asian Tsunami. 

 

Besides dispatching the relief teams, the Japanese Government also provides 

emergency relief supplies, such as tents, blankets, water purifiers, generators, and 

pharmaceutical products. 

 

4. Now I’d like to discuss the Prospect of International Cooperation on Disaster 

Relief 

Although international disaster relief cooperation has been proceeding, there 

are a lot of things to be done moving forward. There are some challenging proposals 

like the establishment of an East Asian Regional Joint Rescue Team (2), but I think we 
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should pursue more effective use of the current international disaster relief activities 

first. I would like to make following three suggestions. 

 

a. The first suggestion is to make Bilateral or Multilateral Arrangements for Smooth 

Acceptance of Foreign Rescue Teams  

It is widely recognized that 72 hours after a disaster is critical for saving lives. 

Therefore rescue teams should be dispatched as soon as possible, but foreign rescue 

teams often have to wait because affected countries hesitate to accept foreign teams. 

Japanese rescue crews were standing by right after the Sichuan Earthquake, but they 

had to wait for three days before the Chinese government decided to allow them to 

come. The same problem happened in Japan when a huge earthquake hit Kobe city and 

its vicinity in 1995. Why do affected countries hesitate about accepting foreign rescue 

teams? Because it is a heavy burden for a victim country to accept foreign teams. The 

government has to issue visas for foreign rescuers, do necessary procedures of tax 

exemption for their equipment, prepare transportation for them to the disaster-stricken 

area, and provide them with interpreters and guides, and so on. The government may 

think that these are all unnecessary additional work, especially when they are struggling 

in the aftermath of a disaster. In order to accomplish smooth international disaster relief 

activities, we need to reduce the burdens. In this context, it will be useful to make 

arrangements between countries concerned in advance to stipulate simplification of 

issuing visas, custom duty procedures, and other measures which facilitate smooth 

reception of foreign teams. 

 

b. The second suggestion is Information Sharing and Coordination 

The government of the affected country is principally responsible for gathering 

information on damage situations in disaster areas. But in case of a large-scale 

devastating disaster like the 2004 Asian Tsunami, the affected country is often unable to 

obtain exact information about the damage. Under these circumstances, foreign rescue 

teams should report local situations to the government and should share the information 

with other rescue teams. 

At the time of the 2004 Asian Tsunami, despite a lot of relief teams having 

been dispatched by countries and international organizations, aid did not reach victims 

in the initial stages because of a lack of information and mutual coordination (3). Each 
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relief team should cooperate with the affected country and, if appropriate, a UN 

organization in order to coordinate its activities with other teams’ activities.  

 

c. The last suggestion is Mental Support to Victims 

In the past, disaster relief activities have been focused on saving lives, but 

now it is widely recognized that mental care and support for the victims are also very 

important.  According to recent studies many survivors who have lost their family or 

friends suffer from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), which hampers recovering 

from the disaster (4). Therefore mental care for survivors should be included in the 

disaster relief program. Since there are few PTSD experts especially in developing 

countries, international cooperation in this field should be promoted. 

 

5. Conclusion 

In order to realize these three suggestions we need collaboration among 

countries in this region. It may not be easy, but China’s willingness through its reform 

and open-door policy to accept foreign rescue teams has helped bring about the new 

possibility of disaster relief cooperation in this region.  

The Sichuan Earthquake was a very unfortunate natural disaster, but if we can 

further promote international cooperation in this field, then the victims will not have 

died in vain.  
 

Notes 

(1) http://www.jica.go.jp/english/operations/schemes/emergency.html 

(2) Yasutomi Ayumu. “Establish an International Rescue Team by Japan, China, the Republic 

of Korea, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, and Taiwan”. Asahi Shimbun 

(Japanese Edition), June 21, 2008. 

(3) Eng Seng Chia. “Engineering Disaster Relief”. IEEE TECNOLOGY AND SOCIETY 

MAGAZINE, Fall 2007 

(4) Report by the Mental Care Team of the Association of Japanese Clinical Psychology: 

http://www.ajcp.info/download/ShisenReport1.pdf; 

The Mainichi Daily News (Japanese edition). “Report from Affected Areas: Part 1”. 
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