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On 11 March 2011, a massive earthquake struck the north-eastern coast of 
Japan—the biggest experienced on record. The fault line unleashed a tsunami 
that inundated the Tohoku coast, in north-east Honshu, leading to the deaths 
of approximately 20,000 people and damaging more than 800,000 buildings. 
It also triggered a cooling system failure at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Plant, a level-seven nuclear meltdown and the widespread release of 
radioactive materials, with continuing consequences. Murray McLean AO 
served as Australia’s ambassador to Japan from 2004 to 2011 and led the 
Australian response to the disaster.

*  *  *

When the earthquake and tsunamis occurred on 11  March 2011, the 
Australian embassy team and their families in Tokyo had long shared a 
commitment to living and working together cooperatively in the large-
scale Australian residential and office compound, while meaningfully 
integrating in diverse ways within the broader local host community. 
This  close-knit spirit and workstyle were critical to the effectiveness of 
our shared rapid response to the challenges of the unfolding disasters.
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Everyone posted to Japan, even relative newcomers, had frequently 
experienced regular local tremors of distant or weak earthquakes occurring 
along the Japanese archipelago. Elaborate crisis contingency plans were 
well in place, including regular earthquake drills, emergency assembly 
posts, and initial first task responsibilities in the aftermath of any major 
shock. Stronger tremors had been experienced in preceding months. 
The instinctive response—to shelter in situ under tables, evacuating the 
building only after any shaking had stopped, then to gather in groups on 
the embassy’s back lawn—always kicked in quickly. The shaking caused 
by the first main earthquake shock of 11 March 2011, for all those who 
experienced it around Tokyo, was unbelievably longer in duration and 
severity than usually expected. A second major shock 20 minutes later 
confirmed our worst fears and concerns for others less safe than ourselves 
at that moment. Our anxiety rose to learn what was going on and where.

That day, that time—2.46  pm, 11  March 2011—would never be 
forgotten as the first severe shaking continued for five minutes, increasing 
in strength. We were keenly aware of its unusual pattern. We understood 
from the length of time and from the limited extent to which fixtures 
around us moved but without excessive damage, that despite the 
horrendous shaking, the earthquake epicentre must be massive, but likely 
some distance from Tokyo. None of us had ever experienced what would 
turn out to be a 9.0 magnitude earthquake or in any way were able to 
comprehend the scale of the event immediately.

As the Tohoku earthquake struck, a group of us in a small meeting in 
my office, as if on cue, automatically sheltered under shaking furniture, 
listening to the ominous rattling of venetian blinds and swaying light 
fittings and the thud of objects falling from desks and shelves. When the 
seemingly eternal minutes of severe shaking ceased, we evacuated 
the  building quickly with others, gathering in our pre-planned groups 
on the embassy’s back lawn. We were greatly relieved for our immediate 
safety but were starting to realise the enormity of what must have occurred 
for others across Tokyo and elsewhere in Japan, while still unsure of where.

We all followed our usual cues, confident in our preparedness as an 
immediate strength. Standing on the lawn we carefully checked for those 
present and accounted for the whereabouts of others. The need to locate 
everyone safely was now of utmost and frightening urgency. Some of us 
had family members, including young children, elsewhere in the city that 
day experiencing terrifying events in other districts. It would be long, 
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distressing hours before all the children were safely home. There were 
several high-level visiting delegations and others that it would be our 
responsibility to locate and bring to safety.

The post’s dedicated emergency committee convened on the lawn 
immediately, activating the embassy’s consular contingency and crisis 
response plans. Buildings would immediately be checked thoroughly 
and as evening approached, we had the confidence of possibly returning 
to shelter in the embassy buildings constructed to superior earthquake 
tolerance standards. It was imperative that consular services commence 
for the possibly 12,000 Australians with Japanese resident visas located 
throughout Japan at that time. Only 2,000 Australians were registered 
at the embassy, 45 known to be located in the devastated areas. Many 
Australians would seek assistance for their family members with Japanese 
citizenship to evacuate together to Australia. Other casual visitors, like 
tourists, would need to be assisted where possible.

We promptly communicated briefly from outdoors with Canberra 
(the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, or DFAT) via 
a satellite telephone from our emergency kit, advising on the immediate 
status of staff and families, and that we would begin efforts to contact 
and locate Australian citizens in the earthquake zone as soon as possible. 
Ironically, Canberra knew more about some details of the quake from 
global coverage than we did at the embassy in Tokyo. DFAT advised 
us that the crisis centre was already operational in Canberra and would 
activate an interdepartmental emergency task force (IDETF). Special 
consular operations support (ConOps) had been set up to handle the 
expected high volume of concerned enquiries in Australia, and extra staff 
would be sent immediately to support the post’s consular team in Tokyo 
in the task of locating and caring for Australian citizens across Japan. 
ConOps received over 11,000 calls and more than 5,500 Australians were 
confirmed safe. DFAT, through ConOps and the augmented consular 
team at the embassy, accounted for all Australians about whom the 
public enquired.

In Tokyo, our crisis contingency plans were well-prepared and practised, 
but no manual predicts exactly the scale or character of any critical event, 
while individual fears and concerns in response to crises vary. Ongoing, 
the IDETF held daily videoconference calls between the embassy in 
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Tokyo and senior representatives of all relevant government departments 
and agencies, enabling well-coordinated, effective and timely responses to 
the crisis.

The Australian embassy in Tokyo is one of the largest and most 
comprehensive of Australia’s bilateral representative posts. Alongside 
staff from DFAT carrying out the broad-ranging traditional consular and 
representational roles of a diplomatic mission, senior advisory staff from 
Australia’s major federal government agencies, including the Australian 
Defence Force (ADF) are accredited. In facing this critical new situation 
beyond any expectations, we could draw on the experience of skilled 
personnel from diverse backgrounds. In particular, senior military officers 
who had served in war zones like the Middle East and Afghanistan, 
and  who had strong Japanese counterpart networks and knowledge, 
including Japanese language, strengthened our capabilities and skills base 
as we faced rapidly escalating ‘unknowns’. Their preparedness to deliver 
initiatives and their experience and training for response to crisis and 
recovery efforts were invaluable.

Gathered outside on the back lawn that late afternoon, everyone was 
shocked yet already dealing with urgent priorities. As head of mission, 
I took the earliest possible opportunity to speak with everyone. We were 
still checking building safety and desperately locating and bringing 
home our family members, including children. There was anxiety in this 
suddenly new, unfolding situation, but I was peculiarly mentally ready, 
strengthened by recalling my young family’s earthquake experience in 
Beijing in 1976.

Growing up as a rural Australian child introduced me to the anxieties 
of flood, bushfire, drought and even mice plagues, but not earthquakes. 
However, ironically, Tohoku 2011 in Japan was not the first catastrophic 
earthquake I had experienced in my lifetime. On 28 July 1976, at 3.42 am 
in China, the industrial city of Tangshan was flattened, killing 242,769 
(according to Chinese official statistics). The nearby cities of Tianjin 
and Beijing were severely hit. With my young family, I had been posted 
to the Australian embassy in Beijing several years earlier. Tremors some 
months before had warned of possible major earthquakes. Important to 
understand in hindsight, this was not taken seriously, nor were contingency 
plans prepared. We believed that Beijing need not fear a major earthquake 
and were stupidly ignorant of what to do or how to act in the event, or 
even how to recognise an earthquake. At that time in a city like Beijing, 
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earthquake provisions were not covered in building codes generally, nor 
earthquake preparedness drilled into us. That earthquake was 7.8 on the 
Richter scale, with early major shaking lasting for nearly two minutes in 
Beijing while major aftershocks followed.

While the Tangshan 1976 earthquake was of less magnitude than the 
Tohoku 2011 earthquake and there were no following tsunamis, it was 
hugely deadly and destructive, especially to old buildings and unreinforced 
structures in crowded cities unprepared for such a major event.

In the 1970s, the recently arrived foreign community in Beijing, like our 
family, lived in newly constructed apartment buildings. We scrambled 
from them in the dark as walls cracked and stairways became treacherous. 
Foreigners were evacuated after first camping outside, quite unprepared, 
in hot, humid conditions rife with mosquitoes and meningitis. Later, we 
returned to live in relative safety and comfort, compared to many in the 
local community who braved life on the streets for months in makeshift 
shacks facing great hardships into the coming winter as their lives were 
rebuilt. The humanitarian challenges faced by the government and people 
of China at that time could never be forgotten or underestimated.

That Tangshan 1976 earthquake experience, including the reality of 
the long-term recovery aftermath, deeply informed my awareness of 
earthquake treachery and of the need for preparedness to face danger and 
potential ensuing crisis, and for a ready responsiveness which could enable 
recovery and relief efforts. These memories set an invaluable personal 
benchmark for me in coping with the situation we now faced in Japan 
after the Tohoku 2011 earthquake. First, I was responsible, helped by 
others, for the wellbeing and safety of our embassy community. Then 
would come the task of guiding the broader consular and Australian 
humanitarian response to disaster recovery and relief, wherever possible.

In 2011 Japan, we had the confidence of our greater preparedness than 
in Beijing in 1976, but Tohoku’s triple whammy of earthquake, tsunami 
and nuclear threat presented more of a challenge in recovery than anyone 
had anticipated. A decade later, we recognise the huge efforts that the 
survivors in Japan’s devastated areas have made in rebuilding their lives 
and communities with great courage. On that first afternoon, which 
began Japan’s long journey of recovery, with Blackberry phones not 
working and no immediate access to landlines, we relied on the few LES’s 
personal mobile phones reconnecting to limited internet access more 
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quickly. The reality of the multiple cascading tsunamis was only gradually 
comprehended in shock, while information about the 9.0  magnitude 
earthquake was hard to establish accurately.

A huge aftershock, 20 minutes after the earlier quake, triggered the worst 
escalation of the tsunamis. This shock heightened our vulnerable sense 
of critical danger and our awareness of looming emergency. We later 
learnt that Japanese news agencies had immediately taken helicopters 
to the scene of the developing tsunamis which had started to roll across 
the north‑eastern coastline. International channels, less affected by 
communication difficulties than local channels, began reporting live to 
a global audience on the tsunamis as they rolled inland. Local channels 
were gradually restored but for the moment we had no reception.

Fortunately, there was no structural damage to embassy buildings as 
robust Japanese building codes had guided those who designed and 
constructed the embassy in the late 1980s. We returned to shelter indoors 
with caution, putting things in order, while still being hit by further, 
lesser aftershocks. More comprehensive communications were possible by 
then. By then we knew that a group of visiting Australian politicians was 
stranded on a stationary bullet train returning to Tokyo, while a senior 
business leaders’ delegation, members of an Australia Japan Business 
Co‑operation Committee group, were assisted in getting through gridlock 
to Narita airport departing late that night by air. Other visiting Australian 
senior officials in Tokyo were brought to the embassy for meals and rest, 
returning later to safe hotel accommodation. By late evening our staff 
finally met the politicians at Shinagawa station, accompanying them on 
the four-kilometre walk back to safe accommodation at the embassy.

Many of our local Japanese and locally engaged Australian staff who 
resided outside the embassy needed to return home urgently to check 
their families. Most public transport was halted for the next 48 hours, and 
some Japanese staff walked 30 kilometres or more to get to their families 
that evening. Others stayed to support the embassy staff, who began shifts 
to provide 24/7 consular service. Throughout the coming weeks, while 
facing their own local challenges, the embassy’s Japanese staff contributed 
enormous capability and strong support to each undertaking, including 
logistics when our consular officials were in the field. Once systems 
were checked, our priorities were to monitor ongoing developments 
closely, and to maintain communications both within Japan and back 
to Australia. Emergency kits had been prepared and stocked, but there 
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was an immediate need to procure further supplies, within thoughtful 
reason, particularly extra food for the many people now being fed and 
accommodated in-house at the embassy.

Australia in 2011 had the sad benefit of increased crisis response and 
recovery awareness and experience of such geophysical events in our region. 
Historic events such as the Indian Ocean Boxing Day 2004 tsunamis and 
the very recent Christchurch earthquake of February 2011 had deepened 
our understanding of how or where we might usefully assist. Knowledge 
of Japan’s geography and history of earthquake and tsunami vulnerabilities 
prior to the events of March 2011 had guided our preparedness and plans 
for immediate action, but in this instance, not adequately.

Immediately on learning of the disasters, DFAT in Canberra and 
the embassy on the ground in Tokyo had swung into crisis response 
operation mode, particularly at a consular level. Concurrently, ideas were 
immediately considered as to how Australia could urgently deliver skilled 
search-and-rescue capabilities to Japan. By late Friday 11  March ADF 
colleagues in Tokyo and their Australian, Japanese and US counterparts 
were brainstorming possible plans for sending an experienced Australian 
search-and-rescue team into the tsunami-devastated region (referred 
to in some reports as urban search and rescue, or USAR). Responsible 
ministers and their various departments and agencies in Australia were 
coordinating  and backing proposals for such a team’s deployment in 
Japan. These ideas rapidly took shape and were confirmed.

From the outset, Prime Minister Gillard, who was about to return to 
Australia from New York, gave her full support and direction to all 
possible Australian crisis response efforts for Japan. An early decision 
promised a  A$10  million donation to the Japan Red Cross. Further 
decisions then outlined the offer of a search-and-rescue team to be sent 
at once to the affected areas using a C-17 Royal Australian Air Force 
(RAAF) plane which, if needed, could remain in-country to work with 
US and Japanese counterparts transporting relief supplies around Japan. 
At a very early point, Australia informed the Japanese government that it 
was willing to do anything possible to help with the dire situation Japan 
faced. The RAAF, alongside the embassy and its Defence representatives, 
played a crucial role in delivering on that promise. The fact that Japan 
was a vital partner and friend to Australia meant that it was imperative 
we make major humanitarian efforts to provide support in its crisis 
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recovery. We had well-structured relationships, shared experience and the 
necessary trust and goodwill to underpin those efforts and have our offers 
of help accepted.

On Saturday 12 March, as ambassador (head of mission) I was invited 
to join a meeting in Canberra, by videoconference link, of the National 
Security Committee of Cabinet. Australia’s response plans were being 
fine-tuned and decisions made promptly at this most senior authoritative 
level. This was the first of several such Japan crisis-management cabinet 
meetings over the next few days, updating information and making 
necessary urgent decisions. Prime Minister Gillard, following her return 
from New York, and Ministers Rudd (foreign affairs) and Smith (defence), 
among others, participated. At one point in a video-linked meeting, I was 
forced to grab my safety hard hat with everything heavily shaking around 
me. Much to the bemusement of Prime Minister Gillard and others 
present I continued speaking to the meeting.

On 12 March, the Japanese government responded positively to accept 
the formal Australian offer of a search-and-rescue mission. Trilateral 
negotiations and arrangements between Australian, Japanese and US 
counterparts then settled the logistical details. Diplomatic clearances 
required for the RAAF C-17’s landing in Japan were arranged. Since 
Japan’s civilian airports were too stressed or unsuited to handle its arrival, 
identifying where the RAAF C-17 could land was a major planning 
dilemma. Helpfully, the Japanese government had provided a general 
conditional clearance for foreign aircraft to land at US bases in Japan. 
Painstaking negotiations undertaken by members of the ADF officers 
posted in Japan, coordinating closely with the embassy, achieved a trilateral 
agreement that the RAAF C-17 could touch down at the US Air Force 
Base at Yokota, west of Tokyo. This goodwill outcome was made possible 
through a complex matrix of the Australia–US and Japan–US alliances. 
The Yokota airbase provides facilities for the United Nations Command 
Rear (UNCR). At that time the UNCR Commander was a senior RAAF 
officer who played a key role as arrangements were coordinated among the 
embassy’s defence adviser, the Japanese Ministry of Defence, the US Air 
Force and the embassy’s senior diplomatic representations at the Japanese 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA).

No matter how deep the formal structure and trust between two sovereign 
nations, any proposal involving non-routine deployment and entry across 
borders, even with great goodwill, must be correctly processed through 
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the correct channels. Once accepted and agreed by senior levels of 
government, action may commence. With formal agreement in place, the 
plans for a search-and-rescue mission proceeded. Usually, Japan’s MOFA 
is the formal frontline communication point or window in Japan for the 
Australian government’s representations to the Japanese government, 
which by tradition are made by the ambassador or another diplomatic 
staff member. Senior officers from other agencies and each tasking or 
authorising hierarchy from non-DFAT agencies involved in Australia’s 
crisis response and relief initiatives in Japan worked within the protocols 
of this framework. In turn, as ambassador, I left specialist technical matters 
to officers from those agencies appropriately skilled to deliver effective 
outcomes on the ground.

By 12  March, broad agreement between Australia and Japan on the 
search-and-rescue mission was in place. Coordinating closely with our 
ADF colleagues, including the RAAF, which would deliver the C-17 
with the search-and-rescue team, the embassy began general oversight of 
the preparations for the operation, in-country, coordinated with senior 
command of NSW Fire and Rescue. So, as events unfolded during the 
weekend of 12–13 March, the very character and scope of the embassy’s 
conventional role was changing. Overnight, diplomatic staff were 
meeting the challenge of major new demands, as the embassy became 
uncharacteristically a logistics hub for full-scale humanitarian response 
and recovery operations, at least for the immediate future.

Again, it is useful to put this in context. At the time of Tohoku 2011, as 
a major Australian post, the embassy in Tokyo and its regional consulates 
comprehensively supported business, trade and investment, security, 
multilateral commitments, and global and bilateral foreign policies. 
People-to-people strengths of goodwill, loyal friendships and mutual 
benefit were backed in countless ways. The embassy’s consular services 
supported Australians who lived, worked, studied and travelled in Japan, 
while others in the embassy did a solid job of promoting and supporting 
diverse Australian interests in multiple fields of human endeavour, 
always with a positive attitude to negotiating constructive and mutually 
beneficial agreements with Japanese counterparts. We were good friends 
and strong strategic partners. The foundations of formal agreements and 
steady trust across multiple spheres of interest and long-shared experience 
underpinned the acceptance and the successful delivery of effective 
relief operations.
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The embassy in Tokyo is Australia’s official presence in Japan, headed 
by the ambassador, who is accredited to the Japanese government as the 
principal resident representative of the Australian government. The head 
of mission, assisted by DFAT diplomatic officers, leads an accredited senior 
advisory team of representatives of diverse government departments and 
agencies, including the ADF. Guided by the Australian prime minister’s 
directive, it is the head of mission who carries ultimate responsibility for 
communications with the Japanese government, to uphold and represent 
Australian interests in Japan.

From the first earthquake on the afternoon of 11 March 2011, multiple 
aspects of the scope and scale of the embassy’s daily work and its 
management realigned dramatically. Up to 120 Australian and Japanese 
staff, including some 40 DFAT officers with special skills from Canberra 
and other nearby posts, and over 20 staff from other agencies, were on the 
compound and in the Tohoku region each day working relentlessly over 
the intense weeks of this disaster. New undertakings like the search-and-
rescue mission were planned in detail, and conventional consular work 
was radically adapted. Specialist staff were brought in, including Japanese 
linguists; experienced consular, passport and IT specialists; media liaisons; 
DFAT and Centrelink counsellors; and radiation health experts. As new 
systems were implemented and stretched to capacity to handle emergency 
demands, officers were tasked with unusual and challenging roles mastered 
on the run. Safety, health and wellbeing became critical factors for all.

Despite increasing tension and stress, everyone quickly adapted 
cooperatively and effectively to a schedule of round-the-clock shifts 
throughout the weeks of the crisis. As events unfolded, it was a priority to 
keep everyone fully updated on developments. Immediate personal needs 
were catered for as far as possible and reasonable, in crisis conditions. 
The embassy team’s clear determination and sense of shared purpose to 
work flexibly, intent on finding workable solutions to problems, helped 
overcome the exhaustion and vulnerability which could have prevailed.

During the weekend of 12–13 March, what would become our greatest 
immediate concern emerged. Even before the largest explosion at the 
Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant on 14 March, fears grew as we 
learnt more about the circumstances at Fukushima after the tsunamis, 
namely that unpredictable winds could carry developing clouds of 
radioactive fallout across Tokyo. A nuclear fallout shelter complex 
was quickly constructed in the sub-basement under the embassy as 
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a contingency facility which in theory could shelter 200 people for two 
or three days. Canberra couriered stocks of potassium iodide to the 
embassy in case of a radiation emergency. Around Tokyo, and in the 
worst-affected areas, portable dosimeters were carried to detect radiation 
levels. Fortunately, there would be no total blowout of the Fukushima 
nuclear plant, nor the coincidence of winds potentially blowing fallout 
across Tokyo. However, the trepidation in anticipating and preparing for 
such prospects, when added to people’s stress, became deeply worrying 
for the majority of Tokyo’s community. Consideration of any possible 
potential radioactive fallout threat affected each of our crisis management 
and recovery response plans for many weeks. This silent, invisible threat 
was greatly feared. There was constant concern about contamination of 
the air, food chain and water supplies for everyone in the affected region.

As fears grew about the emerging crisis at the Fukushima, aided by a lack 
of accurate information, significant safety and welfare decisions had to 
be made on the run. Specialised briefings by the embassy for staff and 
the expatriate Australian community were regularly provided on nuclear 
fallout and health issues, assisted by medical experts and counsellors 
sent from Australia. On the ground we learnt quickly that in managing 
our response to such a crisis while assisting in complex relief initiatives, 
the need for immediate, practical action would increase. Newly arising 
problems, not dealt with adequately in our pre-planned manuals, 
demanded lateral thinking to deliver often ingenious, effective solutions 
quickly. Thoughtful concern for the welfare of all those impacted was 
essential. Issues in crisis risk management magnified, as fears about the 
possibility of nuclear explosions in the Fukushima region increased. Most 
difficult of all, tough decisions had to be made at times, based on limited 
or uncertain information about Fukushima.

Communications generally for those still in Japan presented huge 
difficulties. Along the north-east coastline many of the mobile towers 
were swept away by tsunamis. In 2011, DFAT had not yet implemented 
the use of social media such as Facebook and Twitter accounts. These 
were capabilities which some other embassies in Tokyo were able to use 
at the time of the quake. Our consular staff were limited to contacting all 
registered Australian citizens in Japan in person, by email or via telephones 
that were often not operating.
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After the first quake, roads to Narita airport were clogged and others 
gridlocked with those seeking to leave Japan or the Tohoku region 
immediately. These included expatriate Australians many of them backed 
by their corporate employers. Extraordinary demand on our consular 
officers, to expedite paperwork and resolve identity issues for the growing 
number of Australian evacuees from Japan, necessitated expanded staffing 
levels in the embassy’s consular office, and the stationing of consular 
officers at Narita airport.

As fears of nuclear fallout rose, discussions with Canberra led to an early 
decision, effected within days, that voluntary evacuation to Australia of 
any of our family members who wished to leave would be arranged and 
supported financially by the government. This offer was promptly taken 
up by the majority of families. The significant point was that return, 
again sponsored by the government, would only be enabled when the 
Australian government decided conditions were safe and manageable at 
the post in Tokyo.

For some families this became one of the delicate issues in personal life 
that such emergencies engender. It is extremely difficult to administer 
staffing policy decisions, which in an emergency are uniformly applicable 
to all concerned, without flexibility to accommodate individual requests. 
At the post in Tokyo, we had done our best to keep families fully informed 
and provided with relevant briefings or counselling when possible. At a 
distance in Australia not all home agencies kept up this level of support as 
rigorously as needed by anxious families, separated from their overworked 
spouses and partners. Sensationalist media did not always allay their 
concerns in Australia.

Multiple situation reports were prepared each day. The embassy 
maintained its 24/7 tempo, especially during the first two weeks after 
the 11 March quake, facilitating all forms of assistance which Australia 
was providing. Stress levels were high, and getting adequate sleep was 
a  challenge. Increased tensions resulted from work pressures all hours 
of the day, exacerbated by relentless aftershocks and the increasing fears 
that the Fukushima disaster could worsen at any time. Some 400 shocks 
of 5.0 magnitude or greater were recorded over the first two months.

The time difference between Australia and Japan meant that each 
day’s media reporting cycle from Japan started two hours earlier. There 
was intense pressure in reporting and responding to Australia’s early 
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morning news media enquiries following late nights of intense work. 
The extraordinary coverage of events by the Australian and international 
media raised awareness in communities Australia-wide and generated 
highly valued levels of support for our work and for the people of Japan. 
While the media’s timely coverage was essential and appreciated, these 
constant media demands added a further burden to the relentless demands 
on our energies.

There was an overwhelming, spontaneous outpouring of sympathy and 
support from Australians, resident and offshore, including generous 
donations. Grassroots-inspired, and informed by the media, this response 
stemmed from decades of established friendship links between Japanese 
and Australian people and counterpart organisations. The Australian 
government could be confident that its proactive, generous and genuine 
support for the Japanese people at this time sat well with Australians. 
As soon as news of the disaster reached Australia, ministers, state premiers, 
business leaders, community groups with friendship arrangements with 
Japan sister cities, educational institutions and many others contacted 
the embassy to seek advice, to enquire about our wellbeing and to offer 
assistance in whatever way possible, to us and to the Japanese people.

Around us, meanwhile, Tokyo was maintaining a dignified and 
well-ordered response to the chaotic devastation. The resilience and 
community-minded strengths of local citizens was extraordinary as people 
remained calm and courteously patient in the face of increasing anxiety 
and adversity. While long queues formed to obtain basic provisions, 
which quickly ran out at supermarkets, there was no discernible state of 
disruptive panic. We knew that many, like ourselves, were anxious about 
the realities of Fukushima. Later, antinuclear street protests were held in 
upmarket shopping precincts of Tokyo.

The Japanese government and all senior business and industry leaders 
had long prepared crisis contingency management plans which supported 
the local community’s response. As in our own case, the preparations 
were not fully adequate to the scale and enormity of the triple disasters 
which Tohoku 2011 brought. The combination of cascading disasters, 
starting with the earthquake followed by the catastrophic tsunamis and 
the damage and explosions at the Fukushima power plant, accentuated 
decision-making uncertainties in Tokyo. We knew that the government 
led by the Democratic Party of Japan, which was in government for 
the first time in decades and relatively inexperienced, did not enjoy the 
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same strongly entrenched links with the industrial establishment which 
the Liberal Democratic Party always enjoyed when in office. Headed at 
the time by Prime Minister Kan, the government was greatly motivated 
to act effectively to address the crisis, but evidence soon emerged that 
the government was not being kept fully informed about the scale of 
the Fukushima disaster. The prime minister was frustrated by the lack 
of transparency from the Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO). 
It became apparent that TEPCO was indeed withholding information 
and reportedly not briefing the government fully. This political situation 
trickled down to impact the information which the Japanese MOFA, 
as the key designated official contact point for the embassy, was able to 
provide at its regular briefings.

It became clear from various sources of information that after the tsunamis 
hit Fukushima initially, some smaller explosions resulting in fallout had 
occurred before the most significant blast of 14  March. These earliest 
clouds of radioactive fallout had blown out to sea. Prior to the worst fears 
of nuclear fallout increasing, the RAAF C-17, carrying the NSW Fire and 
Rescue task force, was in the air on Sunday 13 March with diplomatic 
clearance confirmed in consultation with the Japanese government for its 
arrival at Yokota US Air Base, west of Tokyo. The search-and-rescue team’s 
ultimate destination would be Minamisanriku—one of the fishing villages 
of 20,000–30,000 people completely swept away, with huge loss of  life 
and infrastructure, creating an eerily desolate, apocalyptic landscape.

The RAAF C-17 arrived safely at Yokota in the very early hours of 
14 March, carrying a 76-strong task force from the NSW Fire and Rescue, 
together with two sniffer dogs from Queensland. That RAAF C-17 and 
its crew then opportunely remained in-country, working alongside the US 
Airforce and Japanese Self-Defense Force aircraft as personnel and tonnes 
of supplies were ferried relentlessly in repeat missions all over Japan, 
contributing massively to Australia’s humanitarian assistance and disaster 
relief efforts in Japan and earning great appreciation.

As the fear of potential nuclear fallout deepened, the RAAF crews faced 
the same threats that the embassy dealt with on a daily basis—perhaps 
more so in flying. The critical ongoing unknown factor was potential 
wind direction at the time of any further explosion. Subsequent winds 
unfortunately did blow inland but towards the north-west, not north-east 
to the tsunami disaster zone.
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On the ground, the embassy, with full responsibility, once the NSW Fire 
and Rescue team had arrived at Yokota, was preparing for the team’s urgent 
deployment to Minamisanriku. Two groups, each comprising three fluent 
Japanese speakers from the embassy, were established to assist the specialist 
search-and-rescue team. A dedicated Japanese MOFA liaison officer 
joined the team travelling to the disaster zone, leaving in the very early 
hours of 15 March so that they would travel through the worst-affected 
zones further north during daylight. Since few normal supply chains in 
the community were fully functional and all necessities extremely scarce, 
food and medical provisions had been carried from Australia or sourced by 
the embassy. Negotiating special road permits, hiring buses and sourcing 
fuel presented constant challenges for the embassy. Our  Japanese staff 
provided invaluable logistics support.

Before the search-and-rescue team could travel north in-country, numerous 
problems had to be resolved, including locating supplies of drinking 
water and fuel. Despite their own desperate circumstances, the Japanese 
provided fuel for the buses that took the search-and-rescue team up to 
Minamisanriku. The embassy’s defence adviser purchased two tonnes of 
bottled drinking water from the US Commissary at Yokota airbase and 
Australian business assisted when Toll Holdings, whose logistic base was 
in Osaka, arranged to truck additional water supplies into Tokyo for the 
Australian team.

The embassy in Tokyo, working with the government in Australia, had 
become increasingly concerned about radiation levels in the disaster 
zone. In Australia, extensive consultations about radiation levels took 
place with the Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety 
Agency (ARPANSA), who were in close contact with their counterparts 
at the International Atomic Energy Agency and with US and Japanese 
agencies. ARPANSA helped coordinate the embassy’s close monitoring 
of developments at Fukushima, and fully briefed the NSW search-and-
rescue team prior to the team’s agreeing to deploy in the affected regions. 
The embassy updated these briefings after the team’s arrival in Japan.

Within days, the embassy had a special consular team actively locating 
Australians in the earthquake zone. This specialist team, augmented by 
officers from DFAT in Canberra and other regional posts, planned to set 
out on Sunday 13 March to travel north to Sendai. The team’s objective 
was to locate people at home and, where necessary, to search evacuation 
centres, morgues and hospitals in the devastated areas.
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At the embassy, in planning for the journeys of each team going north, 
we relied on the Bureau of Meteorology in Australia for its accurate 
forecasting of likely wind directions, in addition to ARPANSA’s briefings. 
Main highways to the north were closed, with only limited access into the 
earthquake zone for emergency relief, including some diplomatic vehicles. 
Planning the routes to be taken north was complex for both the consular 
group and the search-and-rescue team, mindful that the earliest possible 
arrival time in the field was a critical factor for success of their missions.

Expert opinions varied as to what radius of safety exclusion zones around 
the Fukushima nuclear plant might be needed to avoid radioactive fallout 
exposure. Early assessments of 20–30 kilometres were quickly upgraded 
to 50 kilometres, then 80 kilometres, depending on the different criteria 
for gradations of safety levels from ‘no go’ evacuation to more moderate, 
or lesser exposure.

The consular team was ready to set out on the Sunday, aiming to travel 
along the main highway where possible, pausing occasionally for short 
periods through the perimeter of the 80-kilometre radius for radioactive 
fallout. During these incursions, additional precautionary measures to 
minimise any possible exposure were taken. The search-and-rescue team 
faced a  similar dilemma, also taking appropriate precautions. A further 
challenge was the weather. March is officially the first month of spring but 
in northern Japan 2011 it was still late winter and icy cold.

There were many alliances that supported the embassy’s work at this 
time. Close liaison had continued with those Australians remaining 
in Japan, including businesspeople. The head of Lend Lease Australia 
in Japan had called me, desperately seeking advice. His key regional 
office in Sendai was at the centre of the area most affected by tsunamis. 
He urgently needed to travel there, as Lend Lease was responsible for the 
reinstallation and restoration of mobile phone towers for one of Japan’s 
major telephone operators. With the highway north closed except to 
emergency traffic, he was seeking advice as to how he might reach Sendai. 
Our special consular team’s first destination to begin their search in the 
disaster areas was Sendai. Understanding the strategic importance of the 
Australian company’s work in the affected region I offered him a seat in 
our bus but requested a critical reciprocal favour in return. Could our 
group set up a workstation in the Lend Lease office and camp overnight 
when scarce hotel accommodation was not available? This proved possible 
and provided an excellent example of the synergy during this crisis when 
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business and government worked together effectively in ad hoc alliances. 
Flexibility was a key factor in finding effective solutions to new problems 
every day.

As planned, the consular team travelled far north visiting evacuation 
centres,  morgues and hospitals in person, locating a few Australian 
citizens who had been injured. Fortunately, there were no recorded 
fatalities, and all known Australians were accounted for within two 
weeks. Meanwhile, it would be −5° C when the NSW search-and-rescue 
team arrived at the disaster area. Ironically, as they arrived at the staging 
point, Swiss and German teams who had arrived the previous day were 
departing, responding to reports of radioactive clouds from further 
Fukushima explosions blowing along the coast towards the disaster 
areas. The Australian team quickly took advice from Australia and, with 
their dosimeters showing only very low levels of radiation, continued 
conducting search and recovery operations over the next three days.

The role of the fluent Japanese speakers provided by the embassy to 
support the search-and-rescue team in the disaster zone was absolutely 
critical to its effective operation. Comprising fluent Japanese-speaking 
DFAT officers, the two teams faced extreme hardship and tragedy daily 
in bitter wintry conditions as they rotated to support the search effort, 
through that first week. While no further survivors were found, the 
search team, supported by the young linguists, sadly, but importantly and 
with care, was able to recover the remains of some who had died in the 
tsunami. Treasured family memorabilia and family photos were recovered 
where possible. These efforts earned tremendous goodwill. The team 
forged strong relationships with local survivors and authorities, including 
the town’s mayor, Sato Jin. The work of the NSW Fire and Rescue task 
force, some of whom had only recently returned from the recovery efforts 
after the Christchurch, New Zealand, earthquake of February 2011, 
was exemplary. Their work, together with that of the young linguists, 
translated into lasting goodwill which underpinned the warmth of Prime 
Minister Gillard’s visit to Minamisanriku six weeks later.

As the Fukushima crisis deepened in following days, Australia was able 
to play a further specific role in assisting the ongoing operation to cool 
the vulnerable reactors. Again, at every point, invaluable alliances, often 
ad hoc, between business, government, defence forces, people-to-people 
contacts and between embassies, proved critical in getting things done.
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Regular meetings were held in Tokyo between the ‘five eyes’ embassies of 
the US, the UK, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. At one of those 
meetings the US ambassador approached me on behalf of Washington to 
ask if Australia might be able to transport by air from Western Australia 
extremely large, sophisticated fire-fighting water pump equipment 
operated by remote control. This pump, offered by its owner, the US 
multinational Bechtel, was stationed in Western Australia against the 
contingency of fire at a  liquefied-natural-gas rig. It was hoped that this 
specialised equipment, the nearest situated to Japan of its type, could 
potentially help cool the Fukushima reactors by pumping and spraying 
huge volumes of water.

Immediate contact with Canberra led to a quick decision by relevant 
ministers and defence chiefs for Australia to air freight the equipment 
to Japan. Two further RAAF C-17 aircraft were available, into which 
the dismantled equipment could be loaded in a complex operation for 
shipment. After arrival, Japanese Self-Defense land forces transported it 
to Fukushima. At the time Australia had four RAAF C-17 aircraft, one 
already deployed to Japan and one out of commission. The Japanese 
appreciated as an extraordinary commitment of goodwill the fact that 
Australia provided its only two available C-17s for this purpose, with full 
RAAF technical skills and support.

After weeks of tension, marked by a deep sense of grief and massive 
upheavals, I was acutely aware of the need to move on with recovery, 
both in the wider community and in the embassy. Families were reunited, 
children back at school and staffing numbers at the embassy were realigned. 
Learning from our recent experience, we knew there were changes and 
upgrades to be implemented as soon as possible. My immediate challenge 
was to re-establish effective normality for the embassy in going forward.

Prime Minister Gillard’s visit to Japan, 20–23  April 2011, marked 
a significant point of transition at the time. This visit had been tentatively 
planned prior to the earthquake crisis and the prime minister and others 
were highly sensitive to the importance of not hindering the Japanese 
government’s recovery efforts by proceeding with the visit. After careful 
soundings with Japanese counterparts, I was delighted to report back that, 
very kindly, her visit would be welcome. The embassy and MOFA began 
the intensive work needed in preparation for the visit. Prime Minister 
Gillard handled the visit with dignity and an empathetic calm which was 
genuinely appreciated by her Japanese government hosts.
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Figure 2.1: Australian prime minister Julia Gillard visits Minamisanriku, 
Miyagi Prefecture, north-east Japan, Saturday 23 April 2011.
Photographer: Toru Hanai.
Source: EPA/Toru Hanai/POOL.

This head of government visit, during which Prime Minister Gillard had 
an audience with Emperor Akihito and met Prime Minister Kan, was 
the first by any country’s head of government after the Tohoku disasters. 
The embassy, with the Australian community in Tokyo, arranged a special 
earthquake relief dinner, at which the prime minister was the guest of 
honour, raising significant funds for the relief efforts. The central purpose 
of the event was the opportunity to bring together hundreds of Australian 
and Japanese friends in warmly shared appreciation of the enormous 
contribution to the relief efforts that everyone attending had given in the 
preceding critical weeks. For ourselves and our Japanese guests this was 
the first time we felt comfortable to relax and go out and meet friends 
over dinner. The extraordinary spirit of goodwill and shared endeavour 
felt at this function continued during the prime minister’s visit to Sendai 
and Minamisanriku in the shocking face of such visible destruction. The 
prime minister established genuine rapport with the Japanese survivors 
she met during her visit to the disaster areas.
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This visit required a great commitment on the part of the prime minister’s 
Japanese hosts with whom we worked closely to ensure its success and 
safety for all. Major transport issues in Japan were further compounded 
by low cloud cover, which nearly prevented the prime minister’s plane 
from landing at Sendai airport. A long bus drive to Minamisanriku 
followed. Here, Prime Minister Gillard gently embraced the town’s mayor, 
Sato Jin, as they met in the devastated township. The photo of this sadly 
historic moment was carried front-page in Japanese, Australian and global 
media. Mayor Sato had established warm relations with the Australian 
search-and-rescue team during the time of their harrowing work in his 
community earlier and now expressed his deep heartfelt gratitude for the 
assistance his town had received from Australia. This visit truly captured 
the strong spirit of goodwill between Australia and Japan. Earlier, while 
in Tokyo, the prime minister planted a flowering crabapple tree in the 
beautiful traditional garden in the embassy compound, famous for its 
magnificent old cherry trees. This new tree was planted as a flowering 
symbol of the spirit of Australia–Japan relations during the crisis recovery 
period of 2011.

Figure 2.2: Julia Gillard with Sato Jin (left), the mayor of Minamisanriku.
Photographer: Takahiro Yamamato.
Source: Yomiuri Shimbun; Associated Press.
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Postscript for Times Recalled a Decade 
Later, 2021
This account must honour the lives that were swept away on that fateful 
day, 11 March 2011. They are never forgotten. It was a time of terrible 
grief. I have followed with deep respect the difficult journey which the 
survivors of devastated townships have taken to rebuild vibrant lives 
and communities with such courage and resilience. Recovery, and the 
return to a more normal life in the aftermath of crisis, is tough. It has 
been very important to me as chair (2012–20) of the Australia–Japan 
Foundation (AJF), that alongside many other business and community 
groups, AJF has played a central role on behalf of Australians through its 
grants program by supporting partnering projects assisting recovery of 
communities devastated by the triple disasters.

To serve as Australia’s ambassador to Japan was a great responsibility and 
honour, always dependent on the skills, goodwill and loyalties of others, 
both Australian and Japanese. That would never have been truer than 
at the time of the Tohoku crisis. Those who shared that journey with 
purpose and determination know that the lessons learnt travel with us 
always, informing our work and enriching our lives. In this narrative it is 
impossible to recount all the daily events or to name the many individuals 
who played a crucial role in extending effective assistance to so many 
people, sharing a genuine regard for, and spirit of, humanity. Every 
word written brings back memories of faces and moments in time, with 
gratitude for shared endeavours well and meaningfully undertaken.

There were many ways that each of us, all quite ordinary, enlarged 
our courage by action. Some of the lessons we Australians learnt were 
essentially Japan context-specific, but many had universal impact and 
potential application. Looking to the future always, details of these past 
experiences, thoughtfully reviewed, can usefully inform us how to prepare 
for, or respond better to, the challenges that diverse crises will present 
in the future. State-of-the-art IT capabilities, for example, are vital in 
crisis response.

The critical role played by each Australian fluent in a language other than 
English, in this instance Japanese, and encompassing other culturally 
sensitive capabilities in their skill set, must be remembered as we educate 
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tomorrow’s Australians. Bilingual Japanese staff and counterparts working 
closely together with us in Australia-connected activities contributed 
invaluable strength to the embassy team’s efforts and our shared wellbeing.

I have noted that at the time of the crisis the role of the Australian embassy, 
as it had evolved over the previous 60 years, took on new characteristics as 
it faced the complex challenges of a profoundly daunting period. We were 
backed from Australia by sound foreign policy and supportive government 
leadership. The solidarity of, and trust in, the Australia–Japan relationship 
with its diverse facets underpinned our cooperation at a crucial time and 
was strengthened on both sides. In particular, Australia’s humanitarian 
response collaboration with Japan during the crisis recovery period led to 
broadening and deepening the substance of our joint security relationship.

I believe it is in the warmth of personal friendships shared across all of 
life’s interests by so many Australian and Japanese people, long term, in 
boundless and curious ways, that the spirit of those Tohoku days shines.
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