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n the wake of the massive destruction caused by the recent earthquake and the ensuing tsunami 

that struck Japan earlier last month, Japan has emerged stronger, resilient, and undefeated with an 

unshakeable spirit. This tragedy has captured the attention of the international community and 

nations all across the globe have recognized the urgent need to revisit their disaster management 

strategies. This catastrophe has elucidated some of the key characteristics intrinsic to the country and 

culture particularly the remarkable determination with which the Japanese people and the government 

have responded to the calamity. There is much that India and Mumbai can learn from this unmatched 

example Japan has set in building a ‘Safe and Resilient’ nation. Under the aegis of the recent initiative on 

‘Good Governance’ by ORF Mumbai, and as a first step towards our project on Disaster Risk Reduction, 

ORF Mumbai organized a special lecture by the Ambassador of Japan to India, H.E. Mr. Akitaka Saiki on 

‘Conquering the Calamity; How Japan Rose to the Challenge’.  

The event began with a moment of silence as a mark of respect and expression of unity and support to 

the victims of this calamity. A brief video exemplified the relentless spirit of the Japanese people and set 

the tone for the event. Preceding the talk by His Excellency, the Chairman of ORF Mumbai, Mr. 

Sudheendra Kulkarni in his welcome address contextualized the extent of this destruction with a quote 

from Japanese Prime Minister Mr. Naoto Kan who said, "In the 65 years after the end of World War II, 

this is the toughest and the most difficult crisis for Japan." He also emphasized the point that this 

calamity not only drew support and sympathy for Japan but awe and admiration at the courage of the 

people. He shared a personal moment with the Ambassador where he asked, “What is the secret 

behind the remarkable resilience of the Japanese people?” and the Ambassador replied: “It is in our 

DNA.” With this positive thought, Elizabeth Cheeran, Research Fellow at ORF, highlighted ten things that 

we in India could learn from Japan.  

1. THE CALM Not a single visual of chest-beating or wild grief. Sorrow itself has been elevated. 

2. THE DIGNITY Disciplined queues for water and groceries. Not a rough word or crude gesture. 
 

3. THE ABILITY The incredible architects, for instance. Buildings swayed but didn’t fall. 
 

4. THE GRACE People bought only what they needed for the present, so everybody could             
get something.  

 
5. THE ORDER No looting in shops. No honking and no overtaking on the roads. Just understanding  

 
6. THE SACRIFICE Fifty workers stayed back to pump sea water in the N-reactors. How will they 

ever be repaid?  
 

7. THE TENDERNESS Restaurants cut prices. An unguarded ATM is left alone. The strong cared for 
the weak.   

 
8. THE TRAINING The old and the children, everyone knew exactly what to do. And they did        

just that. 
 
 

I 
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9. THE MEDIA Showed magnificent restraint in the bulletins. No silly reporters. Only                    
calm reportage. 

 
10. THE CONSCIENCE When the power went off in a store, people put things back on the shelves 

and left quietly. 
 
Mr. Kulkarni then raised a key question that tends to get overlooked in our discussions of the subject: 

Should disaster management in Mumbai remain Bhagwan Bharose? And with this lurking question, he 

touched upon the Disaster Management Plan Authority of India that came about in the aftermath of the 

Gujarat earthquake in 2001 and to understand the lessons from Japan’s experience and extrapolate 

them to the Indian context.  

The Japanese Ambassador began his speech by 

graciously accepting our prayers and kind expression 

of sympathy towards the victims of Japan. He also 

said that India was one of the first countries among all 

to extend hands of help to Japanese people by 

sending twenty five thousand blankets, high calorie 

biscuits and drinking water.  He also accepted that 

Japan as a nation was more prepared for earthquakes 

than tsunamis and they have not experienced such a 

calamity in over hundred years.  

He then chose to state some facts and figures to not 

only reflect the current situation in Japan but more 

importantly use this as a means to clear some 

exaggerated misconceptions in media reports that 

have invited panic in the world over. He clarified that 

“there is no melt down in Japan and the severity of 

the damage in the nuclear reactor in Fukushima is not 

the same as that in Chernobyl”. H.E Mr.Akitaka Saiki 

highlighted the effects of the tsunami and earthquake 

on the economy with the help of some facts and 

figures that quantitatively reflect the enormity of the 

disaster as well as portrays the economic dimension 

of this tragedy. He emphasized on the efforts to 

restore normalcy by saying that “despite the damage 

of many factories, Japanese companies have been 

quickly pulling themselves together, resuming 

production and seeking different sources of supply 

from other parts of Japan”. 
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Some of the facts and figures (six weeks on) 

 Number of casualties – 14,000 
 Number of people missing – 13,000 
 Number of evacuees – 13,000 
 Estimate damage to properties – 16-25 trillion yen (195-305 billion USD) 
 Percentage of Japan’s GDP that has been lost – 3.3 - 5.2% 
 Population of the 3 most affected prefectures Miyagi, Iwate, Fukushima- 5.72 million 

(less than 5% of the entire population of Japan) 
 Employment that has been lost- 8, 40,000  
 Production reduction in automobile manufacture – 45% 
 Reduction in Japan’s export (March) - 35% 

 
The short term impact of this tragedy has immediately affected industries like tourism, hospitality and 

retail. However, the Ambassador was optimistic that in the medium long run when Japan moves from 

the recovery phase to the reconstruction phase economic activity will be revived. The Ambassador 

shared the uncertainties that Japan faces. First, to cope with the challenges of the nuclear power plant 

in Fukushima at present and to review the other fifty three nuclear power plants across Japan. Second, 

as the Fukushima nuclear plant produced 10% of electricity, the absence of production has strained the 

gap between the supply and demand of electricity; this will be further tested when the demand for 

electricity peaks in June. Finally, the challenges faced to improve the pace at which the Japanese exports 

to the global supply chain will recover in terms of automobiles, semi conductors, pharmaceuticals etc.  

 

 

 

A full house awaits as the Ambassador begins his talk 
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In terms of reconstruction Ambassador Saiki spoke about the $50 billion Japanese supplementary 

budget that will focus on roads, ports, harbours, removal of rubble and construction of temporary 

houses for the 13,000 evacuees. It will also be used to support and revive the small and medium 

industries that constitute 80% of Japan’s economy and are the backbone of larger industries. On the 

subject of Japan’s power generation, he said that, at present, Japan relies on nuclear power for up to 

29% of its energy needs and this number is projected to increase to 37% in 2014 and to 41% in 2019. 

Although these projections were made before this disaster, it is likely that Japan will not diversify to 

other sources as much as it will review the safety aspect of its nuclear energy. His Excellency shared an 

opinion poll that was conducted by a Japanese newspaper according to which, over 50% of Japanese 

people voted to still continue to rely on nuclear energy in spite of the nuclear crisis at Fukushima. This 

opinion poll not only portrays the resilience of the Japanese people but also their faith in the ever 

improving and evolving technology in the hands of their government. 

After he delivered his talk, His Excellency was gracious enough to take on the “good and tough” 

questions that our curious audience put forth. On the question of whether this calamity would affect 

Japan’s Yen loans to India, Ambassador was quick to say that in spite of much needed expenditure on 

reconstruction in Japan and the subsequent debate in the Diet to reduce the amount of Yen loans to 

foreign countries, funding for foreign projects will not be affected greatly.  Therefore, he contends that 

Japanese funding for flagship infrastructure projects like the Delhi-Mumbai Industrial Corridor (DMIC) 

and the Dedicated Freight Corridor (DFC) shall remain unaffected. 

Next, he tackled a question that addresses the very nature of the Japanese attitude towards Disaster 

Risk Mitigation. The questioner asked about how the Japanese people have internalized the need to 

always be prepared.  Ambassador Saiki answered that disaster preparedness through evacuation drills 

and training begins at the primary school level and every Japanese person, from the age of six or seven 

is trained to follow the protocol. However he conceded that these drills are focused on earthquakes and 

fires and that there is a need to cover a broader spectrum of disasters, especially tsunamis. He is hopeful 

that the Japanese government will soon formulate location specific tsunami drills for better response to 

such calamities.  

Ambassador Saiki was similarly candid when quizzed about the problems with providing temporary 

housing to displaced citizens. He said that the technological and financial wherewithal to set up 

temporary accommodation is not a problem. The problems in this area have been those of acquiring 

already scarce land to build new housing on. He touched upon an important aspect of the 

reconstruction when he said that it was important to not just rebuild houses, but to rebuild 

communities. He said that one reason for the Japanese reliance was the support that local communities 

gave each other, and that this should be taken into account when towns are rebuilt. 

With reference to the nuclear Non Proliferation Treaty (NPT), and Japan’s ongoing negotiations with 

India (not a signatory to the NPT), he said that while Japan urges other countries to sign the treaty, it 

cannot dictate terms to them. The Japanese government subscribes to the sovereign right of individual 

nations to decide their own policies in this regard. Thus, any negotiations between India and Japan over 
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transfer of nuclear technology for peaceful purposes should not be adversely affected by India’s 

longstanding aversion to signing the NPT.  

On the question of the issue of nuclear 

power in Japan, Ambassador Saiki stated 

that it was important to be pragmatic on 

this issue as other sources of energy are 

inadequate to meet the Japan’s energy 

needs. To further this point, he referred 

back to the opinion poll he mentioned 

before where 50% of respondents were 

still favourable towards nuclear power in 

Japan. He also pointed out that Japan’s 

current dependence on nuclear power, 

combined with the fact that renewable 

sources of energy account for a miniscule 

proportion of Japan’s power needs, mean 

that any drastic shift is unlikely. However, 

he acknowledged a growing sentiment 

among the populace that ideologically 

agrees with nuclear power but still opposes 

construction of new power plants in their 

locality; a ‘Not in My  Backyard’ mentality. 

The Ambassador stressed that this must 

remain a pragmatic decision rather than an 

emotional one to ensure that the decision 

is based on the right reasons. He hoped 

that the year-long plan to safely 

decommission the Fukushima plant 

recently released by it operator, the Tokyo 

Electric and Power Company (TEPCO), 

might go some way towards renewing the 

public’s faith. He concluded his answer to 

the query by saying that Japan looks to spread awareness on the safety of nuclear power plants and that 

this learning must be shared by all countries.  

ORF Mumbai Chairman Sudheendra Kulkarni took the opportunity to ask the last question, “What is the 

source for the tremendous patience, courage and resilience in Japanese people? Where does it come 

from?” To this His Excellency smiled enigmatically and said that there can be many reasons as to why 

Japanese people behave in an orderly, disciplined and calm manner. He described how, traditionally, 

Japanese are a group oriented people and to behave differently from the social norm is frowned upon. 

This means that in time of crisis, everyone understands their responsibility and that they are obliged to 

Mr. Kulkarni greets Ambassador Saiki on his arrival. 
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perform it. He then shared a beautifully apt poem that The Emperor Meiji shared with his army in 1904 

just before the Emperor declared war on Russia. The poem translates as “the strength of the Japanese 

spirit will reveal at a time of national crisis”. He declared, “We are now certainly in a nation’s crisis and 

the strength of the Japanese spirit is now revealing itself”. On this positive and uplifting note the 

evening drew to a close and Ambassador Saiki left the lectern to thunderous applause that reflected not 

only on his gracious and eloquent lecture, but also upon the audience’s renewed appreciation and 

respect for the Japanese people. 

~ * ~ 

About H. E. Mr. Akitaka Saiki 
H. E. Akitaka Saiki, Japan’s new Ambassador in India, is a career diplomat since 1976. During his 

distinguished career with Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he has been appointed on prestigious 

assignments all over the world including the United States, Europe and the permanent missions of 

Japan to international organisations in Geneva, Switzerland. He was the press secretary to Prime 

Minister Keizo Obuchi and has handled several senior positions in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

Before coming to India as Ambassador in February 2011, he was Deputy Chief of Mission, Embassy 

of Japan in the United States of America and later the Director General of the ministry’s Asian and 

Oceanian Affairs Bureau. He is married with a son. 
 

About ORF Mumbai 
Observer Research Foundation (ORF) is a leading non-partisan Indian Think Tank that seeks to influence 

public policy formulation. It was established in New Delhi in 1990 by the late R. K. Mishra, a widely 

respected public figure, who envisaged it as a broad-based intellectual platform pulsating with ideas 

needed for India’s nation-building.  
 

In its journey of twenty years, ORF has brought together leading Indian policy makers, academics, public 

figures, social activists and business leaders to discuss various issues of national importance. ORF 

scholars have made significant contributions toward improving government policies. ORF has produced 

a large body of critically acclaimed publications. 
 

Until recently, ORF’s activities were based mainly in New Delhi. Beginning 2010, ORF Mumbai has been 

established to pursue the Foundation’s vision in India’s business and finance capital. It has started 

research and advocacy in six broad areas: Education, Public Health, Inclusive Development, Urban 

Renewal, Youth Development, and Promotion of India’s Priceless Artistic and Cultural Heritage. 
 

ORF Mumbai’s mission statement is: Ideas and Action for a Better India. It will champion the cause of 

balanced socio-economic development and a better quality of life for all Indians. It will also work 

towards strengthening India’s democratic institutions to become more responsible, responsive and 

sensitive to common people’s needs and concerns, especially those of most vulnerable sections of the 

society.  
 

For more information, please contact Prithvi Hirani or Dhaval Desai at ORF Mumbai, on 
prithvi.h89@gmail.com or dhaval.desai@orfonline.org or call: 022-61313800. 

 

 

Observer Research Foundation Mumbai, NKM International House, Behind LIC Headquarters (Yogakshema), 
Nariman Point, Mumbai – 400020 

mailto:prithvi.h89@gmail.com
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       Some News coverage of the Event 
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