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Abstract 

As stipulated in the Self-defense Forces Act, disaster relief operations 
are part of Japan Self-defense Forces’ statutory missions. With requirements 
from local governments, Self-defense Forces can dispatch troops to assist in 
disaster relief efforts. Nevertheless, driven by ideologies in early years, local 
governments from left-wing political parties tended to limit Self-defense 
Forces’ functions in disaster relief. As situations in and outside of Japan 
have changed and with precious achievements demonstrated by the 
Self-defense Forces in disaster relief, there is a widespread recognition of 
the Self-defense Forces’ values in this regard, and the Self-defense Forces 
have learnt from previous operations to improve and institutionalize their 
disaster relief operations. This article first of all introduces the definition of 
disaster relief operations carried out by the Self-defense Forces. It then 
explores disaster relief operations that the Self-defense Forces conducted in 
the past with particular emphasis on their contributions to the East Japan 
Earthquake and Tsunami in 2011. Finally, this article discusses the future 
development of disaster relief operations of the Self-defense Forces. 

Keywords: Japan’s defense, Japan Self-defense Forces; Self-defense Forces 
Act; disaster relief operations; military disaster relief efforts; 
joint operations; civil-military relationship 

 




