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1. NATIONAL PROFILE  

 

1.1 General
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 Japan has a total of 6,852 islands extending along the Pacific coast of East Asia. 

The country, including all of the islands it controls, lies between latitudes 24° and 

46°N, and longitudes 122° and 146°E. The main islands, from north to south, are 

Hokkaido, Honshu, Shikoku and Kyushu. The Ryukyu Islands, which includes 

Okinawa, are a chain to the south of Kyushu. Together they are often known as the 

Japanese Archipelago. 

 

About 73 percent of Japan is forested, mountainous, and unsuitable for 

agricultural, industrial, or residential use. As a result, the habitable zones, mainly 

located in coastal areas, have extremely high population densities. Japan is one of 

the most densely populated countries in the world. 

 

Following three decades of unprecedented growth, Japan's economy experienced a 

major slowdown starting in the 1990s, but the country remains a major economic 

power. In March 2011, Japan's strongest-ever earthquake, and an accompanying 

tsunami, devastated the northeast part of Honshu island, killing thousands and 

damaging several nuclear power plants. The catastrophe hobbled the country's 

economy and its energy infrastructure, and tested its ability to deal with 

humanitarian disasters. 

 

Japan is located in eastern Asia, an island chain between the North Pacific Ocean 

and the Sea of Japan, east of the Korean Peninsula. In 2003 Japanôs population was 

128 million, and the City of Kobe represents 1.2% of the total. Most of the 

countryôs population is urban, accounting for the 78.8% of the total, with a density 

of 341 persons per square kilometer. Almost 15% of the population is under 15 

years old and 23.6% is over 60 years old. In the year 2000 there were 46.78 million 



 
 

households, 58.4% of which were nuclear family and 27.6% one-person 

households. In 2002 the country GDP was $38,160 per person.  

 

1.2 Physiography
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The islands of Japan are located in a volcanic zone on the Pacific Ring of Fire. 

They are primarily the result of large oceanic movements occurring over hundreds 

of millions of years from the mid-Silurian to the Pleistocene as a result of the 

subduction of the Philippine Sea Plate beneath the continental Amurian Plate and 

Okinawa Plate to the south, and subduction of the Pacific Plate under the Okhotsk 

Plate to the north. Japan was originally attached to the eastern coast of the Eurasian 

continent. The subducting plates pulled Japan eastward, opening the Sea of Japan 

around 15 million years ago. 

 

Japan has 108 active volcanoes. Destructive earthquakes, often resulting in 

tsunami, occur several times each century. The 1923 Tokyo earthquake killed over 

140,000 people.[80] More recent major quakes are the 1995 Great Hanshin 

earthquake and the 2011 TǾhoku earthquake, a 9.0-magnitude quake which hit 

Japan on March 11, 2011, and triggered a large tsunami. Due to its location in the 

Pacific Ring of Fire, Japan is substantially prone to earthquakes and tsunami, 

having the highest natural disaster risk in the developed world.  

 

1.3 Climate
3
 

 

The climate of Japan is predominantly temperate, but varies greatly from north to 

south. The average winter temperature in Japan is 5.1 °C (41.2 °F) and the average 

summer temperature is 25.2 ÁC (77.4 ÁF). A major feature of Japanôs climate is the 

clear-cut temperature changes between the four seasons. In spite of its rather small 

area, the climate differs in regions from a subarctic climate to a subtropical 

climate. The side of the country which faces the Sea of Japan has a climate with 

much snow in winter by seasonal winds from the Siberia. Most of the areas have 

damp rainy season from May to July by the seasonal winds from the Pacific Ocean. 

From July to September, Japan frequently suffers from Typhoon. 



 
 

Japan's geographical features divide it into six principal climatic zones: Hokkaido, 

Sea of Japan, Central Highland, Seto Inland Sea, Pacific Ocean, and RyȊkyȊ 

Islands. The northernmost zone, Hokkaido, has a humid continental climate with 

long, cold winters and very warm to cool summers. Precipitation is not heavy, but 

the islands usually develop deep snow banks in the winter. 

 

In the Sea of Japan zone on Honshu's west coast, northwest winter winds bring 

heavy snowfall. In the summer, the region is cooler than the Pacific area, though it 

sometimes experiences extremely hot temperatures because of the foehn wind. The 

Central Highland has a typical inland humid continental climate, with large 

temperature differences between summer and winter, and between day and night; 

precipitation is light, though winters are usually snowy. The mountains of the 

ChȊgoku and Shikoku regions shelter the Seto Inland Sea from seasonal winds, 

bringing mild weather year-round. 

 

The Pacific coast features a humid subtropical climate that experiences milder 

winters with occasional snowfall and hot, humid summers because of the southeast 

seasonal wind. The Ryukyu Islands have a subtropical climate, with warm winters 

and hot summers. Precipitation is very heavy, especially during the rainy season. 

The generally humid, temperate climate exhibits marked seasonal variation such as 

the blooming of the spring cherry blossoms, the calls of the summer cicada and fall 

foliage colors that are celebrated in art and literature. 

 

The average winter temperature in Japan is 5.1 °C (41.2 °F) and the average 

summer temperature is 25.2 °C (77.4 °F). The highest temperature ever measured 

in Japanð40.9 °C (105.6 °F)ðwas recorded on August 16, 2007. The main rainy 

season begins in early May in Okinawa, and the rain front gradually moves north 

until reaching Hokkaido in late July. In most of Honshu, the rainy season begins 

before the middle of June and lasts about six weeks. In late summer and early 

autumn, typhoons often bring heavy rain. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

1.4 Socio-economic Profile
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Socio-economic Indicators 

GDP: Gross domestic product (million current US$) 2011 5870357 

GDP per capita (current US$) 2011 46407.0 

GNI: Gross national income per capita (current US$) 2011 48084.0 

Population (millions) 2014 127.14 

Urban (% of population) 2014 92.51 

Sex ratio (males per 100 females) 2012 94.9 

Life expectancy at birth (females/males, years) 2010-2015 87.1/80.1 

Adult literacy rate (% ages 15 and older) 2002 99 

Expenditure on education (% of GDP) 2014 3.78 

 

1.5 Administrative Setup
6,7

 

 

The government of Japan is a constitutional monarchy whereby the power of the 

Emperor is limited and is relegated primarily to ceremonial duties. The 

Government, like in most other States, is composed primarily of three branches: 

the Executive branch, the Legislative branch and the Judicial branch, as defined by 

the post-war Constitution of Japan. 

 

Regions and administrative divisions of Japan 

 

 



 
 

Under the Constitution, the powers of the executive branch of the government is 

explicitly vested in the Cabinet; of which, must enjoy the confidence to be in office 

by the National Diet, the organ of the legislative branch. The National Diet is, 

under the Constitution, known as "the highest organ of state power"; which strictly 

reflects the Sovereignty of the people as represented by the Diet. 

 

The 47 prefectures of Japan 

form Japan's first level of 

jurisdiction and 

administrative division. 

They consist of 43 

prefectures (ken) proper, 

two urban prefectures, 

Osaka and Kyoto), one 

"circuit" or "territory" 

Hokkaido) and one 

"metropolis" (Tokyo). The 

first prefectures, replacing 

the provinces of Japan, 

were created by the Meiji 

Fuhanken sanchisei 

administration in 1868. 

 

The chief executive of each 

prefecture is a directly-

elected governor (chiji). 

Ordinances and budgets are 

enacted by a unicameral 

assembly (gikai) whose 

members are elected for 

four-year terms. 

 

Under the current Local Autonomy Law, each prefecture is further divided into 

cities (shi) and districts (gun) and each district into towns (chǾ/machi) and villages 

(son/mura). For example, Hokkaido has 14 sub prefectures which act as branch 

A map showing Japan's prefectures 

 



 
 

offices (shichǾ) of the prefecture. Some other prefectures also have branch offices, 

which carry out prefectural administrative functions outside the capital. Tokyo, the 

capital, is a merged city-prefecture; it has features of both cities and prefectures. 

 

 
 



 
 

2. DISASTER RISK PROFILE
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Japanôs geographical and climatologically the country is vulnerable to frequent 

natural disasters such as typhoons, torrential rains and heavy snow as well as 

earthquake, Tsunamis and volcanic eruptions. Japan is located in the circum-

Pacific mobile zone where seismic and volcanic activities occur constantly. 

Although the country covers only 0.25% of the land area on the planet, the 

number of earthquakes and distribution of active volcanoes is quite high. Due to 

the geological formation with plate boundaries of the Pacific plate, the 

Philippine Sea plate, the Eurasian plate, and the North American plate, Japan is 

substantially prone to earthquakes and tsunami, having the highest natural 

disaster risk in the developed world. 

 

Japan has 108 active volcanoes and has several volcanic regions and frequently 

affected by earthquakes and Tsunami. Volcanic disasters triggered by eruption 

and volcanic earthquake. Destructive earthquakes, often resulting in tsunami, 

occur several times each century. The 1923 Tokyo earthquake killed over 

140,000 people. More recent major quakes are the 1995 Great Hanshin 

earthquake and the 2011 TǾhoku earthquake, a 9.0-magnitude quake which hit 

Japan on March 11, 2011, and triggered a large tsunami.  

 

Every year there is a great loss of peopleôs lives and properties due to natural 

disasters. As such natural disasters remain a menacing threat to safety and 

security of the country. However, with the progress of societyôs capacity to 

address disasters and mitigation of vulnerabilities to disasters by developing 

disaster management systems, promoting national land conservation, improving 



 
 

weather forecasting technologies and upgrading disaster information 

communication systems, disaster damage has shown a declining tendency.  

  

Japanôs geographical and climatological conditions make the country 

vulnerable to frequent natural 

disasters such as typhoons, 

torrential rains and heavy snow as 

well as earthquake, Tsunamis and 

volcanic eruptions.   Japan is 

located in the circum-Pacific 

mobile zone where seismic and 

volcanic activities occur 

constantly. Although the country 

covers only 0.25% of the land area 

on the planet, the number of 

earthquakes and distribution of 

active volcanoes is quite high. 

 

 

 

 
 

Every year there is a great loss of peopleôs lives and property in Japan due to 

natural disasters. Up until the 1950s, numerous large-scale typhoons and 

earthquakes caused extensive damage and thousands of casualties. 

 

 

Major active faults in Japan 

Cabinetôs Office 2005 



 
 

 
 

In spite of such efforts, in 1995, more than 6,400 people became casualties of 

the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake, in 2004, 10 typhoons ï the largest  

 

 

number in a single year on record ï crossed over Japan, and in 2011, more than 

20,000 people dead or missing by Great East Japan Earthquake (GEJE). It was 

the first disaster ever recorded that included an earthquake, a tsunami, a nuclear 

power plant accident, a power supply failure, and a large-scale disruption of 

supply chains.  

 



 
 

 
 

Top 10 Natural Disasters in Japan for the period 1900 to 2014 sorted by 

numbers of killed
9 

Disaster Date No Killed 

Earthquake (seismic activity) 01/Sep/1923 143000 

Earthquake (seismic activity) 11/Mar/2011 19846 

Earthquake (seismic activity) 17/Jan/1995 5297 

Earthquake (seismic activity) 28/Jun/1948 5131 

Storm 26/Sep/1959 5098 

Storm Sep/1917 4000 

Storm 18/Sep/1945 3746 

Earthquake (seismic activity) 02/Mar/1933 3064 

Storm 21/Sep/1934 3006 

Storm Sep/1923 3000 

Top 10 Natural Disasters in Japan for the period 1900 to 2014 sorted by 

numbers of total affected people
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Disaster Date No Total 

Affected 

Flood 18/Sep/1965 3000000 

Epidemic Feb/1978 2000000 

Flood 23/Jun/1953 1886760 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Top 10 Natural Disasters in Japan for the period 1900 to 2014 sorted by 

economic damage costs
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Disaster Date Damage (000 US$) 

Earthquake (seismic activity) 11/Mar/2011 210000000 

Earthquake (seismic activity) 17/Jan/1995 100000000 

Earthquake (seismic activity) 23/Oct/2004 28000000 

Earthquake (seismic activity) 16/Jul/2007 12500000 

Storm 27/Sep/1991 10000000 

Storm 03/Sep/2004 9000000 

Flood 10/Sep/2000 7440000 

Storm 22/Sep/1999 5000000 

Storm 17/Sep/1990 4000000 

Storm 22/Sep/1998 3000000 

 

Summarized Table of Natural Disasters in Japan from 1900-2014
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    No. of 

Events 

Killed Total 

Affected 

Damage 

(000 US$) 

Earthquake 

(seismic 

activity)  

  

  

  

Earthquake (ground 

shaking) 

44 161794 960008 146841400 

ave. per event   3677.1 21818.4 3337304.5 

Tsunami 14 32576 436947 212821000 

ave. per event   2326.9 31210.5 15201500 

Epidemic 

  

  

  

Bacterial Infectious 

Diseases 

2 1 534 - 

ave. per event   0.5 267 - 

Viral Infectious 

Diseases 

1 - 2000000 - 

Storm 26/Sep/1959 1500000 

Storm 18/Sep/1945 1340691 

Flood Jun/1961 1302249 

Storm 25/Sep/1953 1000000 

Storm Sep/1950 642117 

Earthquake (seismic activity) 17/Jan/1995 541636 

Storm Oct/1945 540981 



 
 

ave. per event   - 2000000 - 

Extreme 

temperature 

  

Heat wave 5 616 94300 - 

ave. per event   123.2 18860 - 

Flood 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Unspecified 31 12814 7015269 268300 

ave. per event   413.4 226299 8654.8 

Flash flood 1 21 25807 1950000 

ave. per event   21 25807 1950000 

General flood 14 232 151034 3214000 

ave. per event   16.6 10788.1 229571.4 

Storm surge/coastal 

flood 

2 34 384143 7440000 

ave. per event   17 192071.5 3720000 

Mass 

movement 

wet 

  

  

  

Avalanche 1 13 - - 

ave. per event   13 - - 

Landslide 21 994 25706 210000 

ave. per event   47.3 1224.1 10000 

Storm 

  

  

  

  

  

Unspecified 24 1890 192814 453500 

ave. per event   78.8 8033.9 18895.8 

Local storm 15 219 116869 770200 

ave. per event   14.6 7791.3 51346.7 

Tropical cyclone 118 32629 7615483 55669900 

ave. per event   276.5 64538 471778.8 

Volcano 

  

Volcanic eruption 15 515 99979 132000 

ave. per event   34.3 6665.3 8800 

Wildfire  

  

Forest fire 1 - 222 - 

ave. per event   - 222 - 

 

 

3. INSTITUTIONAL SETUP
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3.1 Disaster Management System of Japan Legislative Basis 

 



 
 

To protect national land as well as citizens' lives, livelihoods', and property from natural disasters 

is a national priority. In Japan, the disaster management system has been developed and 

strengthened following the better experience of large-scale natural disasters and accidents.  

 

 

 



 
 

 
(source:  

http://www.adrc.or.jp/nationframe.php?URL=./management/JPN/Japan_Org.html&Lang=en&NationCode

=392 ) 

http://www.adrc.or.jp/nationframe.php?URL=./management/JPN/Japan_Org.html&Lang=en&NationCode=392
http://www.adrc.or.jp/nationframe.php?URL=./management/JPN/Japan_Org.html&Lang=en&NationCode=392


 
 

 

Japan's disaster management system addresses prevention, mitigation, 

preparedness, emergency response as well as recovery and rehabilitation. With 

clear roles and responsibilities of the national and local governments, the relevant 

stakeholders of the public and private sectors cooperate in implementing various 

disaster countermeasures. 

 

3.2 Disaster Management Structure at National Level 

 

The Cabinet Office closely collaborates with relevant ministries and agencies to 

prevent, respond to, and recover from disasters and works to ensure that the nation 

prepares strongly for such events. 

 

Under the Disaster Countermeasures Basic Act of 1961, the Central Disaster 

Management Council (CDMC) was formed with the main objective of "ensuring 

comprehensiveness of disaster management and to discuss matters of importance 

with regard to disaster management".  

 

The Central Disaster Management Council was positioned within the Cabinet 

Office as one of Cabinet's major policy councils. The Central Disaster 

Management Council is chaired by the Prime Minister and comprises of  Minister 

of State for Disaster Management, all ministries, heads of major public institutions 

and experts.  Since the reorganization of ministries and agencies in particular, 

leaders of local public bodies and experts with practical experience have been 

incorporated as new participants. The council promotes comprehensive disaster 

countermeasures including deliberating important issues on disaster reduction 

according to requests from the Prime Minister or Minister of State for Disaster 

Management. 



 
 

Disaster Risk Reduction Cycle, Cabinet Office, 2005 

 

 

 
 

 

Above figure shows the disaster risk reduction cycle concept being used by the 

Cabinet Office in Japan to pursue specific policies and programs aimed at reducing 

loss of life and property in Japan. 

 

Within the Cabinet Office, the Minister of State for Disaster Management has been 

assigned as the Minister of State for Special Missions. This Minister is assisted by 

the department of the Cabinet Office Director-General for Disaster Management 

his mandate being to handle planning and central coordination with regard to 

responsible for information gathering, dissemination and the implementation of 

emergency matters relating to basic policy on disaster risk reduction, and matters 

concerning disaster countermeasures in the event of a large-scale disaster. The 

Minister is also measures.  

 

 



 
 

Organization of the Central Disaster Management Council 

 

 

 

In prefectures and local municipalities, the prefectural and municipal Disaster 

Management Councils are established with the members of representatives of local 

government organizations including police and fire management department, and 

designated local public corporations. Implementation of disaster risk management 

measures is based on the Local Disaster Management Plans drafted by the 

Councils. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Outline of the Disaster Management System 

 

 
 

3.3 Disaster Management Planning System 

 

Basic Disaster Management Plan is the master plan and a basis for disaster 

reduction activities in Japan.  

Disaster Management Operation Plan is a plan made by each designated 

government organization and designated public corporation, and 

Local Disaster Management Plan is a plan made by each prefectural and municipal 

disaster management council, based on the Basic Disaster Management Plan. 

Basic Disaster Management Plan is prepared by the Central Disaster Management 

Council in accordance with Article 34 of the Disaster Countermeasures Basic Act. 

The plan clarifies the duties assigned to the Government, public corporations and 

the local government in implementing measures. For easy reference to 

countermeasures, the plan also describes the sequence of disaster countermeasures 

such as preparation, emergency response, recovery and reconstruction according to 

the type of disaster 

The Disaster Management Planning System comprises: 

 


