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Disaster Volunteers come from various walks of life, from all age 
groups and gender and serve ……

• their own community
• neighbourhood 
• Village / town / city

• also go to other cities or states within their country

• or even cross oceans to help disaster affected people in other 
countries, internationally!

Neither Disasters nor Volunteers 
‘know no borders’



• capture experiences and 
challenges of volunteers in 
these two countries –
Australia and Japan

• identify areas of mutual 
learning, and 

• find new ways of enhancing 
quantitative and qualitative 
base of and for sustainable 
volunteering in pre & post 
disaster settings.  

This Australia-Japan 
Foundation supported 

project is an attempt to:



• Japan possesses unique experience of managing large number of 
‘Spontaneous Volunteers’.

• Japanese NGO/NPO’s and local governments play a key role in 
managing various tasks performed by volunteers.

• Training to disaster volunteers is mostly offered ‘on-site’ by 
‘Experienced Volunteer Leaders’. 

• Most of disaster volunteering peaks immediately after the disaster, 
continue for few months, and gradually volunteer number go down 
(episodic style of volunteering)

• Formal / long-term volunteering is rather uncommon in Japan, 
barring few exceptions. 

Japan: Vital role of Volunteers



• Australian emergency management system predominantly 
consists of ‘Formal Volunteers’, having long-term association and 
high-commitment.

• Significant resources deployed in regularly recruiting, training 
and retaining volunteers.

• Growing concern about declining emergency service ‘formal’ 
volunteers. 421,000 (in 2010) to 233,000 (in 2021)

• Alternative form of volunteering (digital, episodic, private sector, 
skill-based, etc)  is increasing but yet to be mainstreamed. It is 
mostly happening in post disaster phase.

Australia: Vital role of Volunteers



Volunteers are 
‘beacon of hope’  



…………be it Japan



……or Australia



• Invent new language and create new messages - to  encourage and 
inspire more people for volunteering

• Identify existing entities where future volunteers can be nurtured - such 
as schools and universities.

• Identify existing entities to augment current volunteer numbers - such 
as retired people, corporates, resident associations and CBOs.

• Find new entry points in a society which is rapidly becoming diverse: 
multicultural associations, hobby and sports clubs, religious/worship 
centres where people congregate, interact and also volunteer for a 
cause.

• Volunteering is fundamental for realizing vision of ‘Community Based 
DRR’.

Disaster Resilience calls for 
Expanding Volunteering base (i)



• Nurture inclusive volunteering: people with different abilities, First 
Nations People, Newly arrived migrants, Gen-X who communicates 
more in digital/virtual world!

• Localization of Volunteering: Disaster/Emergency Management Plans 
exist, but communities need handholding to understand do’s and 
don'ts, preparing emergency kits, conducting neighbourhood level 
mock drill, etc.

• Volunteering provides ‘purpose in life’: a great way to build ‘social and 
emotional well being’, reduce cost of mental health.

• Australia and Japan invest in international volunteering – enhance 
proportion of disaster/emergency volunteering to learn more from 
other cultures. 

Disaster Resilience calls for 
Expanding Volunteering base (ii)



• Volunteering exist across Individualistic & Collectivist culture: borders 
are getting blurred, islands of both types exist in same town/city - First 
Nations people and a great share of migrant communities have 
‘collectivist culture’.

• Consider making ‘volunteering’ a compulsory activity: it can turn the 
tide from ‘reactive’ to ‘proactive’ volunteering.

• Make volunteering fashionable: neighbourhood walks, town-watching, 
storey telling by elders and children too!; Celebrate Disaster Day/Week.

• Volunteering can reduce complacency: and bring realism (taps will 
never run dry, power outage will never happen, hospital will always be 
open to treat, ambulance is just a phone call away).

Disaster Resilience calls for 
Expanding Volunteering base (iii)



Naka Ward of Yokohama population 140,000







For more information about “Australia-Japan Emergency 
Management Volunteers Project”, please contact:

Akhilesh Surjan
Charles Darwin University, Australia
Email: akhilesh.Surjan@cdu.edu.au

We sincerely acknowledge support received from Australia-Japan Foundation (AJF) of the Australian
Government which has made this project possible focusing on emergency management volunteering in
Australia and Japan. AJF support was crucial for conducting field-work in Japan and participating in the
APMCDRR.

DRR is and will remain a ‘Shared Responsibility’

Continuous, proactive and sustainable engagement of volunteers in 
preparedness and prevention (not just response and recovery) is key 
to the resilience.


