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 I was at home with the radio on, getting ready for work, on the morning of 

Friday, March the 11th. When I heard that Japan’s most powerful earthquakes 

since records began, had struck the northeast coast triggering a massive 

tsunami. Minutes after the earthquake struck, we were able to witness its 

immense destructive power. TV stations around the world began to roll on the 

story and we watched aghast as Japan’s national tragedy unfolded.  We saw 

roads, bridges, cars, buildings, and people swept away in the terrifying force of 

the water.  
 
 I have to say that, that day was one of the most mesmerizing days of 

television coverage I think I have seen in my life.  We were unable to take our 

eyes off the evidence of the unstoppable and terrifying power of nature venting 

its force. We heard of the threat of Japan’s nuclear reactors, the scale of the 

catastrophic melt down at the Fukushima plant, that at this stage was unknown. 

We saw hastily arranged press conferences of politicians and officials as they 

struggled to keep pace with fast moving events.  
 
 These events were brought to us that day by Japan’s national 

broadcaster, NHK. Their superb coverage told the story of the disaster for 

audiences at home and around the world. Its scale and skill was truly awesome. 

This quickly became a humanitarian crisis. Thousands were dead or missing. 

Hundreds of thousands of people were displaced. Shortages of water, food, fuel, 

shelter, and medicine. NHK’s coverage bore witness to the suffering and 

forbearance of the Japanese people.  
 
 There are some who argue that the days of continuous television news 

are numbered, that the old forms are giving way to the new internet generation 

who receive all their news on-line and we need to find new formats to address 

this, and I agree with that. But the Japanese tsunami showed us the power of 

pictures in telling a story, to be there and witness live those key moments in 

history.  
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 The first pictures appeared within minutes. NHK’s cameras remote were 

rolling on the ground and in the air. They collected incredible footage of the 

tsunami recorded by local residents. People clinging to roof tops shouting for 

help, a man in the car floating in the water. People stranded as the water gushed 

around them. There were heroic stories of survival. We saw the stoicism, 

endurance, and public spiritedness of the Japanese people. And all through it, 

NHK’s tone were calm, measured, presenting the facts.  
 
 A few weeks later on a visit to Tokyo, I had the opportunity and privilege 

to visit NHK’s news operation to express the BBC’s appreciation for that 

coverage and the help we received from them.  I was in awe when I learned the 

rigorous planning and rehearsal processes that they put in place over the years 

in order for them to be able to rise to the occasion in the way that they did.  And 

believe me we have a few processes ourselves at the BBC. I was particularly 

envious at the level of newsgathering resource available to them. I was struck by 

how a nation a similar size to the UK had 14 helicopters at their disposal and 70 

trucks.  
 
 But there was no powerful argument that day for the values of public 

service television, a properly funded broadcaster which takes its civic 

responsibilities incredibly seriously at a time of national crisis, there to inform its 

audiences, to explain and to provide people with what they needed to stay alive. 

NHK more than fulfilled its role. And to explain how they went to about it, I’m 

delighted to welcome their Director of Office of International Relations, Takehiko 

Kusaba.     

 

 


