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Abstract 

A detailed overview of the Great East Japan earthquake of the 11th of March, 2011. How 

had Japan prepared before the earthquake, tsunami, and subsequent nuclear crisis, and 

how was the national response to them after? This study looks at the evolution of 

Japan’s disaster management system and education, and how prior preparations affected 

the aftermath of the disasters. As the nuclear crisis at Fukushima unfolded, the study 

explores how this key event unfolded as well, and how Japan looks to recover from 

these events. As criticism against the government and involved organizations mounted, 

the Japanese public began coming up with its own solutions to problems. How Japan 

fully recovers from the disasters remains to be seen, nevertheless, an effective education 

in disaster preparedness undeniably saved lives, and rigorous building codes and 

mitigations proved effective.  
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Maps 

 

 

Map of Japan with Japan Meteorology Agency (JMA) Seismic Intensity levels for the 

2011 Tōhoku Earthquake marked in. The X marks the epicentre of the earthquake. 

Tōhoku is the northern region of Honshu, the main island, and was hit hardest by the 

disaster, containing the most areas marked in red (Japan Meteorological Agency, 2011). 
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March 11, 2011, tsunami height (red, yellow and white markers) and travel times in 

hours (black lines) from the earthquake’s epicentre (star) across the Pacific Ocean. 

(NOAA, 2011). 
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A map of the Tōhoku region, showing the towns and cities along the north-eastern 

Sanriku coastline, which runs along Iwate and Miyagi prefectures. The epicentre of the 

Great East Japan Earthquake is marked with a red X. The Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 

Power Plant is located further down the coastline (in red) (Japan-guide.com, 2016). 
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A map showing the Pacific Ring of Fire, a collection of volcanic areas that are caused 

by the powerful movements and collisions of the tectonic plates in the earth’s crust. 

These areas are prone to earthquakes as well, explaining Japan’s high rates of 

earthquakes as the archipelago sits east of mainland China, where four tectonic plates 

meet under the north-west Pacific Ocean (Encyclopædia Britannica, 2011). 
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Introduction 

As one of the world’s most seismically active areas, the Japanese archipelago 

experiences around 20 percent of all earthquakes world-wide that are of magnitude 6 or 

greater on the Richter scale. (Kingston, 2012a, p. 2). It is therefore no surprise then, that 

Japanese society takes disaster preparedness and crisis management very seriously. Still, 

despite being inarguably the best disaster-prepared nation in the world, no nation could 

have possibly been fully prepared for the cataclysmic disaster that was the Great East 

Japan Earthquake. However, Japan may have been the best prepared for it. 

 

On the 11th of March, 2011, one of the world’s most powerful earthquakes to date struck 

off the north-eastern coast of Japan. The Japanese archipelago was rattled with shocks, 

the energy released was great enough to raise and lower the ground considerably, 

moving the entire main island of Japan and shifting the earth’s axis (Chai, 2011). The 

six-minute main quake was not only followed by hundreds of aftershocks, but also a 

devastating tsunami that rushed over the coasts of Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima 

prefectures of northern Japan. Coastal towns and cities were swept away by the wall of 

water that forced its way as far as 10km inland, and when the waters receded, fields 

upon fields of debris had replaced the communities that had stood there. Enormous 

fishing vessels, stranded on dry land among battered cars, stood among the few barely-

surviving concrete buildings as a testament to the sheer force of the wave. A new 

disaster reared its head shortly after, as the tsunami had compromised a nuclear power 

plant along the coast, compounding the entire event into the biggest crisis the nation has 

faced since World War II (Branigan, 2011). 
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In this thesis, the events of the 11th of March 2011 are explored, along with the effects 

the disasters had on Japan and on the world. Following an overview of events, steps that 

had been taken in disaster prevention and preparation in the archipelago prior to the 

disasters are studied. What happened in the aftermath of the events? Keeping in mind 

what measures had been in place prior, actions that were taken in the wake of the 

disasters are examined. Finally, the effects of these actions combined, and how they 

have affected the people’s ability to rebound from the disasters are made clear.  

 

Although the Japanese islands may experience earthquakes frequently, it is by no means 

the only place where devastating natural disasters such as those on the 11th of March 

2011 might occur. It is only one of many nations that line the Pacific Ring of Fire, 

vulnerable to both earthquakes as well as tsunamis. Other nations that are located close 

to seismically active regions could experience powerful earthquakes at any time. 

Iceland, for example, is an island that is seismically active due to being located atop two 

of the Earth’s tectonic plates. This position makes it prone to earthquakes and volcanic 

activity due to the movement of the earth’s crust directly below. It is also vulnerable to 

other types of natural disaster, such as flooding and avalanches. Should a disaster of a 

similar magnitude happen, what would the response be? How well would nations that 

have volcanic and seismically active areas be prepared for events that, in geographical 

and historical terms, could occur at any time? 
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1. The Great East Japan Earthquake 

1.1 Overview of the Earthquake and Tsunami 

On Friday, March 11th, 2011, at 14:46 local time, the Great East Japan earthquake struck 

77 kilometres off the coast of the Tōhoku region in north-eastern Japan. With a 

magnitude of 9.0 on the moment magnitude scale1, it was the most powerful earthquake 

ever recorded in Japan, and fourth most powerful in the world since official recordings 

begun in 1900, accompanied by several thousand foreshocks and aftershocks, the more 

serious of which had magnitudes of 7.0 and greater (NOAA, 2015) (Norio, Ye, Kajitani, 

Shi & Tatano, 2011). The earthquake was so powerful that Japan’s main island of 

Honshū was shifted 2.4m east, and there has been noteworthy land subsidence, making 

the coastal areas more prone to flooding. The sheer intensity of the quake is also 

reported to have shifted the earth’s axis by 25 cm and accelerated the planet’s rotation 

by 1.8 microseconds (Chai, 2011) (CBS News, 2011). 

The quake lasted for nearly six minutes, launching a massive tsunami that hit the 

coast of Japan within minutes of the main quake, destroying towns, villages and land 

along 600 km of the Sanriku coastline, reaching as far as 10 km inland, it’s highest run-

up height recorded at 38.9 m in Iwate Prefecture (NOAA, 2015). The tsunami affected 

almost the entire Pacific coast and caused massive damages in Hawaii, California and 

Chile (NOAA, 2015) (Norio et al., 2011). 

Due to the earthquake’s proximity to the Japanese islands, Japanese society 

suffered extensive losses and damages from the disaster. 

 

																																																								
1 Developed in the 1970s, the moment magnitude scale (MMS) replaced the Richter 
scale as a more accurate way of measuring medium- to large scale earthquakes in terms 
of energy released. The differences between the two scales are minor. 
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1.2 Losses and Damages 

As of the 10th of March 2017, the tragedy has claimed 15,893 lives, with 2,553 people 

missing and 6,152 injured. These numbers include people that were outside of the 

Tōhoku region but were still affected. (National Police Agency of Japan, 2017). Around 

half a million people were displaced by the combination of earthquake and tsunami, 

losing not only their homes and loved ones, but in many cases, large parts of their 

communities were lost as well, everything reduced to rubble-covered wastelands in a 

day. 

 

This was the largest catastrophe Japan had faced since the second World War, with an 

estimated cost of $210-300 billion, the most expensive natural disaster on record 

(NOAA, 2015) (Kingston, 2012a, p. 2). For Japan, it was the most destructive 

earthquake since the Kobe earthquake in 1995 caused over 5,500 deaths, and the 

deadliest tsunami since the 1993 Hokkaido earthquake triggered a tsunami resulting in 

over 200 deaths (NOAA, 2015). 

Countless buildings and homes were damaged or destroyed by the tsunami, and 

in some cases, entire villages were swept away. About 250 million tons of debris and 

rubble covered the areas decimated by the disaster, including cars and ships. Power 

supply companies were compromised as several power plants were heavily damaged, 

causing widespread blackouts, and subsequent power-saving rolling blackouts, 

throughout the nation. Japan’s transportation system was also compromised, with a 

majority of train lines run by the East Japan Railway affected in one way or another and 

7 train lines and 23 railway stations completely destroyed. Extensive damage was 

reported at over 5,000 locations along rail lines in Tōhoku. Sendai airport suffered 

massive damages from the flood caused by the tsunami, and Narita and Haneda airports 
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in Tokyo, along with all of Japan’s ports, were closed in the immediate aftermath of the 

earthquake. Thousands of roads were not only covered with debris but were also found 

to suffer from cracks and holes. These extensive and widespread damages were 

hampering relief efforts and transport to, from and within the victimized areas (The 

Aviation Herald, 2011) (National Police Agency of Japan, 2017) (Koseki, 2013: 14). 

The economic impact of the disasters was immense. As the world’s third largest 

economy, the damages to ports, airports and industries in the upper streams of supply 

chains, many of which were located in the hard-hit areas in the northeast, caused 

widespread economic impacts not only in other parts of the country, but also around the 

world, something that crisis managers had not anticipated (Norio et al., 2011). For 

instance, the global supply chains of automakers and semiconductor equipment and 

materials were disrupted, as Japan holds key positions in those industries (Amadeo, 

2017). An estimated 23,600 hectares of farmland was ruined by seawater, and 3 to 4 

percent of Japan’s rice production was affected (Martin, 2011). The Japanese yen 

appreciated rapidly, harming Japan’s export-dependent economy, and the rapid drop in 

the Nikkei Stock Average caused fluctuations in global financial markets (Reuters, 

2011) (BBC, 2011a). After all that, there was still more to come. 

 

1.3 Overview of the Nuclear Disaster 

Perhaps the most serious of infrastructural losses from the earthquake and tsunami was 

the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant, which experienced several critical failures 

due to its incurred damages, resulting in nuclear fallout and the subsequent evacuation 

of residents living within 20 km of the plant (Norio et al., 2011: 38). 

The Fukushima power plant created energy with reactors that boiled water, the steam 

drove steam engines, and the cooled water was returned to the reactors to cool them 
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down. It was the failure of the cooling system that caused the catastrophe as all 

electricity, including the emergency back-ups, was cut off from the plant because of the 

damage from the earthquake and tsunami. Although the nations atomic reactors are 

designed to shut off automatically in the event of an earthquake, the soaring 

temperatures and increasing pressure inside the reactors caused massive hydrogen 

explosions, and attempts to relieve the pressure resulted in radiation being released into 

the environment through leaks and billowing black smoke (Aldrich, 2012: 127) (Norio 

et al., 2011: 38) (Nakamura and Kikuchi, 2011) (Koseki, 2013). 

Thus, despite all of the various ‘fail-safe’ mitigations, it was an unexpected case of 

cascading events of different factors that seem to have caused the catastrophic failure of 

the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant. 

The accident gradually came to be ranked as a level 7 nuclear event, the highest 

level on the International Nuclear and Radiological Event Scale, equivalent to the 

Chernobyl disaster in 1986. The radiation became life-threatening to the local residents, 

who became displaced due to evacuation measures, and radioactivity was measured in 

various foods and materials in the affected areas, which has had a widespread negative 

impact for the prefecture (Norio et al., 2011: 38). 

The nuclear disaster at Fukushima gradually began to overshadow the 

earthquake and tsunami, especially in the international community (Koseki, 2013). The 

Japanese people now faced with a completely unique situation in the aftermath of not 

only their most serious and destructive natural disaster to date but also with the dangers 

following nuclear radiation. Around 164,000 people had to evacuate their homes, and 

the reputation of the prefecture and its people sank due to a nationwide fear of radiation 

(Reconstruction Agency, 2017). 
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It is clear that the disasters had a devastating and widespread effect on Japan, 

with the chain reaction at the Fukushima power plant adding salt to its very fresh 

wounds. While the level of destruction was unprecedented, the nation’s preparations in 

the event of earthquakes and other natural hazards were not in vain. Without them, the 

events would likely have been even more catastrophic.   
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2. Disaster Preparations Prior to the Disasters 

As previously mentioned, the Japanese people have a long history of dealing with 

frequent natural disasters. This is largely due to the placement of the Japanese islands, 

as they sit atop the Pacific Ring of Fire; a “seismically active belt of earthquake 

epicentres, volcanoes and tectonic plate boundaries that fringes the Pacific basin. [...] 

Most of the earth’s strongest earthquakes and volcanic eruptions occur within the Ring 

of Fire.” (Britannica, 2014). 

Due to this long history of cohabitation with extreme forces of nature, a number 

of preparations have been incorporated and ingrained to protect the countries populace 

from the potentially devastating effects of natural disaster. The reduction of loss taken 

before or after a disaster can be categorized into “hard” and “soft” mitigation 

(Lichterman, 2000: 263) (Patterson, Terazaki & Yamaguchi, 2006: 414).  

In the former category are infrastructural measures of protection, such as seawalls, 

building codes and evacuation centres. Their purpose is to make the infrastructure 

secure and strong enough to be able to withstand a disaster. Disaster education and 

awareness, emergency preparedness and emergency response, belong in the latter 

category. Simply put, soft measures are the knowledge that people can use before, 

during and after disaster to save themselves and others and reduces the effects that 

cannot be avoided by hard measures, which are preparations in the environment to 

protect from disaster, including natural barriers (Lichterman, 2000: 263-264) (Patterson, 

Terazaki & Yamaguchi, 2006: 414). 
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2.1 Hard Mitigation  

The Sanriku coast, in particular, has a long history with giant tsunamis. Before the 2011 

disaster, a 99% probability that an earthquake with the magnitude 7.5-8.0 would occur 

off of Miyagi Prefecture within the next 30 years had been predicted (Sendai City, 

2010). In preparation for future great tsunamis, many countermeasures had already been 

constructed. Along the Sanriku coast, large tsunami breakwaters are designed to protect 

from an incoming tsunami. Large concrete blocks embedded in the seafloor on rock 

foundations are designed to intercept and break up the wave (Suppasri et al., 2013: 998).  

After experiencing the effects of the Chilean Tsunami in 1960, during which 

tsunami waves travelled across the Pacific Ocean all the way to the archipelago, all 

coastal zones in Japan that had been affected by tsunamis came to be protected by 

seawalls and/or tsunami gates. Seawalls are constructed based on recent past tsunami 

wave height in each particular coast. While most of the seawalls are designed to protect 

from high tides or typhoons, some are designed as tsunami protection. Tsunami gates 

are more rigid structures designed for tsunamis, but many have to be opened and closed 

manually (Suppasri et al., 2013: 998-1002) (Patterson, Terazaki & Yamaguchi, 2006: 

416). Plantation, pine trees, in particular, have also been utilised as coastal protection. 

The Sanriku coast especially combined these ‘control forests’ with seawalls or other 

such measures. These forests act as a natural barrier against tsunami similar to the 

breakwaters, trapping debris and breaking up an incoming wave; reducing its 

destructive power before it hits a populated area (Suppasri et al., 2013: 1003). Control 

forests have been found to withstand 3-5-meter-high tsunamis, and historical data shows 

that a 100 meter or greater wide forest is expected to be effective against a tsunami of 

up to 5 meters (Patterson, Teriyaki & Yamaguchi, 2006: 417) (Suppasri et al., 2013: 

1003). 
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These coastal measures against tsunami are prevalent along Japan’s coast, along with 

memorials of prior tsunamis, altitude signs and evacuation signs with information on 

where to evacuate and how to spot an incoming tsunami. In addition to tsunami 

countermeasures, the people are equally concerned with earthquake mitigation. 

People are usually recommended to evacuate to higher than the third floor in high-rise 

reinforced or steel-reinforced concrete buildings should there not be any natural high 

ground nearby in the event of a tsunami (Suppasri et al., 2013: 1006). These reinforced 

concrete buildings, and more are built to stringent building and fire codes to make them 

safe during earthquakes, while also serving as an evacuation measure against tsunami. 

The building code for earthquake-resistant buildings was revised in 1981 and 2000. 

They include hydraulic shock absorbers, giant rubber pads and extra steel bracing, all of 

which is built into a building’s structural skeleton, allowing it to sway less and move 

with the shaking of the ground without crumbling down entirely. In addition to these 

buildings, residential buildings, bridges and other infrastructures are intensively 

reinforced as well (Norio et al., 2011) (Tossani, 2012: 257) (Glanz and Onishi, 2011) 

(Begley, 1995).  

Furthermore, Japan also has an extensive network of stations for the purpose of 

earthquake prediction, including tide-gauge observation stations and the Japan 

Meteorological Agency’s (JMA) seismic observation stations, which are set up with 

various equipment and seismographs for monitoring earthquakes (Rikitake, 1982: 8, 

11). The JMA’s Earthquake Early Warning system is an automatic announcement of the 

estimated magnitude and time of an earthquake. It is provided by these stations at the 

first sign of tremors underground. These warnings and forecasts of the quake’s intensity 

are transmitted directly to cell phones, public broadcasters, and the Internet. The system 

is regarded as a highly effective way of reducing earthquake-related damage, allowing 
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for an appropriate and prompt response from the public, including quickly evacuating 

from possibly dangerous environments, stopping factory assembly lines and trains 

before the ground begins to shake (Japan Meteorological Agency, 2007). 

	
2.2 Soft Mitigation 

The Earthquake Early Warning system functions as a warning, which the Japanese 

public is able to use effectively as a result of their extensive disaster awareness and 

preparedness. With the frequency of earthquakes in the country, local governments are 

active in creating awareness and coordinating disaster drills, and the country invests 

heavily in public disaster education, making the populace have some of the highest 

disaster risk awareness in the world. Previously mentioned memorials of prior disasters 

serve as constant reminders, and information on the dangers of natural disaster is often 

distributed by media in various forms, raising awareness and understanding. Even 

included in personal agendas are instructions and guidelines on how to act in and 

prepare for disaster, and pamphlets for tourists are kept in hotels, museums and other 

tourist areas (Norio et al., 2011) (Patterson, Terazaki & Yamaguchi, 2006: 421).  

 In concert with local governments, neighbourhood associations (NHAs) and 

volunteer firefighters play a key role in improving general disaster preparedness of the 

public. NHAs are the most common form of civil society organization in Japan, and 

nearly all Japanese belong to one of the about 300,000 NHAs in the country. Many 

NHAs organize training to enable quick and efficient response to disasters and circulate 

relevant information. They can also create maps that show potential hazards in their 

neighbourhood, and where people who may require assistance during emergencies live, 

such as the elderly, small children or foreigners who do not understand Japanese. In 

addition, NHAs are responsible for various social services and provide socializing 
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opportunities to local residents, such as organizing local festivals, sports and cultural 

events, support group activity and education, and so on. These activities generate social 

capital (social networks, trust, mutual understanding) by encouraging local residents to 

work together (Yuko et al., 2012).  

September 1st is Japan’s Disaster Day, the anniversary of the Great Kanto 

Earthquake that killed more than 140,000 people in 1923. The day has since been 

dedicated to disaster awareness and drills, based on a mock scenario of a large scale 

earthquake conducted by the Japanese government, fire department, coast guard and 

various other organizations (Disaster Prevention Day Drills, 2015). Apart from Disaster 

Day, the Japanese people, schoolchildren in particular, regularly take part in disaster 

preparedness drills and training activities. These include knowing how to prepare 

supplies at home in case of emergency, how one should act during an emergency such 

as an earthquake, and knowing where to evacuate to in their respective communities and 

elsewhere (Patterson, Terazaki & Yamaguchi, 2006: 420). While the frequency of these 

practices varies depending on the risk of disaster in each area and other reasons, the 

general awareness of the Japanese people seems to be high. In Minami-Sanriku town, 

for example, tsunami evacuation drills are conducted every year, and the residents have 

high awareness because of past tsunami experience (Begley, 1995) (Suppasri et al., 

2013: 1001).  

It is clear that disaster preparedness is a very visible and active phenomenon in 

everyday Japanese life, starting as early as elementary school. Local governments, 

businesses, schools, and neighbourhood associations encourage people to take part in 

drills and training at least once a year. Frequent small earthquakes remind the 

population of the importance of this, and bigger ones will often trigger changes and 

improvements in preparedness on the national level, such as with new legislation. 
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2.3 Disaster Management Legislation 

Japan’s disaster management system evolved in 1961, based on lessons learned from 

Typhoon Isewan (Vera), which had caused significant losses and damages 2 years prior. 

It was understood that localities were not prepared to respond to disasters and that the 

area had not been prepared by the national government at the time. The current system 

involves the local, prefectural and national levels of government sharing 

responsibilities. Local governments are responsible for developing disaster plans for 

their area, first response duties, and leading recovery efforts. The prefectural and then 

the national government are mainly involved in planning, becoming involved in disaster 

response only after the local government is overwhelmed and cannot guarantee the 

safety of the public. Historically, the national government has rarely stepped in (Greer, 

2012). 

 The elementary legislation related to disaster management in Japan is the 

Disaster Countermeasures Basic Act of 1961, which provided guidelines for developing 

national and local disaster management offices and plans. It addressed four basic 

functions: disaster management planning, disaster preparedness, disaster emergency 

response, and financial measures for preparedness and recovery expenses (Tanaka, 

2008). A part of this act, the Basic Plan for Disaster Management, was a basic template 

to be used to create disaster plans at the local, prefectural and national levels. This part 

was used to construct the plan for the Kobe earthquake, detailed below. As Japan was 

ravaged by many typhoons at the time, the policy neglected to properly include 

earthquakes (Britton, 2007). The next piece of important legislation is the Special 

Measures Law for Countermeasures Against Large Earthquakes of 1978, ordering that 

preparation begin for the forecasted Great Tokai earthquake, still threatening to hit 

Tokyo. This act allowed the national government to force the prefectural and local 
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governments to take measures to advance their disaster resilience. Following this, the 

Disaster Prevention Bureau and the National Land Agency were established in 1984, the 

former primarily deals with mitigation activities, while the latter takes care of issues 

related to sustainable development (Britton, 2007). Then in 1995, the Great Hanshin 

earthquake struck. 

 

2.4 Lessons from Kobe 

The Great Hanshin earthquake of 1995, more commonly known as the Kobe 

earthquake, had been the most destructive earthquake in Japan in recent times up until 

2011, with about 6.000 dead and 26.000 injured (Glanz and Onishi, 2011). In the 

immediate aftermath of the Kobe quake, the government response was found to be 

universally appalling. Soldiers and firefighters were trapped in unmoving traffic, with 

no water to put out the burning city. Survivors had to battle fires themselves with sewer 

water, and food, water, and blankets were in extremely short supply. A survivor 

described the situation as hell itself, another that relying on the government would lead 

them all to starve. Prime Minister (PM) Tomiichi Murayama visited the destroyed city 

and said, bewildered, “Cheer up and fight the hardships.” These words reflected the 

disconnect between the officials in Tokyo and the people in the disaster area clearly 

(Begley, 1995). The disorganized and careless response of Murayama’s Administration 

was compounded by “bureaucratic foot-dragging, infighting, and red tape”. National 

government officials and bureaucrats made unreasonable and unfair demands and 

arguments, arguing for instance against giving medical assistance to foreigners with 

expired visas (Avenell, 2012: 55). 

 Volunteering boomed in the face of these administrative mishaps, with well over 

a million volunteers getting involved in relief and reconstruction efforts, inviting some 
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to call the event ‘Year One for Volunteerism’. However, the existing volunteer 

infrastructure was not prepared for the surge in people willing to volunteer. Most of 

these individual volunteers went to Kobe by their own means, joining groups only after 

they arrived. These ‘uninvited’ volunteers were sometimes turned away by city officials, 

leading to some simply searching for ways to help at evacuation centres or on the 

streets. This did not always turn out well, and complaints about ‘nuisance volunteers’ 

began to spread. They were criticized for buying up supplies and receiving meals at 

emergency centres, and because many of them were ill prepared to be in a disaster area, 

the label ‘refugee volunteer’ also surfaced. The volunteer groups that did exist were 

very short on funds as there was no systematic process for fund raising and allocating 

into groups. Citizens elsewhere did not appreciate voluntary groups and many preferred 

to donate directly to the disaster victims (Avenell, 2012: 56, 59). 

In all, the national government response was said to be so lax and counterproductive 

that some argue that it “made Kobe as much a man-made disaster as a natural one.” 

(Avenell, 2012: 53).  

What became clear after Kobe was how the terrible financial situation of volunteer 

groups affected their ability to assist, and the importance of a proper volunteering 

infrastructure and coordination. Lessons were learned, and the government began to 

work on how to improve disaster response. The Basic Plan for Disaster Prevention was 

revised to require recurring emergency drills throughout the country to increase 

resilience and improve preparedness, leading to the Japanese school’s earthquake drills 

and education, as well as drills in private organizations and businesses. Another lesson 

learned was to make Japan a “safe and comfortable place to live” with the 

Comprehensive National Development Act of 1998 (Greer, 2012). Part of its initiative 

has been to make Japan more resilient to large-scale earthquakes by improving 
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communications systems, increasing the resilience of the transportation system, 

establishing an earthquake watch network, keeping provisions available for victims of 

earthquakes, funding research on earthquakes and their mitigation, and setting building 

standards for lifeline utilities. Then, the People Protection Law of 2004 primarily dealt 

with structural mitigation, that the government would hire industry to build mitigation 

structures (Greer, 2012). 

In Japan, legislation is reactionary. That is to say, “if an emergency or disaster 

identifies a gap in the law, a new bill is proposed to address it. Likewise, if an issue is 

found that does not fall under the jurisdiction of an existing agency, a new agency is 

formed to fill the gap.” (Greer, 2012:119). This method of creating legislation has 

conceived over 200 unique pieces of legislation, although new legislation may conflict 

with existing ones (Britton, 2010). 
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3. Immediate Disaster Response 

3.1 Government Response to the Earthquake and Tsunami 

In the face of the Great East Japan Earthquake, a substantive governmental support 

structure for volunteering was set up immediately. Regulatory and administrative 

measures were quickly implemented to aid the volunteering effort, including 

streamlining and simplifying various procedures and reducing taxes to reduce the 

financial burden. National, local and quasi-governmental institutions began to enable 

and organize disaster relief volunteering, together with civic groups (Avenell, 2012: 54, 

62). 

The Japanese government established a special headquarters for emergent 

disasters headed by PM Naoto Kan, and eventually another for the nuclear crisis. These 

two headquarters became the main decision-making bodies of the government in the 

aftermath of the disaster. (Norio et al., 2011) A government emergency response 

headquarters, led by Foreign Minister Takeaki Matsumoto, was also established. He 

welcomed foreign countries to offer any assistance to Japan, and the headquarters 

checked on foreigners in Japan and the embassies in Tokyo. Another initiative by the 

government was the countermeasures against disasters headquarters, headed by Defence 

Minister Toshimi Kitazawa, through which about 180,000 self-defense troops in total 

were quickly mobilized, participating in rescue operations, relief efforts and providing 

logistics (Norio et al., 2011) (Koseki, 2013:14). 

On the 11th of April 2011, the Cabinet decided to establish the Reconstruction 

Design Council. Headed by the president of the National Defence Academy Iokibe 

Makoto, and appointed by various intellectuals in post-earthquake reconstruction and 

the governors of Fukushima, Iwate, and Miyagi prefectures, it was tasked with 



	 25	

discussing a framework for formulating reconstruction guidelines that the government 

could consult with. The Cabinet insisted that “the process of recovery [must] not be 

limited to simply picking up the pieces, but instead be geared towards creative 

reconstruction that looks ahead to the future” (The Reconstruction Design Council, 

2011: 53). The Council submitted its 55-page report to the Prime Minister on the 25th of 

June the same year (The Reconstruction Design Council, 2011). 

 

3.2 Response to the Nuclear Disaster 

The government’s efforts in response to the earthquake and tsunami were overshadowed 

by the crisis in Fukushima. When the Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO) 

reported the power-loss of its nuclear reactors at Fukushima to the government, all 

confidence in the nuclear energy system was shattered. Kan declared a state of nuclear 

emergency at the Fukushima-Daiichi plant, and at the Fukushima-Daini plant the 

following morning. From the evening on March 11th, the government issued a series of 

evacuation orders, instructing people within a 3 km radius of the plant to evacuate, and 

for those within 10 km to remain indoors, as radioactive material would be released into 

the air when the vents of the reactor would be opened to relieve the pressure building 

inside. Over the next few days, the evacuation zone was gradually enlarged (Koseki, 

2013: 20-23, 31). 

The vents were opened more than an hour after Kan had ordered after his visit to 

the plant, at around 10:20 am on the 12th when TEPCO and the Fukushima Prefectural 

Government had confirmed that the people within the evacuation zone had left. While 

Kan had flown to Fukushima, Haruki Madarame, chief of the government’s Nuclear 

Safety Commission, was instructed to answer the prime minister’s questions. When 

asked if a hydrogen explosion could occur, Madarame said it was impossible due to the 
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fact that there was no oxygen in the containment vessel. He had failed to think that 

oxygen might leak in and lost PM Kan’s trust the same day when a huge hydrogen 

explosion occurred in unit No. 1 (Koseki, 2013: 22-23). 

This explosion on March 12th at 3:36 pm, shocked the nation and the 

government. The explosion broadcast on TV screens across the nation went unexplained 

to the public for over two hours, after which a news conference provided only the most 

ambiguous of answers, saying that ‘some sort of explosion’ had occurred, and urged the 

public to keep calm. It would not be until two months later that TEPCO would admit to 

a nuclear meltdown. One by one, more units were rocked by explosions, and a 

misunderstanding between TEPCO and PM Kan led the latter to believe TEPCO was 

considering evacuating all personnel from the plant, making him and other key 

personnel increasingly suspicious, when TEPCO had always meant to leave workers to 

do necessary work to deal with the crisis (Koseki, 2013: 23-27).  

The United States became more and more concerned about the nuclear crisis as it 

unfolded, as they felt that the Japanese authorities were providing insufficient and 

possibly inaccurate information on the incident. These concerns finally mounted when 

the US government advised all US citizens in Japan to consider evacuating the country 

on the 15th of March.  

The concerns of the US government were not entirely unfounded, as the Kan 

administration did not seem to be on the same page regarding the crisis at all. The prime 

minister, the cabinet ministers, and spokesmen all sent out mixed messages and 

sometimes startling remarks. The Reconstruction Minister resigned a week into his 

appointed position after particularly insensitive remarks to politicians from the 

devastated areas, scolding them, for instance, for being a few minutes late and 

threatening to hold back aid from the government (Kingston, 2012b) (BBC, 2011b). 
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While the immediate response to the natural disasters of earthquake and tsunami were 

reasonably good, perhaps better than most considering the sheer scale of it, it was the 

response to the nuclear crisis that invited dissatisfaction among the public and 

international concern. The nuclear industry’s affirmations that nuclear power was safe 

and reliable were found to be untrue, and in the wake of the disaster, the industry was 

exposed to the public. 

 

3.3 The “Nuclear Village” 

At first, it was believed that the sheer magnitude of the earthquake and tsunami meant 

that the accident could not possibly have been foreseen or avoided, but over time public 

opinion shifted as new information came to light. The Fukushima nuclear power plant 

in question was reported to have malfunctioned several times in the past, but these 

incidents had been covered up. 

Nakamura and Kikuchi (2011) found that government officials and private 

companies involved in nuclear energy matters in Japan were “too lax in dealing with 

nuclear issues and facilities” (p. 893). While the government established an assortment 

of monitoring agencies and safeguards to ensure the safety and reliability of nuclear 

power plants, the actual monitoring and controlling of the plants and the power industry 

appears to have been careless due to Japan’s influential “nuclear village” lobby of pro-

nuclear institutions and advocates, government officials, scientists, and industry 

workers.2 The cosy relationship between policy makers, the regulators and the regulated 

meant that inspections were not impartial, and falsified reports and cover-ups were 

plentiful (p.893-896) (Clenfield, 2011). 

																																																								
2	The term “nuclear village” implies the tight-knit relationships of these advocates in 
their solidarity to promote nuclear energy and is commonly used in Japan.	



	 28	

The Japanese government and the power industry seemed to be far too 

overconfident in the safety of their nuclear reactors, which was reflected in various 

publications and commercials that Japanese nuclear reactors were safe and secure. 

TEPCO had also emphasized that their reactors were “fail safe” prior to the 2011 

earthquake, listing the extensive protective components of the power plant structures, 

insisting that failures and accidents were impossible (Yamaguchi, 2006, p.1-10). 

However, after the fact, these assertions were deleted from the Internet and elsewhere 

(Nakamura and Kikuchi, 2011, p.894-895). 

With the failure of the Fukushima plant, the public’s trust in nuclear energy was 

lost, and Tokyo saw some of its biggest protests in its aftermath, with tens of thousands 

of people demonstrating against nuclear energy in Japan regularly since the disaster 

(Ogura & Mullen, 2012). The trust in the government also suffered monumentally, as 

their insistence on what had proven to not be ‘fail-safe’ opened the floodgates for 

unrelenting criticism on the pro-nuclear advocates and industries, as well as the 

government.  

 

3.4 Volunteering and Relief in Tōhoku 

While the handling of the nuclear disaster was seen as disgraceful and unhelpful at best, 

the governments measures for volunteering were in stark contrast. It was “swift and 

substantive and profoundly shaped by the humiliating legacy of Kobe where bureaucrats 

floundered and volunteers flourished.” (Avenell, 2012: 63) Officials actively 

encouraged volunteerism, and the country’s widespread volunteer networks worked 

better with their and civic leader’s administration (Avenell, 2012: 63).  

The Kobe earthquake’s legacy saw the creation of many fundamental civic 

networks for volunteer coordination and cooperation, and post-Tōhoku saw this trend 
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continue, with the establishment of the Japan Civil Network for Disaster Relief in East 

Japan (JCN) on 16th of March, with hundreds of member organizations divided into 

specialist teams for each side of relief and rebuilding work. This important network 

provided extensive information and data on volunteer activities, groups, and for those 

interested in lending a hand to the cause (Avenell, 2012: 68-69). 

One important facet of volunteering in Japan are the volunteer firefighting 

groups throughout the nation. Volunteer firefighters greatly contribute to disaster 

preparedness and response of the public, as they engage in educational activities to 

prevent fire and improve disaster preparedness, and maintain disaster response 

knowledge and skills. Their role is crucial in isolated and less populated communities, 

such as the towns and villages in the affected areas during the disaster. Indeed, the many 

committed firefighters responded immediately that day, dozens went missing or died 

serving their communities (Yuko et al., 2012: 85-86). 

The Japanese public, as they did in response to the Kobe earthquake, donated and 

volunteered by the masses, with an estimate of 500 to 750 thousand people arriving in 

Tōhoku during the first three months after the quake, an impressive number considering 

how difficult transport to and from the area was after the disaster due to destroyed and 

damaged roads, train lines, ports and airport. Many Japanese companies assisted people 

that wanted to volunteer by establishing employee volunteer programs that allowed 

employees go to Tōhoku in groups for a few days, and receive their regular salaries 

during that time (Curtis, 2012: 17, 19). The people of Tōhoku would see an 

unprecedented amount of help from the private sector as well. 

The contributions of Japanese corporations and business organizations were 

impressive and varied. Large donations and grants from companies such as Japan 

Airlines, Softbank, and the Mitsubishi Corporation were made, as well as various 
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programs to aid the relief and rebuilding effort. Perhaps the most innovative of these 

were the ‘volunteer bus tours’ to affected areas, which tour companies ran in 

collaboration with voluntary groups. These bus tours combined working as volunteers 

and visiting said area’s tourist spots and other places of interest for a few days. While 

some felt this was a disrespectful cash-in, this method not only brought in volunteers 

but also money and renewed interest to regional economies, helping them rebuild. 

Consumer cooperatives throughout Japan have also encouraged members to buy 

products from affected areas in order to help rebuild local businesses and agriculture, 

and residents in Ishinomaki and Kesennuma left jobless after the devastation of their 

communities could get paid in a ‘cash for work’ program to clean up debris (Avenell, 

2012: 67-69). 

Another unprecedented source of relief and information came from social media. 

As cell phone transmitters malfunctioned and became clogged, people turned to social 

media and texting to reach friends and family, and look for information. Warnings from 

the JMA and the NHK quickly circulated on Twitter, along with real-time visual reports 

from individual users in disaster areas. The Tōhoku disasters were perhaps the most 

well-documented natural disaster on social media to date, the speed of information and 

images from the affected areas was such that mass media used much of the generated 

content as their primary content. Over the following days, the information on social 

media was brought together in useful ways, such as matching supplies and need and 

means to transport these supplies, communication networks, “people finders” and 

radiation information (Slater, Keiko & Kindstrand, 2012: 94-95). The social media 

phenomenon seemed to generate not only from the willingness of citizens to come to 

the aid of those in need but also from the fact that help and information from the 

government were felt to not be adequate.  
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This was because despite all measures put in place prior, Kingston (2012a) 

among others, thought that the government and Japan’s political elite failed their people 

time and time again during and after the disaster, wasting time with “petty politics” and 

“failing to act effectively or with sufficient urgency” (p. 7) (Curtis, 2012: 26). Gerald L. 

Curtis, a professor of Political Science at Columbia University, visited several towns in 

the Tōhoku region in May 2011. Speaking with the victims of the disasters, he felt how 

the people of destroyed communities were bitterly disappointed and left to fend for 

themselves, unable to rely on the government for help (2012: 21).  
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4. The Effects of Prior Measures on Recovery & Rebuilding 

4.1 Reduced Damages  

Due to the nation’s strict building regulations, most buildings swayed with the 

earthquake without collapsing. Falling objects were reported to have killed and injured 

several people, but overall damage was minimal. Power was restored relatively quickly 

to areas outside of the tsunami zone, and deaths and injuries were few (Norio et al., 

2011) (Curtis, 2012: 15). Japan’s ‘hard measures’ against natural disasters may not have 

completely spared areas from damage, however, they were found to be extremely 

effective, as collapsing buildings would most certainly have racked up fatalities from 

such a powerful quake. This is especially true for areas that were not affected by the 

tsunami, but still felt the powerful tremors, such as Tokyo, where skyscrapers visibly 

swayed for minutes. Curtis (2012) remarked that “if there had not been the tsunami, the 

lead story about March 11 would have been about the remarkably successful earthquake 

disaster prevention measures Japan has adopted.” (p. 16). 

However, the tsunami struck, causing an unprecedented amount of damage as it 

reduced entire communities to rubble in some areas. Despite its overwhelming power, 

some mitigations were able to reduce its damage. 

 

The tsunami breakwaters, while they had not been designed for such a high tsunami, 

helped reduce its impact, delaying its arrival time and cutting down its height. The 

Kamaishi city breakwaters, designed to protect the city from a 5.6-meter-high tsunami, 

were found to have helped reduce the height of the tsunami from 13.7 meters to 8.0 

meters and the run-up height from 20.2 to 10 meters. This left many houses standing. 

The breakwaters, however, suffered damage from the force of the current and were 
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eventually destroyed (Port and Airport Research Institute, 2011) (Suppasri et al., 2013: 

995-997). The breakwaters of Ofunato were more heavily damaged and sunk into the 

sea after serving their purpose. This is theorised to be because of the older design of 

these breakwaters, which were completed in 1967 (Suppasri et al., 2013: 997-998). 

Reconstruction of some breakwaters has begun, as studies have shown how they helped 

reduce the tsunami’s impact where they were in place, as opposed to where there were 

no breakwaters. In addition, reconstruction and/or heightening of seawalls and sea dikes 

is planned, along with construction of new ones (Strusińska-Correia, 2017). 

 

4.2 The Effectiveness of Disaster Education and Awareness 

Despite the extreme number of structural damages and the height of the tsunami, 

experience of tsunamis among the people in the areas along the Sanriku coast, resulted 

in a much smaller number of fatalities than one would expect from a 10-meter-high 

tsunami, because a majority the people understood the need to evacuate, and did so 

quickly and properly, without panic. (Suppasri et al., 2013: 1011) People were generally 

well prepared and educated on the risks of these disasters in their area. Many had 

prepared disaster kits that contained dry rations, water, a first-aid kit, and battery-

powered radios (McCurry & Sample, 2011) (Learning from Earthquakes, 2011). People 

in other regions, such as Tokyo, took cover and evacuated as the earthquake got more 

violent, dazed and alarmed perhaps, but not panicked, as one blogger recounted (Kern, 

2011). 

In comparison, the Indonesian city of Banda Aceh, hit hard by the 2004 Indian 

Ocean tsunami, experienced a tsunami scare after a magnitude 8.6 earthquake on the 

11th of April, 2012. A tsunami alert was quickly issued, but the local response was 

chaotic and the city was soon paralyzed with traffic jams as people tried to flee to 
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higher ground or get to their families by car. Clear, official guidelines on disaster 

response had not been established, nor proper education. Fortunately, a tsunami did not 

hit despite the warning, but the head of the American Red Cross in Indonesia remarked 

that the cars would all have been swept away, calling the response a “wake-up call” 

(Folger, 2014). 

Unfortunately, there were also many cases of people not evacuating or returning 

to their homes after the quake in 2011 for various reasons, losing their lives in the 

tsunami as a result. In addition, because of the frequency of earthquakes in Japan, a 

certain risk of complacency exists among the population. Being aware of the mitigations 

in place, believing in them too much or thinking it was just a small quake may have 

caused people to not see a reason to evacuate quickly enough (Tossani, 2012: 259) 

(Kern, 2011). The great tragedy of Okawa elementary school in Kamaya village 

occurred due to the dangerous air of complacency despite clear tsunami warnings. The 

220-metre-high hill behind the school that would have saved lives was ignored, and of 

the 78 children present that day, 74 were lost to the tsunami, along with 10 out of the 11 

teachers (Parry, 2017). 

The Sanriku region, experienced with tsunamis, has a phrase called “Tsunami 

tendenko”, which can be translated as “you should protect your life by yourself”. It is 

meant to encourage people to evacuate from a tsunami immediately, alone and without 

taking any belongings. People should not be blamed for not helping others. In other 

words, self-evacuation3 (Suppasri et al., 2013: 1008, 2013). The idea of self-evacuation 

in this manner is also advocated by the Tokyo Metropolitan Government, in its 

																																																								
3	Further	reading	on	Tsunami	Tendenko:	Yamori,	K.	(2013).	Revisiting	the	Concept	of	Tsunami	Tendenko:	Tsunami	
Evacuation	Behavior	in	the	Great	East	Japan	Earthquake.	In	Ed.	Kawase,	H.,	Studies	on	the	2011	Off	the	Pacific	Coast	of	Tohoku	
Earthquake.	Springer	Japan:	Tokyo	(pp.	49-64).	
https://books.google.is/books/about/Studies_on_the_2011_Off_the_Pacific_Coas.html?id=Qr5ABAAAQBAJ&printsec=frontco
ver&source=kp_read_button&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false	
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‘Disaster Preparedness Tokyo’ manual, distributed in preparation for the Great Tokai 

earthquake (Tokyo Metropolitan Government, 2015). A good example of “Tsunami 

tendenko” was the case of the “Miracles of Kamaishi”. All 580 students and teachers 

from two schools in Kamaishi city destroyed by the tsunami survived because the 

students themselves decided to evacuate to higher ground before the tsunami hit, even 

though the two schools were outside the expected tsunami inundation area. (Suppasri et 

al., 2013: 1008, 2013) 

However, because of the unexpected tsunami height and run-up, many 

designated evacuation buildings and shelters, where people had gone to evacuate, were 

overwhelmed and destroyed. Kamisha city experienced a great tragedy in this regard. 

On the 3rd of March, roughly a week before the disasters, the town conducted an 

evacuation drill, designating a two-story reinforced concrete building as the disaster 

prevention centre. This building was outside the expected inundation area and was 

easily accessible by the elderly. Yet, it was not located on high ground. As a result, a 

majority of the participants in the drill evacuated to this building instead of higher 

ground and lost their lives as the building was overwhelmed by the tsunami (Suppasri et 

al., 2013: 1008-1010). 

 

4.3 Situation of Affected Areas in the Aftermath of Disaster 

The massive tsunami swept entire towns away, producing the tons upon tons of rubble 

and debris that dominated the devastated landscape of the Tōhoku region in the 

aftermath of the quake.  

Tōhoku’s farmers and fishermen were hit especially hard, as the blow it struck to their 

ports, lands, and equipment caused hundreds of billions of yen in damage. Farms and 

lands would take longer to recover because they were not only covered in debris from 
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the tsunami, but the land had sunk a considerable amount and been flooded with salt 

water, making it unfit for agricultural use without expensive and difficult repairing. 

Even with the funding, the soil will take years before it has recovered enough to grow 

crops. The destroyed farming equipment, bought with loans, puts many farmers in 

millions of yen in debt (Martin, 2011) (Curtis, 2012: 16, 23-24). 

The survivors that had to stay in evacuation shelters for a time became a source 

of pride for the Japanese. NHAs were valued for maintaining social networks and 

enable smooth coordinated action among residents, even among those whose 

neighbourhoods were washed away. Similar to NHAs, self-governing groups emerged 

in various shelters that organized themselves, selecting leaders and assuming 

responsibilities for various tasks within the evacuation shelter, the members working 

together to clean, prepare food and organize garbage disposal, for example. The high 

level of social capital generated by NHAs among the people is a likely source for the 

maintained general order of the disaster areas, as the lack of riots, looting and disorderly 

conduct was seen as impressive around the world (Yuko et al., 2012: 83-84).  

The people of Fukushima suffered tremendously from the nuclear meltdown in 

addition to the natural disasters. A total of about 165,000 people, including 20,000 

voluntary evacuees left their homes by May 2011. As of May 2016, around 100,000 

evacuees have not returned to their homes in Fukushima Prefecture. 18,322 people were 

still living in temporary housing units out of the roughly 57,000 that were displaced 

within Fukushima Prefecture. About 43,000 people evacuated to other parts of the 

nation (Flores, 2016). Radiation fears did not only keep evacuees from returning but 

have also largely destroyed the reputation of the prefecture to others, within and outside 

the nation. Malicious rumours and misconceptions about Fukushima and its people, 

such as inevitable death by radiation, inedible foods, and deformed babies, caused a 
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stigma against the prefecture, and even within the people themselves (Aoki, 2017) 

(Ohto et al., 2017). 

 

4.4 Criticism Against Official Response 

In comparison to other governments and their reactions to disaster situations, the Kan 

government’s response to the triple disaster actually measures up well. It was far better 

than the Bush Administration’s response to Hurricane Katrina in 20054.  

PM Kan immediately mobilized 100,000 troops and accepted international offers of 

assistance, and the tsunami relief was reasonably fast and effective in regards to the 

devastated transport routes and other infrastructure and the sheer scale of the disaster 

(Kingston, 2012b: 192). 

However, the missteps were felt to be greater than the correct ones, especially in 

response to the nuclear crisis, and criticism against PM Kan was unrelenting and came 

from all sides. The media and the political opposition took every chance to bring him 

down, and more than 70 percent of the public disapproved of the way he was dealing 

with the catastrophe and wanted him to resign, which he eventually did in August of the 

same year (Curtis, 2012: 25).  

For instance, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) (opposition party to Kan) used its 

control of the Upper House of the Diet to halt key legislation passed in the Kan’s 

Democratic Party of Japan’s (DPJ)-controlled Lower House, leading to a slow-motion 

response to the crisis as the national government and the Diet focused their all of their 

																																																								
4 Hurricane Katrina killed more than 1800 people and caused $100 billion in property damage in the 
United States. The Bush administration and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), along 
with the US Congress and the Army Corps of Engineers, are said to have made the damages much worse 
in various ways, including unpreparedness despite warnings, confusion among officials, fraud and abuse, 
indecision, supply failures and obstructing private relief efforts with ‘incomprehensible red tape’ 
(Edwards, 2015). 
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attention and power on ousting PM Kan, rather than tackle the many predicaments 

facing the communities in the north. A basic law on the reconstruction of Tōhoku took 

102 days to be approved, whereas a similar bill for the 1995 Kobe quake was passed 

within a month. This type of sluggish response reinforced negative perceptions of 

politicians and left devastated communities feeling hostage to irrelevant political battles. 

Mayors were unable to get proper guidance on rebuilding and financing matters, and 

even three months after the disaster emergency supplies were still scarce and the 

emergency reconstruction budget had not been secured (Kingston, 2012b: 188-189) 

(The Economist, 2011).  

For the people within Tōhoku, the government did not seem to provide the help 

and support they so desperately needed. While the initial rescue relief operations were 

in stark contrast to the 1995 Kobe Earthquake response, government policies that would 

give them hope for their future and the rebuilding of their communities, or even simply 

a speech to reassure the people that the government had a vision for Tōhoku’s 

reconstruction, seemed to be sorely missing in action (Curtis, 2012: 23). It wouldn’t be 

until three months later that the Reconstruction Design Council’s report was submitted 

to the prime minister. Even then, the trust in the government to follow through had 

already been broken for many. Decision making had been delayed, and the government 

had failed to convince the people that it had a vision for the region’s future (Curtis, 

2012: 25-26). 

For people outside Tōhoku, the nuclear crisis was the root of most of the 

dissatisfaction. TEPCO bore primary responsibility for this, along with the Ministry of 

Economy, Trade, and Industry (METI) for its failure to properly scrutinise the nuclear 

industry (Kingston, 2012b: 191). However, independent investigation teams labelled the 

evacuation orders issued by the government during the nuclear disaster as chaotic and 
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unsafe, many residents were not aware of the accident when the first evacuation order 

went out, nor did they receive proper information on the possible dangers of what was 

happening or where to evacuate safely (Koseki, 2013: 21, 31). It was negligent in 

regards to radioactive contamination and food safety issues and was slow to take 

measures to prevent contamination in the nation’s food supply (Kingston, 2012b: 191).  

What seemed to be the most worrying following the disaster was the uncertainty that 

the people felt, as the government, nuclear agencies and TEPCO seemed to have 

“provided differing, confusing, and at times contradictory, information on critical health 

issues” (Jamail, 2011). Unable to rely on the authorities for information, citizens took 

matters into their own hands. Equipped with Geiger counters to detect radioactivity, 

crowd-sourced sites with maps and data on radioactivity spread quickly, and the 

Japanese public came to rely on itself rather than the government. 
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5. The Future of Tōhoku 

5.1 Resilience and Social Capital 

Observers both inside and outside of Japan were impressed by the perseverance, 

bravery, and resilience of the people of the Tōhoku region in the aftermath of the 

disaster. News channels showed neat and orderly evacuation centres, where people lined 

up patiently for meagre food rations. They came together to help each other in the face 

of losing almost everything, and that left a profound impact on the world, especially on 

the Japanese people. The heartbreaking yet inspiring stories from the region gave the 

Japanese a renewed sense of pride and belief in their traditional Japanese values (Curtis, 

2012: 20, 22) (Koseki, 2013: 15) (Kazuhiko, 2012: 286). 

Curtis noted that it was important not to exaggerate this idealized image of the 

Tōhoku survivor. “You do not have to spend much time talking with the people in the 

evacuation centres before you are overwhelmed by how frightened they are and how 

hopeless they feel.” (2012: 22) His visits to evacuation centres were characterized by 

strained smiles and tearful eyes as the people tried to put on a brave face as they told 

him their stories. Although they tried to stay positive, their stress and grief were 

apparent. Despite this, Yamamoto reports that it was exceptionally impressive that 

evacuees at shelters organized themselves into functional communities (Yamamoto et 

al., 2011).  

Outside of the disaster zone, a sense of national solidarity made its mark, the 

population saved energy by dimming their lights and turning off air conditioners, and 

companies shifted their production from weekdays to weekends, with minimal 

complaints. These measures curbed the disruptiveness of the widespread power outages 

(Duignan, 2013: 72).  
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However, the show of solidarity was thought to have gone a bit too far when the 

governor of Tokyo called for jishuku (self-restraint) for the sake of the Tōhoku region. 

Despite government officials urging citizens to reign it in, the sentiment of self-restraint 

did a number on the economy, as household consumption fell by 2% in both April and 

May, and hit the restaurant and entertainment industries hard. Still, there were no riots 

or civil unrest. Voluntary restraint and the feeling of shared responsibility became a key 

part of the nation’s response to the disasters (Al-Badri & Berends, 2013) (Cukier, 2012: 

225-226). 

 

At the time of Curtis’s visit to the disaster area, the people had little hope for the future. 

Because the government failed to convince them that they had a vision for the 

reconstruction of Tōhoku, and with the destruction of their houses, farming land, fishing 

boats and everything else with no insurance to cover their losses or hopes of getting 

back to work, many were filled with despair and saw only a dead-end situation ahead. 

They did not want to leave their hometowns and everything they’ve ever known, and 

their friends and broken communities were all most of them had left (2012: 21-24). The 

deeply ingrained sense of group mentality in the Japanese nation, emphasized from a 

young age in the school system, led to strong national solidarity and action from the 

general public (Okano, 2009: 97). Combined with high levels of social capital, 

especially in the more rural and community-focused Tōhoku region, the victimised 

people were able to work together in an organised manner, maintain social networks and 

support each other (Yuko et al., 2012). 
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5.2 Looking to the Future 

Despite the overwhelming destruction to the Tōhoku region, many saw an opportunity 

to rebuild towns, railways, and economies in a better way, to improve and start afresh. 

Local political leaders came forth with bold and innovative ideas on how to rebuild their 

communities, such as mayor Sato of Minami Sanriku, a fishing town in Miyagi 

prefecture that was almost completely swept away by the tsunami. The mayor, who 

barely survived the tsunami as it swept over the roof of the town hall, expressed that he 

wanted to reshape and modernize the fishing industry of the town by consolidating the 

former ports. The dedication and determination of many local leaders in the disaster 

zone to rebuild their communities were seen in stark contrast to the quarrelling of Tokyo 

officials (Curtis, 2012: 24) (The Economist, 2011). 

Even so, a sizable portion of the younger generations of the area will 

undoubtedly leave in the future in search of better opportunities elsewhere. The rural 

Tōhoku region had already been facing declining population problems, and without 

bold and imaginative planning and strong political leadership, the many elderlies will be 

left behind because they cannot or do not want to leave their hometowns, even if there is 

nothing there (Muramatsu & Akiyama, 2011) (Curtis, 2012: 16-17). 

There is also a grave concern for future implications that the nuclear crisis will 

bring to Fukushima prefecture, along with the entire country. Through social media, 

rallies and protests against nuclear energy soon took off. These were the largest protests 

Japan had seen in decades, with more than 100.000 people demonstrating (Slater, Keiko 

& Kindstrand, 2012: 94) (Ogura & Mullen, 2012). The former PM Naoto Kan took part 

in a protest of the first planned restarting of nuclear generators since the disaster in 

August of 2015, where he said “We don’t need nuclear plants,” adding that the disaster 
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at Fukushima had “exposed the myth of safe and cheap nuclear power, which turned out 

to be dangerous and expensive,” (RT News, 2015). 

TEPCO has been heavily criticized for their actions in response to the nuclear 

fallout and well after, including spreading false and/or insufficient information, 

covering up the severity of the crisis and negligence towards proper maintenance and 

regulation (Kingston, 2012b: 190). TEPCO was also criticized by the international 

community after having released enormous amounts of radioactive water into the 

Pacific Ocean (Norio et al., 2011). 

 

Several opinion polls taken within the first month of the disasters suggested that while 

the public was dissatisfied with the handling of the nuclear crisis, it generally approved 

of the government’s response to the earthquake and tsunami (Al-Badri, 2013: 43). 

The government’s Central Disaster Council instructed in a report submitted in 

September 2011 that disaster countermeasures should not be based on the biggest 

earthquakes and tsunami of the past, as they had been, but should be based on the 

biggest earthquakes and tsunami scientifically possible. It also called for a focus on 

disaster reduction to minimise damage and loss of life, rather than disaster prevention 

(Koseki, 2013: 34).  

Since the disaster, Japan has seen many changes, policy-wise and otherwise. The 

energy sector has seen the most change, as the nation reforms its policies due to the lack 

of trust in nuclear energy. In cue with Japan’s method of ‘reactive legislation’, hundreds 

of laws were enacted or amended in the wake of the events of March 2011. These 

include laws to support victims, guidelines to clearing debris, laws on reconstruction 

and nuclear safety. These new and amended laws are also meant to provide better 

guidance for future large-scale natural hazards, a notable example is a new law on 
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Tsunami Countermeasures, as there had not been a law that primarily addressed tsunami 

countermeasures before (Umeda, 2013).  

However, other areas have remained unaffected, such as institutional conflicts of 

interest and the neutered press, aspects that the Japanese people recognized had 

contributed to inadequate and inefficient responses (Al-Badri & Berends, 2013) (Cukier, 

2012). 
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Conclusions 

	
The recovery of the Tōhoku region from the Great East Japan Earthquake is still 

ongoing, and as one of the most disaster-prepared countries of the world continues to 

recover from its most destructive natural disaster in recent history, the rest of the world 

would behove to take notice and learn from these events. 

 

The size and sheer destructive force of the natural disasters on the 11th of March 2011 

surprised many, but it was not an unthinkable event given the Japanese archipelago’s 

history with such events. Reinforced buildings and high-rises withstood the powerful 

earthquake thanks to strict building codes, created based on decades of experience, 

saving countless lives. Even so, they did not come out unharmed. Falling objects, 

indoors and outdoors, presented hazards as well. Several reinforced buildings were 

swept away by the tsunami where it struck, some of them were designated evacuation 

centres that simply hadn’t been prepared for such a powerful wave.  

It shows that, while extremely effective and contributing to a minimal loss of 

life outside the tsunami-affected areas, hard mitigation cannot be completely fail-safe. 

In the event of the tsunami, it was the impressive disaster preparedness of the Japanese 

people that saved lives. Knowing where to evacuate to, how to prepare for and what to 

do in various emergencies, this type of knowledge was what saved countless lives, as 

even evacuation centres would serve little purpose if the citizens did not know in what 

situations they should be used. High levels of social capital meant that the people of 

Tōhoku were able to come together and help each other despite everything, and 

evacuation centres were orderly and clean. 
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The Japanese government came out of the disasters in controversy. Response to the 

natural disasters was immediate and support and relief networks were extensive. 

Citizens themselves also played a vital role in rescue, relief, information, and support, 

through the Internet and volunteerism, although it was found that some of these 

admirable actions were necessary on behalf of the public because the government did 

not perform them in time, or did not perform them well enough. Due to these actions of 

the government, the people had to take care of themselves in the immediate aftermath. 

This type of criticism stemmed mainly from the catastrophe at the Fukushima Nuclear 

Power Plant, which revealed regulatory shortcomings and the worrying reality of how 

ill-prepared the government and the nuclear industry was against nuclear meltdown, 

which overshadowed the disaster areas that suffered through the tsunami. However, 

hundreds of new laws to address these shortcomings have since been enacted in 

preparation for future hazards. 

 

Today, six years later, the nation is still recovering. Around 123,000 people, combined 

with around 79,000 evacuees of Fukushima prefecture, are still displaced 

(Reconstruction Agency, 2017). These people, many of them elderly with no prospects 

of buying or renting a new home, have no idea when they will be able to move out of 

their temporary housing, if at all. The author visited Ishinomaki and neighbouring 

villages in Miyagi prefecture for volunteer work in November of 2016. From 

observations during that time, it is clear that the word ‘temporary’ has become 

meaningless to the residents of the neighbourhoods of well-lived-in one to two-room 

homes, reminiscent to metal shipping crates. They have become a new community, and 

like to keep pets and plants to make the area feel more lively and welcoming. They 

know that reconstruction is ongoing and time-consuming, but they are frustrated at the 
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feeling of being on the government’s back burner and afraid of being forgotten by the 

rest of Japanese society, as the nation fervently prepares to host the 2020 Tokyo 

Olympics. 

As the Japanese nation continues to recover since 2011, as well as prepare for 

the forecasted Great Tokai earthquake, others should take note of the lessons learned. 

While the level of hard mitigation that the Japanese have undertaken may be 

unrealistically high for some nations that experience similar natural disasters, disaster 

preparedness and awareness is invaluable. The education that has saved countless lives 

is beneficial to anyone, regardless of nationality or risk of disaster in that area. Similar 

to learning how to swim despite living in the mountains, it is the type of knowledge that 

can mean the difference between life and death. As a personal anecdote, while I do not 

live in Tokyo anymore, the disaster preparedness manual that I received from the city 

office during my stay has greatly improved my understanding of hazards and what to do 

before, during and after disaster strikes. There is no way of knowing where one will be 

when disaster strikes, that is why the education is essential, as it was in Japan that day 

in 2011. 
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