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Abstract

Justin Whitney: Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in
Japan (1923—2016) (Under the Direction of Simon Avenell)

How has the repeated experience of disasters in Japan infuenced the capacity of
its crisis management stakeholders to cope with such events? Through a series of
qualitative case studies of disasters between 1923 and 2016, this thesis considers
how the learning approach in Japan has changed over the past century and why.
The focus of this study is Japan’s three tiers of government, as well as stakeholders
including not-for-proft organisations, the Council for Social Welfare (Shakyō),
and a range of other associations that have traditionally been part of Japan’s
disaster relief and recovery eAorts.
This thesis argues that as disasters may not necessarily occur in the same
location, for a nation to be resilient, there needs to be a capacity for knowledge to
be transferred from one context to another. This thesis thus searches for direct
pathways of teaching and learning between disasters, and considers the
mechanisms, institutions or strategies that facilitate or impede this transfer.
Through this study, it has been found that historically, Japan has done much
better at transferring the experience from a disaster across temporal boundaries
than spatial ones. It was common, for example, for regions to refer to physically
proximal disasters as sources of learning, even if that event had occurred centuries
before.
i

The 1961 enactment of the Basic Act on Disaster Countermeasures paved the
way for a more robust framework for knowledge transfer both within and between
the tiers of government in Japan. While this framework did not function as
expected in the aftermath of the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, as it had
remained largely untested, I argue that it played a crucial role as a benchmark for
learning.
This thesis fnds that the existence of this benchmark helped to trigger
horizontal and vertical integration of Japan’s disaster management arrangements,
which have in turn facilitated boundary processes and improved the transfer of
knowledge. It also fnds, however, that while this has better-prepared jurisdictions
that have not yet experienced a major disaster, questions remain as to whether too
much experience has led to the undermining of some aspects of learning even in
the most recent disaster events. These fndings have important implications when
considering how to beneft from the experience of disasters.
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Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

Chapter 1
Okiteminaito Wakaranai
— We won't know until one happens —

Introduction
I guess I must have placed too much faith in the belief that 'Kumamoto
Prefecture would never face a big earthquake'. This thought
continually resurfaces and pierces my chest like a sharp thorn
(Nihonhōsōkyōkai 2016a)1.

Despite a broad acceptance that the repeated experience of disasters leads to
communities learning how to better coexist with their environment, Japan
provides us with numerous examples that suggest experience does not always
trigger learning processes that lead to better outcomes. How can we reconcile
these two seemingly opposing observations within the context of Japan’s capacity
to respond to natural disasters?
Given the signifcant human and economic costs associated with disasters, it
is crucial that we gain a more nuanced understanding of how repeated experience
impacts a nation’s resilience. It is only through such understanding that we can
start to explore how communities can learn better from both their own successes

1

Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from Japanese to English are by the author.
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and mistakes and those made by others in managing disasters, and in turn, do
better when the next one strikes. By identifying and examining specifc examples
where the response to an extreme event was directly referenced during a
subsequent event, how that reference was made, who made it and whether it
occurred through formal or informal mechanisms, this thesis sets out to
contribute to the development of a more nuanced understanding of the link
between experience, understanding and improvement (i.e. how direct and indirect
experience translates into learning within a community).
This chapter presents an overview of this thesis in six sections. It begins with
a discussion of the background to the study and the reasons for choosing Japan as
its central focus. The second section discusses the rationale for the selection of
cases and how it relates to the concept disasters as defned within this thesis. The
third section describes how learning within a social context is conceptualised and
highlights the importance of the idea of ‘scales’ when examining learning from
disasters. The fourth section details the research aims, questions and contribution
of this thesis. The ffth section provides a rationale for choosing a qualitative case
study approach for this study. The sixth and fnal section presents the research
purpose and structure of the thesis as a whole.

Background of the Study
Events such as typhoons, earthquakes and foods are impacting communities
around the world with an increased regularity (Guha-Sapir, Below, and Hoyois
2016), many striking with very little warning, taking communities by surprise, and
2
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resulting in extreme consequences. For some communities, high-impact events are
more frequent than others, with some communities required to co-exist with
seasonally driven events such as foods or landslides, and others with events that
oAer little, or no precursory warning, such as earthquakes and tsunami. Japan—a
self-proclaimed saigai taikoku [disaster superpower]—has long coexisted with
both. In terms of seismic events alone, Japan is said to have been hit by 890 of the
more than 11,000 magnitude six or greater earthquakes that have been recorded
around the world since 1900, or approximately 8 percent of the total number
(United States Geological Survey 2017). This is despite Japan accounting for only
0.24 percent of the world’s land area (Central Intelligence Agency 2013). Given this
repeated exposure to extreme events, one would expect Japan to be prepared for
such surprises.
The link between repeated experience and learning has been well explored,
with poets and scholars acknowledging the importance of learning from mistakes
(see Goethe 1864, 186, 476 for example). This link is also considered a norm within
governments, as highlighted by a policy-maker cited in Kingdon (2003, 100), who
suggested that 'even a mule pays attention when you hit it a second time across the
head'. Similarly, Paton (2006, 5) observes that communities exposed to frequent
disasters may develop mechanisms to enable them to coexist with such events.
These observations suggest a positive relationship between experience and
learning. However, as alluded to in the opening quote by the Governor of
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Kumamoto Prefecture soon after a series of earthquakes rocked the region in 2016,
this may not always be the case.
How does the repeated occurrence of low-precursory period,2 high-impact
events infuence a community’s resilience? Japan is an ideal case through which to
examine this question. As a result of Japan’s relatively frequent exposure to highimpact events, Japan’s disaster preparedness is evident in almost every aspect of
daily life. Sea-walls stretch around much of the coastline protecting coastal
populations and critical infrastructure from tsunami, typhoon and storm surges.
Buildings must conform to strict seismic construction standards (Taishin kaishū
sokushin-hō Taishin kaishū sokushin-hō 1995; Kenchiku kijun-hō Kenchiku kijunhō 1950). There are also awareness-raising activities such as annually held national
disaster preparedness days and regular disaster drills conducted across the country
in kindergartens, schools, businesses and neighbourhood associations.
Indeed, consistent with these observations, Japan, the self-proclaimed
‘disaster superpower', is regularly considered one of the most disaster-prepared
nations in the world (Chavez 2011; Rauhala 2011; Foster 2011; Euronews 2015).
Japan’s experience in dealing with disasters is readily acknowledged by
government ofcials of other nations, who openly remark at the depth of
awareness in Japanese communities compared with their own (interview with
Emergency Management Australia representatives 2017). Japan’s reputation as a
‘disaster superpower’, is also backed up to some degree by the 2016 World Risk
2

Gregg and Houghton (2006, 26), describe precursory period as the time between the detection
of precursory activity and the onset of the event, such as tremors prior to a volcanic eruption or
tsunami.
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Report, which places Japan in the top four countries in terms of exposure to
natural disaster, but ffth in terms of coping capacities3 and 24th in terms of
adaptive capacities, out4 of 171 countries measured (Mucke et al. 2016).
Japan is an active participant on the international stage in felds relating to
natural disasters, with key global disaster resilience strategy documents bearing
the names of major Japanese centres – Yokohama, Hyōgo, and Sendai
(‘Yokohama Strategy Plan of Action for a Safer World’ 1994; UNISDR 2004;
UNISDR 2015a). Much of Japan’s engineering and technological prowess is also
being actively marketed to other nations by the Japanese government (Japan Bosai
Platform 2016), one recent success being the adoption of its tsunami early warning
systems by Indonesia (Shindō 2013). In many areas of disaster prevention,
preparedness, and response, Japan’s wealth of disaster experiences has placed it at
the forefront of global best practice.
However, despite such recognition of Japan’s ability to prepare for natural
disasters, the nation also continues to present us with examples like that of the
Kumamoto Governor, where leaders are taken by surprise by what may be
considered low-precursory period, high-impact events. ‘Pitiful’ was how Kagawa
Toyohiko, Christian reformer and active disaster relief worker, assessed the
government response to the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake, after witnessing
numerous government and private organisations converging on the same areas to
provide relief assistance, with other aAected areas being largely ignored (Kagawa
1924, 215). Newspapers in 1959, following the Ise Bay typhoon, condemned the
3
4

Defned as capacities to reduce negative consequences (Mucke et al. 2016, 9).
Defned as capacities for long-term strategies for societal change (Mucke et al. 2016, 9).
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inaction of the Japanese Government as ‘criminal’, when, despite an awareness of
the potential danger that Ise Bay faced, food protection measures in the region
were not strengthened (see Honda 1959, 11 and; Inaura 1953 for example). The Ise
Bay disaster was consequently referred to as a Seisai [a government made disaster]
(see Chūnichi Shimbun 1959 for example). The Hanshin-Awaji earthquake of 1995
saw the government characterised as muryoku [powerless or impotent] (Kyōdō
Tsūshin 1995), with the Prime Minister at the time, Murayama Tomiichi criticised
domestically for his government’s slow and somewhat confused initial response to
the disaster. This narrative was also refected in international media (see Helm
1995; Christian Science Monitor 1995; Jameson 1995a; Jameson 1995b; and Wudunn
1995 for example).
The nation’s capacity to respond to an extreme event was again tested
following the massive Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami on 11 March 2011.
The negative portrayal of Japanese governmental leaders was apparent yet again
after this event, with the response by the government popularly referred to as a
‘debacle’ (see Bloomberg 2011 and; Fortune 2012 for example). What do these
negative portrayals of Japanese leadership tell us about learning from the
experience of disasters, and how can they coexist with Japan’s perceived prowess in
dealing with disasters?
As is often the case with extreme events, the above examples were separated
both spatially (striking diAerent regions within Japan) and temporally (striking at
diAerent times in Japan's history). Is it therefore possible that these opposing

6
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views are the result of a breakdown in the transfer of experience by responders of
one disaster to those of the next? If this is the case, what might this mean for the
nation's resilience, particularly concerning high-impact, low-precursory period
events? The human and economic costs associated with disasters are signifcant,
with the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED) recording
749,000 deaths in their database in the last twenty years alone (CRED and
UNISDR 2015, 3) and the United Nations conservatively estimating economic costs
associated with disasters of between $250 and $300 billion annually (Moon 2016,
1).5 As disasters appear to be occurring around the world with increasing frequency
as the impacts of climate change interact with the growing population densities
particularly along coastlines and rivers, these costs are only likely to increase.
It is thus crucial that the high costs associated with these events be somehow
oAset by enabling communities to beneft from their experiences through a better
understanding of post-disaster learning processes. With the aim of learning how
to learn better, I search for clear examples of where lessons drawn from some of
Japan’s most extreme high-impact events since the early 1900s that were
subsequently transferred and applied to other contexts. I also identify and
examine agents, mechanisms and institutions that have been responsible for
facilitating or impeding knowledge transfer between events and explore whether,
how and why the processes underpinning knowledge transfer have changed over
time. Before providing an overview of the approach, purpose, and structure of this
5

The World Bank estimates that overall losses may indeed be even greater, suggesting that when
factoring in the impact on the well-being of individuals, costs may in fact, be closer to $520 billion
annually (Hallegatte et al. 2016, 3).
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study, it is frst necessary to outline how disasters and learning are conceptualised
here. That will be the purpose of the next section.

Defining the Concept of Disasters as a Basis for Case Selection
A disaster can be defned broadly as '…a sudden, calamitous event that seriously
disrupts the functioning of a community or society and causes human, material,
and economic or environmental losses that exceed the community’s or society’s
ability to cope using its own resources' (IFRC 2017). The Emergency Events
Database (EM-Dat) operationalises its defnition of disaster by requiring that at
least one of the following criteria must be fulflled for an event to be included in its
dataset: 1) Ten or more people reported killed; 2) One hundred or more people
reported aAected; 3) A declaration of a state of emergency; or 4) A call for
international assistance (Guha-Sapir, Below, and Hoyois 2016). As this draws from
the EM-Dat database for its initial list of disasters, thesis will rely on both of these
defnitions for case selection. The Em-Dat defnition is also useful insofar as the
acts of declaring a state of emergency, and calling for international assistance are
associated with the triggers for national government involvement in disasters.
As discussed in the opening paragraphs, the suddenness of disasters varies
signifcantly between, and indeed within disaster types. Suddenness may refer to
the amount of warning time before the onset of an event (precursory period), it
may also refer to the speed of the onset itself (response time) (Gregg and
Houghton 2006, 26). While disaster warning systems can successfully detect some
impending disasters, and provide those at risk with an opportunity to take action,
8
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the ability to predict and warn against certain low precursory period events such as
earthquakes and tsunami remains elusive (J. H. Sorensen 2000, 119).
Though some disasters can have global consequences, most disasters tend to
be confned to certain regions. Knowledge of active fault-lines, coastal topography
and past extreme events make it possible to predict where disasters, such as
earthquakes and tsunami are likely to impact a community. Japan, for example,
now has highly detailed hazard maps for foods, landslides, tsunami and
earthquakes that are readily searchable and downloadable from the Internet
(Kokudo Kōtsūshō 2017b; Bōsaikagaku gijutsukenkyūjo 2017). However, as noted
above, it is still not possible to predict when disasters such as tsunami or
earthquakes will hit with any degree of accuracy, nor is it possible to know how big
one is likely to be.
Some disasters can occur seasonally, triggered by meteorological factors, and
others may occur closely together in what is sometimes referred to as ‘bunched
black swan events’ (Watkins et al. 2011). However, it is not uncommon for regions,
even in disaster-prone areas to not experience major natural disasters for extended
periods. The Japanese Meteorological Agency earthquake database, for example,
shows that 27 of Japan’s 47 prefectures have not directly experienced an
earthquake above magnitude six since 1923,6 and 13 have not triggered the Disaster
Relief Act since 2009.7 Interviews with Niigata Prefecture ofcials also
6

Calculated according to a list of 54 earthquakes exceeding a seismic intensity of 6 “weak” and a
magnitude of 6 or more between 1923 and 2017. According to this data, 27 of the 47 prefectures in
Japan had not experienced an earthquake of this intensity. (Kishōchō 2017a)
7 The Disaster Relief Act sets out among other things, the roles and responsibilities of the
prefectures and municipalities for the provision of relief during times of disaster, and the
thresholds and ratio of fnancial responsibilities between the national and prefectural
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demonstrate this trend when they conceded that before the earthquake, which
struck the region in 2004, they had never implemented their disaster management
plans since their creation in the 1960s (Niigata Prefecture Government
Representatives 2008). Further, while Kumamoto had faced numerous low-impact
earthquakes in the century before the 2016 series of earthquakes, the most recent
relatively high-impact seismic event was in fact in July 1889 (Kumamoto-ken bōsai
kaigi 2015, 10). It is here that we can start to appreciate the rare opportunity for
learning that such extreme events present, particularly regarding the subnational
levels of government.
Thus, despite the importance placed on the idea of experience in the ability
to respond to a disaster, as is implied in Japan’s saigai taikoku [disaster
superpower] rhetoric, opportunities to directly experience such an event, even in
Japan, have been rare for some regions. This asymmetry in the occurrence of
disasters, as suggested by Paton, may, in turn, present challenges for emergency
management planners faced with the task of developing the capacity of a
community to coexist with natural hazards (Paton 2006, 5). Given what is at stake,
however, it is crucial that emergency management planners take up this challenge.
How then, can emergency management planners and other stakeholders
eAectively leverage opportunities presented by disasters to facilitate the
development and strengthening of a community’s resilience? 8 While the concept
of resilience is described in greater detail in Chapter 2, it is tentatively defned
governments (naikaku-fu 2017)
8 This thesis adopts Norris’s description of the concept of community as typically being an “entity
that has geographic boundaries and shared fate” that are “composed of built, natural, social, and
economic environments that infuence one another in complex ways.”(Norris et al. 2008, 128).
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here as the set of capacities that enable all levels of society to deal with nonroutine circumstances, such as a natural disaster (Gow and Paton 2008, 4). It is
acknowledged that these capacities need to be developed if a community is to
‘transition to a positive trajectory of functioning and adaptation following such a
disturbance’ (Norris et al. 2008, 131, 145), a process that requires an ability to work
backwards from undesirable outcomes to better understand links between actions
and consequences (LongstaA 2005a, 3)—in other words a capacity to ‘learn’ (see
also The Resilience Alliance 2002; and Wildavsky 1988, 77 for example).
The capacity of a community to learn is considered here as being
fundamental to the resilience of that community (see also Berkes, Colding, and
Folke 2002, 13; and The Resilience Alliance 2002). As seen in the above examples,
however, learning from extreme events is not necessarily an automatic outcome,
and is made all the more challenging by external factors such as the severity,
complexity, predictability, and frequency of such events. To cope with such
challenging factors, scholars and practitioners alike regularly advocate the
importance of establishing deliberate strategies or mechanisms that may help to
transform extreme events into ‘learning opportunities’ (Zollo and Winter 2002,
340–346; Rerup 2009, 888; Donahue and Tuohy 2006, 27).
Indeed, disasters have long been considered opportunities to learn.
Following major disasters, lessons learned documents are produced in their
hundreds, if not thousands. As a crude measure of the signifcant impact a major
disaster has on the generation of information, a search in the Japanese National
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Diet Library online catalogue alone using the Japanese terms equivalent to ‘the
Great East Japan earthquake’ (Higashinihon Daishinsai) and ‘lessons learned’
(Kyōkun) shows that there are 331 books, 994 academic articles and 1,697 digitised
documents in their repository on the 2011 disaster alone. A similar search on
Amazon Japan’s online bookstore produces 80 titles, and a Google search produces
more than 500,000 results.9
But Glasser (2007, 56–57) reminds us that 'information is not knowledge and
knowledge is not understanding'. He suggests that learning must be an active
process that is based on an appreciation of this distinction, and that
'understanding results from access to information, the capacity to make sense of
it, the opportunity to openly debate its signifcance, the sophistication to draw
meaning from it, and the wisdom to put it into context'. While many of the
documents produced in the aftermath of a disaster, provide useful observations,
many are based on a single event (as also observed by Aldrich 2012, Kindle
Locations 88) and as will be shown in Chapter 2, often do not impact the
understanding of those charged with planning for and managing future disasters.
Given these tendencies, scholars and practitioners observe that it is common for
the same mistakes to be made and the same lessons to be identifed, again and
again, incident after incident, without such lessons ever being integrated into
subsequent emergency response routines (Donahue and Tuohy 2006, 1, 3).
Scholars of public administration have also made similar observations. Boin,
9

The terms used for this search are one of a possible number and are thus not exhaustive. The
intention is to provide a general idea of the kind of interest generated by an extreme event
(National Diet Library 2017; ‘Amazon Japan’ 2017; ‘Google’ 2017)
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McConnell, and ’t Hart (2008, 10) observe, for example, that while learning is seen
as an important part of the post-disaster recovery process, 'many crises
nevertheless linger on for years — only to erupt once again in diAerent guises'.
Kingdon (2003, 98) observes that crises and disasters need to be 'accompanied by
something else' to gain prominence on any policy agenda. These observations
suggest that eAective learning is a complex process, and highlight the importance
of gaining a better understanding of pathways, strategies and mechanisms that
facilitate the transfer of knowledge and understanding within communities, how
they operate, and what makes them more or less eAective.
To examine knowledge transfer between natural disaster events, this study
focuses on the following four extreme events: the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake, the
1959 Ise Bay typhoon and over-wash event, the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake
and the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami. These extreme events were
chosen for their high intensities, extreme damage, and relatively short precursory
periods. I argue that each of these disasters triggered a paradigm shift in
mechanisms and institutions, which in turn infuenced how communities and the
nation as a whole went about learning from subsequent experiences. 10
Consistent with Boin and 't Hart's (2003, 548) characterisation of postdisaster learning, I argue that much of the learning following each of the four
selected disasters took place 'away from the media spotlight and the turbulence of
political and juridical proceedings against top ofcials'... and consisted largely… 'of
10

I defne paradigm shift as a shift in emphasis rather than the complete rejection of past ideas.
Smith (2013, 19), proposes that the ‘most successful paradigms capture best practice from the past
and absorb that experience into a fresh approach.’
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designing unheroic technological improvements and adapting bureaucratic
routines'. As a way of escaping the media spotlight, and better understanding the
learning processes that occurred after the four selected extreme events, this thesis
considers the impacts of these disasters on the responses to subsequent lessextreme events.
I have selected two periods in which to examine the responses to lessextreme events. The frst period is between the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake and
the 1959 Ise Bay typhoon, and the second period is between the 1995 HanshinAwaji earthquake and the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami. Based on
criteria set out in Chapter 3, the disasters that are chosen for the period between
1923 and 1959 are: the Kitatango earthquake of 1927; the Showa Sanriku earthquake
and tsunami of 1933, and the Fukui earthquake of 1948; and the disasters chosen
for the period between 1995 and 2011 are the 2004 Mid-Niigata Prefecture
earthquake, the 2007 Niigata Prefecture Chūetsu-Oki earthquake, the 2008 IwateMiyagi Nairiku earthquake, and the 2008 Iwate Prefecture Northern Region
Coastal earthquake. The location of each of these disasters is set out in the below
map (Figure 1.1). These disasters are treated here as ‘windows’ through which I
examine the ongoing change mechanisms and institutions that underpin the
learning processes. The next section sets out how I conceptualise learning.
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Figure 1.1: Location of less-extreme event cases

Map sources: (Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism
2017; GADM 2015)

Learning Across Scales as a Capacity to Cope
The previous section has provided a rationale for the selection of cases based on
the conceptualisation of disasters as opportunities for learning and windows
through which such learning can be examined. However, to identify relevant
actors within each case, it is essential to clarify what is meant by ‘learning’
following an extreme event, and who does it. Broadly speaking, learning can be
considered the act of gaining additional knowledge as a result of experience, which
may, in turn, alter the behaviour of those involved (see Argote and Miron-Spektor
2011, 1124 and; Argyris and Schön 1996, 3).
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As mentioned above, Glasser (2007, 56–57) takes this idea one step further,
by proposing that learning is an active process that builds understanding from
knowledge, and that will enable a community to apply that knowledge to other
contexts. Learning is considered a key capability within the concept of community
resilience (Norris et al. 2008, 140–144), where it is assumed that the goal of
learning is to facilitate a community’s transition to a positive trajectory of
functioning and adaptation following a sudden, serious disruption. Based on this
assumption, this thesis tentatively defnes the ‘object’ of learning (i.e. what is
learnt) as the knowledge gained through the experience of a disruption and the
application of existing and novel response routines to that disruption. It is
proposed that this knowledge, in turn, provides a link between response routines
triggered by the disruption, an understanding of the eAectiveness of those
routines during such events, and a capacity to improve those routines in
preparation for future events (Fiol and Lyles 1985, 811).
As set out in the introduction of this chapter, this thesis also identifes
specifc examples where the response to one extreme event was directly referenced
during a subsequent event. It then examines the nature of such reference, which
agent made such reference, whether such reference was underpinned by any
formal or informal mechanisms, and how that reference infuenced subsequent
routines. Through this examination, I endeavour to gain a better understanding of
the link between experience, understanding and improvement (i.e. how
something is learnt).
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Additionally, as disasters are considered here as events that exceed the
capability of the immediately impacted area to cope, the experience of responding
to a disaster is not confned to just the impacted region. The 'subject' of learning
(i.e. who is learning) must, therefore, transcend the individual, single
organisation, or single jurisdiction directly impacted. The same can be said for
disasters that do not coincide with boundaries of jurisdictions (as is often the
case), inficting damage on multiple jurisdictions at the same tier of government
or upon multiple tiers of government (Berkes 2002, 316). Further, as discussed
above, noting that certain disaster types occur in certain places with regularity,
even in a ‘disaster superpower’ like Japan, the majority of communities have a
relatively low probability of experiencing an extreme event that will overwhelm
their emergency response routines within a particular bureaucratic11 or political
cycle12. However, despite this low probability, the consequences can be severe
when an extreme event does eventually strike. Such potential consequences may
provide added incentive for other subnational jurisdictions to consider disasters in
neighbouring regions as opportunities in which they can both participate and
observe, as a means to improve their own emergency response routines.
For both of the reasons outlined above, when considering ‘who’ is learning, I
propose that unless the idea of knowledge transfer beyond those who directly
experience a disaster is factored into a defnition of learning, gaining an
11

As will be discussed in subsequent chapters, like in many other job sectors in Japan, public
servants are subject to regular rotation of roles every three to four years, commonly known as jinji
idō
12 As argued by Nordhaus (1975) and Willet (1988) the political or electoral cycles of politicians can
both compel and constrain policy. Typically, the electoral cycle in Japan is four years within all
tiers of government.
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understanding of how repeated experience from such events leads to the increased
resilience of a community as a whole would present a signifcant challenge.
Indeed, this view is consistent with environmental scientists such as Keen, Brown
and Dyball (2005a, 4), who suggest that learning to co-exist better with the
environment must ultimately include us all, and requires a commitment from all
relevant scales, from the local community, to national policymakers and beyond. It
is this idea of transfer of knowledge across multiple stakeholders operating at
multiple scales that is central to the concept of social learning.
Muro and JeArey (2008, 339), identify that there is general agreement among
scholars on the necessity of communication and the interaction between
stakeholders for social learning to produce social outcomes, which may include
the acquisition of new knowledge or technical skills, the development of a
common understanding of the problem at hand, and collective actions. Pelling
(2015, 13) also stresses the importance of knowledge transfer, describing social
learning as being a cyclical process in which ideas, values and norms are generated
internally or absorbed from external sources and which disseminate through
spatial and temporal scales. As discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2, here I
adopt the idea of social learning as defned by McCarthy, Crandall, Whitelaw,
General and Tsuji (2011, 2) as being 'an on-going, adaptive process of knowledge
creation that is scaled-up from individuals through social interactions fostered by
critical refection and the synthesis of a variety of knowledge types that result in
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changes to social structures (e.g., organisational mandates, policies, social
norms)'.
The idea of spatial and temporal scales is central to both understanding
social learning and for the selection of stakeholders within this thesis. Here,
‘scales’ are defned as, 'the levels at which phenomena occur in the dimensions of
space and time', which in political terms, often translate to local, national and
international politics (O. R. Young 2002, 26). Based on this defnition, this thesis
considers Japan’s municipal, prefectural and national tiers of government, their
respective network of stakeholder organisations, and the mechanisms and
institutions that facilitate knowledge transfer as the spatial scales through which
ideas, values and norms are generated and disseminated both vertically (across the
tiers), and horizontally (within each tier).
These three tiers have been chosen for three interrelated reasons. Firstly,
consistent with many nations, disaster management legislation and associated
plans in Japan defne these three tiers of government as having central and defned
roles in disaster preparedness, response and recovery (Saitai Hō 1961). Secondly, it
is generally around these tiers of government that many of the resources and
capabilities required to respond to disasters coalesce and are developed,
maintained, and coordinated. Moreover, thirdly, there is a longstanding public
expectation that governments implement disaster response and recovery activities
(see Templeman and Bergin 2008 for example).
It is important to note here that the governments within each tier are not
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considered the sole ‘subject’ of learning within this thesis. I also include the
network of stakeholders that operate within each of the tiers, that rally around
their respective government to provide surge capacity during times of extreme
events and thus play a role in the routines and policies that make up Japan’s
disaster governance framework. Thus, in addition to the local, prefectural and
national governments, the stakeholders considered in this thesis include but are
not limited to: Japan’s not-for-proft organisations, specifcally organisations that
were incorporated under Japan’s 1998 Act on the Promotion of Specifed Nonproft Activities (Tokutei Hieirikatsudō Sokushin Hō ‘NPO Hō’; and the Council of
Social Welfare (Shakai Fukushi Kyōgikai ‘Shakyō’), private organisations that, in
accordance with the Social Welfare Act (Shakai Fukushi Hō), are established
within each municipality, prefecture and at the national level of government to
provide a range of social welfare services to the general public (Zenkoku Shakai
Fukushi Kyōgikai 2017). These are but two of the networks of stakeholders that will
be examined in greater detail in subsequent chapters.

Research Aim, Hypothesis, and Research Questions
This thesis ultimately sets out to understand how the repeated experience of
extreme events has infuenced the patterns and processes of learning and
knowledge transfer over the past century in Japan. To that end, the thesis frstly
identifes examples where crisis managers consciously refer to past disasters when
coping with a subsequent extreme event. Secondly, it examines the actors,
mechanisms and institutions that may have helped or hindered learning from
20
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such experiences over the past century, and considers the steps taken by Japan to
remedy such problems.
Through this examination of the process of learning from the repeated
experience of disasters in Japan, this thesis frstly tests the hypothesis that the
repeated interactions between communities, stakeholder, and government over
time has led to the increased institutionalisation of learning processes in Japan.
Secondly, this thesis considers the hypothesis that learning outcomes will improve
as mechanisms and institutions that underpin emergency management routines
are adopted and become more established. By testing these two closely linked
hypotheses, this thesis attempts to gain a more nuanced understanding of how
repeated experience impacts resilience.
Through a series of case studies which centre on the interaction between the
diAerent spatial scales (tiers of government) within selected disasters, this thesis
addresses the following questions:
•

Is there any evidence of knowledge transfer from one disaster to the next?

•

If so, in which direction is the knowledge transferred (vertically,
horizontally, temporally) and is the knowledge transferred through formal
or informal channels, by individuals or groups?

•

Is there evidence of mechanisms, institutions or strategies that facilitate or
impede these attempts to transfer knowledge between disasters?

•

Are there any cases of ‘failed’ learning (for example, where a lesson was
transferred but not embedded in subsequent routines, or where the wrong
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lesson was identifed and transferred, impeding the response to subsequent
events) and if so, what are the possible causes of such failures?
By examining these questions, this thesis aims to provide a clearer understanding
of diAerent kinds of learning processes, including: learning through direct
experience, learning through indirect experience, and learning from the
experience of others, and how these diAerent kinds of learning processes may
trigger ‘dissonance’ between diAerent learning outcomes. Such dissonance may
exist within or between formal and informal knowledge transfer mechanisms,
institutions or strategies. This dissonance may result from a diAerence in the speed
at which a lesson impacts behavioural change at diAerent scales, the diAerence
between the kinds of lessons drawn from certain experiences by diAerent scales,
the transfer of knowledge across scales that are found to simply not work in other
contexts, or lessons competing with other policies that may undermine changes in
behaviour over time.
Through its search for evidence of dissonance in learning across horizontal,
vertical and temporal scales, this thesis aims to contribute to a better
understanding of the link between the experience of disasters, the inferring of
causal processes and the improvement of disaster response subroutines. In this
way, in addition to searching for pathways of learning through experience, this
thesis also searches for impediments to learning that cause a breakdown in
knowledge transfer across scales and considers reasons for these. This thesis also
sets out to understand whether, how and why the dissonance between the abovementioned mechanisms, institutions and strategies have changed over time.
22

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

Ultimately this thesis will consider the problems that remain for Japan regarding
learning from the repeated experience of disasters and whether there any unique
qualities in Japan’s approach to learning that may be transferable to other
contexts. The next section sets out how I achieve these aims.

Research Approach
To examine how Japan’s approach to learning from the repeated experience of
extreme events has changed over time, an approach that was able to deal with a
complex array of contextual evidence was essential. It was also essential to
consider the kinds of actors that were instrumental in social learning processes
associated with disasters. In addition, this thesis set out to understand the kinds of
mechanisms, institutions or strategies (formal and informal) that existed to link
stakeholders (individuals and groups) that operated at diAerent levels (vertical
scales) or within diAerent jurisdictions (horizontal scales) and how they helped
facilitate (or impede) learning and knowledge generated by individuals and groups
operating in one locale to transcend temporal and spatial boundaries. The
existence of such mechanisms may be demonstrated, for example, through the
existence or absence of individuals or groups performing the roles of ‘mavens’,
‘connectors’, or ‘salesmen’ (Gladwell 2002, 38, 69–70); individuals or organisations
functioning as ‘policy entrepreneurs’13 (Kingdon 2003, 179); or fora, institutions or
documentation (such as laws and plans) that formally mandate or promote the
transfer of knowledge within and across scales.
13

described as 'advocates who invest their resources — time, energy, reputation, money — to
promote a position in return for future gain.'
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It was also essential to select a method that would enable the examination of
the experiences of individuals and communities from multiple extreme events over
an extended period. As is typical of such events, they vary signifcantly from one
another in terms of time (both when they occurred and the duration between
events), location, human and economic impact, and availability of comparable
data. Research methodologists such as Cresswell (2014, 185) and Yin (2014, 16–17)
suggest that qualitative case studies best lend themselves to studies where there
are simply too many causal factors that are too important to be eliminated, where
there is a need to rely on multiple forms of data, and where data collection occurs
in the location that participants experience a particular problem or phenomenon.
As the broad aim of this thesis was to understand the change of patterns and
processes of learning over an extended period, it was determined that a
qualitative, multiple-case study approach would be the most appropriate
methodology.
The longitudinal nature of this study presents one major methodological
problem. Bennett and Howlett (1992, 290) argue that to confdently attribute
policy change to learning rather than to other social or political forces, it is
essential to gain a complete understanding of what forms the relevant policy
decisions. Such work, they suggest, 'requires painstaking archival work,
supplemented by elite interviews with key informants'. Yin (2014, 4) suggests that
the multiple case study design uses the logic of replication, in which the inquirer
replicates the procedures for each case. However, while it was possible to obtain
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interviews with stakeholders charged with responding to disasters between 1995
and 2016, the timeframe over which the cases have been selected meant that
supplementation by elite interviews was no-longer possible for the earlier
disasters. In addition, for more recent disasters, archival data was not yet available,
as in many cases, such information only becomes revealed through the passage of
time (Bennett and Howlett 1992, 290). Thus, for this study, data collection not only
demanded the accessing of multiple sources, it was also essential to vary the
methods used to collect data.
As the logic of replication could not be followed in the data collection, it was
often not possible to obtain directly comparable data. To minimise the impact of
this methodological limitation, I divided the cases into two broad groups based on
data collection methods and sources used. The frst group of cases consist of
disasters that occurred between 1923 and 1959, the period which precedes the
enactment of Japan’s Basic Act for Disaster Countermeasures (1961) (Saigaitaisaku
Kihon Hō - ‘Saitai Hō’) and relies largely on newspaper and magazine articles, and
government archival records.
The second group of cases are of disasters that occurred between 1995 and
2016, the period which follows the enactment and signifcant amendment to the
Saitai Hō and the implementation of its associated ‘learning mechanisms’. For
these more recent disasters, I was able to spend a total of approximately four
months in Japan to conduct open-ended interviews with prefectural and city
government ofcials, and other stakeholders involved in community engagement
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and emergency management. Within these interviews, I specifcally queried
participants on the past disasters that infuenced their emergency management
routines and traced the pathways along which this knowledge had been
transferred. Newspaper articles and government white-papers, parliamentary
records, policy documents, and legislation were also intensively consulted in this
analysis.

Research Purpose and Thesis Structure
To summarise, the purpose of this thesis is to understand how experience
translates into learning within a community through a longitudinal analysis of
disaster-related learning processes in Japan. It attempts to identify change through
a qualitative multiple case study approach based on information that was obtained
through historical government records dating back to 1923, archival research in the
Japanese National Diet Library and other archives outlined in chapter 3, and openended interviews with local government ofcials, staA of Japan’s nationwide
Council of Social Welfare (Shakai Fukushi Kyōgikai), and representatives of select
‘umbrella’ not-for-proft organisations (NPOs) within Tokyo and regions recently
impacted by disasters. For the purpose of this thesis, the search for evidence of
‘change’ is limited to that within the processes through which lessons from one
disaster are transferred and applied to the next. To that end, this thesis will search
for evidence of direct links between disasters as expressed in ofcial records,
historical accounts in secondary sources, and face-to-face interviews with
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stakeholders. The thesis will then explore the formal or informal mechanisms that
underpinned them.
It is important to note here that it is not the purpose of this thesis to provide
an exhaustive list of lessons. Rather, this thesis will detail specifc examples that
highlight how lessons may have been conveyed and how the mechanisms and
institutions that facilitated or impeded that transfer of knowledge have changed.
This thesis has thus been broadly structured around the paradigm-shifting
extreme events previously outlined. Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature
on disasters in Japan, and draws links between resilience, scales and learning, with
the aim of developing a framework for better understanding the challenges
associated with learning from disasters. Chapter 3 then provides a description of
the methodology adopted for this thesis, providing a rationale for case selection
and the selection of stakeholders.
Chapter 4 (Learning from Repeated Experience in Japan—1900 to 1959),
presents a pre-history of Japan's disaster management learning practices.
Commencing with the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake, this chapter traces the
transferral of knowledge from 1923 to three subsequent disasters that occurred
before 1959. These three disasters were chosen based on factors which include
their signifcance and evidence of clear learning pathways that link them to past
disasters. This chapter explores formal and informal learning pathways and
considers whether they were more eAective over time or space, whether lessons

27

Chapter 1 Okiteminaito Wakaranai — We won't know until one happens —

that were learnt from a past disaster ‘stayed learnt', and what factors may result in
the undermining of lessons over time.
Chapter 5 (Disaster Response and Learning in Japan—1959 to 1995), provides
an account of how Japan’s crisis learning processes transitioned from an era that
can be characterised as possessing few formal learning mechanisms, to one that
exhibited signifcantly more institutionalised mechanisms that mandated and
promoted learning. This chapter traces the eAorts by stakeholders to establish an
overarching piece of legislation, the 1961 Basic Act on Disaster Countermeasures
(Saigaitaisaku Kihon Hō ‘Saitai Hō’), in the aftermath of the 1959 Ise Bay typhoon.
In addition, this chapter considers both contextual (e.g., the political climate at
the time of creating the law) and structural (e.g., impediments within the law
itself) factors, which may have impeded the learning processes underpinned in
this piece of legislation and thereby contributing to the poor response by
government to the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake.
Chapter 6 (Disaster and Response in Japan after the Great Hanshin-Awaji
Earthquake), contends that 1995 was the starting point for the implementation of
deliberate learning processes underpinned by the Saitai Hō. This chapter also
argues that despite the existence of an eAective learning framework, subsequent
disasters show that asymmetric learning—both between sectors, and government
scales—had emerged from the 1995 experiences. Between the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake and the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami, Japan
experienced 14 earthquakes exceeding magnitude 6.0, with three resulting in ten
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or more deaths. This chapter focuses on the four most severe of these earthquakes
and examines possible causal factors for this asymmetry in learning. Based on this
analysis of four disasters between 1995 and 2011, this chapter also challenges the
popular belief that the NPO Act was the key lesson from the 1995 disaster.
Chapter 7 (The Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami Response),
examines how eAectively lessons that were drawn from the 1995 disaster and
embedded in responses to the less-extreme events that occurred between 1995 and
the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami of 2011, were implemented in the
aftermath of the 2011 event. The 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami is
an important disaster, not only because of its sheer scale but also because it is an
example of a repeated experience.14 In addition, Iwate Prefecture, the focal point
of this chapter, was subject to no less than four smaller disasters in just over just
four years prior to the 2011 disaster, and thus many who responded to this event
had direct experience in dealing with disasters. Focusing on critical innovations in
disaster management that were implemented before the 2011 disaster, this chapter
evaluates how experience prepared the region to deal with a disaster the size of
Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami and raises some preliminary questions
as to whether the trauma of repeated experience has also led to lessons being
undermined.
Chapter 8, (The 2016 Kumamoto Earthquake) presents a post-2011 snapshot
of Japan’s disaster response arrangements and remaining challenges for the
transfer of knowledge from one disaster to the next. Commencing on 14 March
14

Large tsunami struck along the same coastline in 1896, 1933, and 1960.
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2016, Kumamoto, Japan was hit by two earthquakes within the space of just over 24
hours, which were followed by approximately 1600 aftershocks until 29 May
(Kishōchō jishin kazan-bu 2016). Kumamoto was the frst major disaster following
2011, with 197 deaths recorded as of 31 January 2017. The Kumamoto earthquake
represents an important case to study, as, in contrast to Iwate Prefecture,
Kumamoto Prefecture had not been subject to any signifcant disaster in recent
times (Kumamoto-ken bōsai kaigi 2015). Kumamoto provides us with an
opportunity to evaluate lessons that have been integrated into emergency
management plans and procedures since 1995, and examine the limitations of the
transfer of knowledge to jurisdictions with low levels of experience and
anticipation of extreme events.
Chapter 9, (Discussion and Conclusions), presents a discussion of the
fndings, limitations and implications of the thesis and opportunities for future
research. This chapter also considers the theoretical implications of this research
on the ideas of the temporal and spatial transferral of experience and knowledge,
and resilience as a transferable quality and discusses what this means for other
countries wishing to beneft from Japan's disaster learning experiences.

Conclusion
This chapter has set out to provide an overview of the entire thesis. It frstly
provides a rationale for selecting Japan as the central focus of this study, it then
problematises assumptions relating to learning from experience, and then justifes
the selection of the twelve disaster cases that are set out in subsequent chapters.
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The chapter then explores the idea of learning from experience, arguing the
importance of considering learning as something that extends beyond the
individual and community, to encompass stakeholders operating in other
jurisdictions at the same level (within the same horizontal scale), and those
operating at diAerent levels (across vertical scales). This chapter describes the
unique contribution of this study, highlighting its endeavours to identify direct
pathways of learning over multiple cases and examine possible impediments to
learning that may result in a breakdown in knowledge transfer and mistakes
repeated. The next chapter presents a review of literature linking the concepts of
resilience, scales and learning.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review

Introduction
We, the Heads of State and Government, ministers and delegates
participating in the Third United Nations World Conference on
Disaster Risk Reduction, have gathered from 14 to 18 March 2015 in
Sendai City of Miyagi Prefecture in Japan, which has demonstrated a
vibrant recovery from the Great East Japan earthquake in March 2011.
Recognizing the increasing impact of disasters and their complexity in
many parts of the world, we declare our determination to enhance our
eAorts to strengthen disaster risk reduction to reduce disaster losses of
lives and assets from disasters worldwide (UNISDR 2015b).

Japan’s eAorts to coexist with disasters is widely recognised. As already pointed out
in chapter 1, international resilience frameworks and strategies have borrowed the
names of major urban centres in Japan since 1994. Such naming conventions and
the aspirations built into these documents show a strong desire for lessons to be
shared across boundaries, both within and between nations. However, given the
challenges involved in achieving such aims even within the boundaries of a nation
such as Japan, how can we conceptualise this complex web of interactions that are
composed of a wide array of stakeholders operating at multiple scales? Through a
literature review, this chapter draws links between the concepts of resilience,
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scales, and learning. It starts with a critical evaluation of the most recent
international framework bearing the name of a Japanese city — ‘the Sendai
Framework’, examining the current approaches to implementing this framework
against its overall objectives. The chapter then reviews recent English-language
publications on disasters in Japan and ‘lessons learned’ documents from the 2011
Great East Japan earthquake, before drawing links between community resilience
and learning as a process. Drawing on social learning literature, the chapter fnally
proposes a framework through which I intend to examine the cases selected for
this thesis.

The Sendai Framework—Objectives versus Approaches
On 18 March 2015, a framework was adopted at the Third United Nations World
Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction, hosted by the City of Sendai, Japan.
Entitled ‘The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030’, this
document built upon and replaced ‘The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015:
Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters’, itself a
successor framework to ‘The Yokohama Strategy for a Safer World: Guidelines for
Natural Disaster Prevention, Preparedness and Mitigation and its Plan of Action’,
adopted in 1994 (UNISDR 2015a, 5).
The Sendai Framework is a product of learning from the experiences
associated with implementing its predecessor frameworks and strategies. Learning
from experience not only gave rise to the Sendai Framework, it also has been
embedded as a core concept within the document itself. The very frst of the
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Framework’s four priorities for action is ‘understanding disaster risk’, which, it is
proposed, can be achieved in part through the building of:
the knowledge of government ofcials at all levels, civil society,
communities and volunteers, as well as the private sector, through
sharing experiences, lessons learned, good practices and training and
education on disaster risk reduction, including the use of existing
training and education mechanisms and peer learning (UNISDR 2015a,
14–15).

In addition to stressing the importance of cross-scale and cross-sectoral
interactions, the Framework promotes a greater exchange between scientifc and
technological communities and policymakers and use of traditional, indigenous
and local knowledge as a complement to scientifc approaches, and places high
priority on the empowerment and clear articulation of responsibilities of local
authorities (UNISDR 2015a, 13).
These objectives make it clear that at the policy level, there is now a broad
consensus that sharing information across levels of government and between a
greater cohort of stakeholders is considered important. However, it is also
apparent that such policies are not yet being eAectively implemented on the
ground, with eAorts continuing to be largely driven by national governments.
Japan, for example, as a major driver of the Framework, from 2015 undertook to
share the nation’s experiences of disasters by providing English language
translations of its annual government white papers on disaster management (ISDR
Asia Partnership 2015, 3). However, while there are some pages in these
translations that describe local drills and development of community resilience,
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the vast majority of pages are dedicated to national level activities and bilateral
operations, and mention of the top-down ideas of ‘education’ and ‘training’ far
outstrip those of ‘learning’ and ’sharing’ (Cabinet Ofce, Japan 2016; Cabinet
Ofce, Japan 2015).
Further, despite the broad acknowledgement of the importance of learning,
sharing, and including communities and local authorities, the indicators
developed under the Sendai Framework, which measure the eAorts of member
nations to reduce disaster-related losses, show a distinctly top-down approach to
the development of risk reduction strategies.15 A similar observation was also made
by Pearson and Pelling (Pearson and Pelling 2015, 7), who highlight the absence of
governance mechanisms that engage communities in decision-making processes.
Indeed, a 2017 Sendai Framework data readiness assessment also shows that just
36 countries worldwide provide risk information and assessment to all people at
national and local levels (UNISDR 2017). Thus, although the objectives of the
framework include the better integration of knowledge and experience sharing
(including that of local communities and authorities) into disaster risk reduction
activities, there is clearly still some way to go towards developing an eAective
approach.
As described in Chapter 1, this thesis sets out to understand how Japan has
worked to improve community resilience through the transfer of knowledge
15

For example, according to the indicators, global target E aims to increase the number of
countries with national and local disaster risk reduction strategies by 2020. The frst indicator is
the (E-1) number of countries that adopt and implement national disaster risk reduction
strategies in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030. the second
indicator (E-2) is the percentage of local governments that adopt and implement local disaster
risk reduction strategies in line with national strategies.
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gained through the experience of extreme events, including that of government
ofcials and other stakeholders at all levels. This is the very area that the Sendai
Framework aspires to but has yet to realise. Within this broader international
context, the following section will review core English language literature on
disasters in Japan, identifying a possible mismatch between the perceived and
actual transformative nature of disasters.

Japanese Disasters and Transformational Change?
Over the past century, Japan’s major disasters have received much attention from
scholars from around the world. Charles A. Beard, political scientist, historian,
and former director of the New York Bureau of Municipal Research was in Japan
just months before the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake. The earthquake struck at the
very time he was about to publish a book entitled The Administration and Politics
of Tokyo. He is said to have been the frst person outside of Japan contacted by the
newly sworn-in Home Minister, Gotō Shimpei, a message via cable that is also
credited as being the frst ofcial news out of Japan on the disaster. The cable read:
Earthquake and fre destroyed the greater part of Tokyo.
Thoroughgoing reconstruction needed. Please come immediately if
possible, even for a short stay. Viscount Gotō (Beard 1923, v).

Beard immediately accepted Gotō’s invitation, put his publication on hold, and
sailed to Tokyo, where he surveyed the damage and produced a series of
recommendations for the reconstruction of the city. While Beard was still in Japan,
the book was sent back to the publishers with a new publisher’s foreword that
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depicted the way in which the disaster was seen as an opportunity to rebuild
Tokyo:
The earthquake and fre destroyed many of the physical features of
Tokyo described in the following pages. The disaster has wiped out as
well many of the physical obstacles which have stood in the way of the
realisation of the plans for city betterment. It is destined also to clear
the feld of old prejudices and entrenched practices and to make room
for a new city government properly organised for its new tasks,
endowed with adequate powers, administered in accordance with
tested principles, manned by able and honest public ofcials, and
supported by intelligent citizenship. (Beard 1923, vi–vii).

As will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4, the 1923 disaster was seen by
many as an opportunity for renewal. It is a sentiment that has received ongoing
exploration by more recent scholars in the aftermath of the Great East Japan
earthquake of 2011. Motivated by the 2011 disaster, Gregory Smits (2014b) and
Charles Schencking (2013), examine the relevance of past experience for modern
day Japan. Smits, in his work, When the Earth roars: lessons from the history of
earthquakes in Japan, provides a longitudinal analysis of seismic disasters, from
the Keichō Sanriku earthquake and tsunami of 1611 to present, and considers their
relevance to Japan’s modern context. Schencking, in his monograph, The Great
Kanto Earthquake and the Chimera of National Reconstruction in Japan, focuses
more narrowly on the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake and explores the role that
disasters play as windows into history.
Both Smits and Schencking search for links between past and future extreme
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events. Smits concludes that the seismically triggered events he examines can be
characterised as unpredictable and chaotic systems which make it impossible to
forecast how any such event will shape the future (2014b, 8). He critiques the way
in which seismologists have historically focussed their research on fnding 'order,
regularity, and clear explanations concerning earthquakes'. Smits warns that
rather than actually fnding order, they often imposed it, a tendency that needed
to be avoided as it risked oversimplifying lessons, potentially leaning to cultural
explanations about ‘the Japanese’ and disasters (2014b, 8). From the perspective of
learning from such experiences, this is an important warning as such cultural
explanations may impede both further investigation into causal factors and limit
uncovering lessons that may be transferable to other contexts. While Smits warns
against simplifying the meaning and implications of disasters, he provides a
nuanced argument on the usefulness of past disasters, suggesting that 'the record
of past earthquakes provides a valuable guide to the range of potential natural
hazards and at least some possibilities about how those hazards might interact
with society' (Smits 2014a).
In contrast to Smits, rather than considering extreme events as potential
guides for future events, Schencking describes extreme events as phenomena that
amplify concerns and patterns, and present opportunities for historians and others
who research the intersection between communities and disasters, to look into the
past (Schencking 2013, 309). Schencking’s focus is on the two narratives that were
amplifed by the Great Kantō earthquake and which were also observed frst-hand
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by Beard in 1923. The frst narrative was that which considered the disaster ‘divine
punishment’ as a result of the indulgence in luxuries and over-consumption, and
the second saw the event as an opportunity to rebuild Tokyo as a modern, worldclass city.
Despite these dissimilar areas of focus, Schencking and Smits come to similar
conclusions. In Smits’ conclusion, he suggests that disasters have done little to
bring about change in Japan’s response arrangements to disasters, describing the
current ofcial ‘earthquake bureaucracy’ as redundant and confusing, and
suggesting that the public has little idea what the many stakeholders do, or why
they maintain their own networks of equipment and capabilities. Similarly,
Schencking concludes that while disasters may be considered events that have the
potential to change things, they are in fact unlikely to bring about signifcant
change. He suggests such change may be impeded by many factors including
vested interest by decision-makers and the desire of the population to return to
normalcy and rebuild as quickly as possible. Schencking supports his fndings by
showing that despite such a large disaster, those concerns and patterns that existed
prior to 1923, did not go away in the disaster’s aftermath (Schencking 2013, 311).
Schencking and Smits are not the only Japan specialists arguing that
disasters bring about little in the way of transformational change in Japan.
Following a historical analysis of seismic events between the December 1855
Ansei-Edo earthquake and the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, and numerous
recent disasters from around the world, Richard Samuels, (2013, Kindle Location

40

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

1287) comes to a similar conclusion. Samuels questions whether the 2011 Great East
Japan earthquake and tsunami served to ‘reinforce’, ‘revise’, or ‘replace’ the status
quo in the areas of national security, energy policy, and local government
autonomy by testing three hypotheses: 1) the disaster triggered an acceleration
away from the trauma and the immediate past that led to it; 2) the disaster
triggered an insistence by advocates that the crisis was overblown and little
adjustment would be necessary; and 3) the disaster triggered calls for a ‘reversecourse’ narrative, which was based on undoing what had led to the catastrophe by
returning to better and, possibly, simpler times (2013, Kindle Locations 777-779).
Samuels highlights the important changes within local governments,
particularly regarding how they sought to expand their freedom vis-a-vis the
control of the central government, and how they learnt to better collaborate with
each other (2013, Kindle Locations 3825-3839). Although Samuels identifes these
important changes in how local government copes with disasters, his ultimate
conclusion is similar to that of Schencking and Smits, insofar as he proposes that
the second hypothesis prevailed, concluding that nothing really signifcant
changed within the nation’s body politic as a result of the 2011 disaster (2013,
Kindle Locations 2000-2001).
Like the 2011 disaster, the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake also
triggered a signifcant search for change in Japan. On this occasion, the overriding
narrative, which drove much of this search, centred on the outpouring of support
provided by volunteers. Robert Pekkanen describes how, within two months of the
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1995 disaster, over 1.2 million volunteers had entered the impacted region to
render assistance, and approximately 160 billion yen had been donated to the
various relief funds (Pekkanen 2000, 113–114). The outpouring of assistance by
volunteers was also picked up almost immediately by media (Asahi Shimbun
1995c, 1; Mainichi Shimbun 1995a, 2), with frst and second page articles describing
the activities of volunteers becoming a regular event from approximately 20
January in all major newspapers for weeks after the event. The event triggered a
signifcant amount of research on Japan’s civil society and is regularly credited as
being the catalyst for the creation of more liberal laws underpinning the voluntary
sector, (Pekkanen 2000; Pekkanen 2003, 126; Yamamoto 1999, 97–98; Kingston
2004, 72–73; Ozerdem and Jacoby 2005).
While the 1995 earthquake has been credited with the birth of Japan’s civil
society, as is evident in 1995 being regularly referred to as Borantia Gannen [Year
One of the Volunteer era] this thesis shows that volunteers have also provided
assistance in the aftermath of previous disasters, including the 1923 Great Kantō
earthquake, and the 1959 Ise Bay typhoon (see chapters 4 and 5). Indeed,
volunteerism was actively promoted during this period by the government, to the
extent that many community organisations and associations became heavily
intertwined with the state (Garon 2003, 58). Further, as will be discussed in later
chapters, interviews conducted with local government ofcials and other
stakeholders suggest that the spontaneity demonstrated by volunteers in 1995 may
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not have had as strong an impact on emergency management policy as is
commonly believed (see chapter 6).
While all of the publications reviewed in this section are excellent studies
that highlight the intersection between community and disaster in Japan, each
author appears to be searching in hope of triggers for transformational change
that may somehow end Japan’s protracted struggle to emerge from its ‘lost
decades’ (Funabashi and Kushner 2015, xx–xxxiv). In many cases, however, the
authors conclude that not even a disaster of the scale witnessed in 2011 possesses
the power to transform Japan’s political and social structures (Samuels 2013, Kindle
Locations 4944-4945). However, as described in Chapter 1, it is not rare for lessons
to be identifed, yet fail to become embedded into new disaster management
routines, so is it reasonable to expect extreme events to have such far-reaching,
transformative powers that extend beyond the domain of disasters? In contrast to
Smits, Schencking and Samuels, this thesis does not look for transformative
change. Rather it searches for ‘small everyday utopias’, as described by MorrisSuzuki (2017, 17), by examining the learning processes through which the
experience of extreme events becomes integrated into disaster management
routines.
There is also a growing body of literature on Japan that fts within the
broader resilience literature, insofar as it considers the extreme event itself as an
abrupt change or perturbation and explores the kinds of adaptive capacities that
enable communities to cope and coexist with the natural environment (Paton and
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Johnston 2006, 3–16). Daniel Aldrich’s Building Resilience: Social Capital in PostDisaster Recovery (Aldrich 2012), is one such example. Aldrich’s central argument
is that higher levels of social capital—more than such factors as greater economic
resources, assistance from the government or outside agencies, and low levels of
damage—facilitate recovery and help survivors coordinate for more eAective
reconstruction (Aldrich 2012, Kindle Locations 175-177).
Aldrich defnes social capital as 'the resources available through bonding,
bridging, and linking social networks along with the norms and information
transmitted through those connections…' which is underpinned by 'the
information, data, expectations, reputations, and other goods that fow through
the connections between people and communities' (Aldrich 2012, Kindle
Locations 808-812). Importantly, Aldrich suggests, 'survivors borrow tools from
each other, use their connections to learn about new bureaucratic requirements
and procedures, and collaborate to organise community watch organisations', thus
providing a clear pathway between the idea of social capital and learning (Aldrich
2012, Kindle Locations 88).
As the central argument of Aldrich’s work is that social capital matters in
disaster recovery (Aldrich 2012, Kindle Locations 511), he does not explore the idea
of learning further. However, following scholars such as Norris, Stevens, B.
PfeAerbaum, Wyche, and R. PfeAerbaum (2008), this thesis supports the
proposition that social capital is but one of the four primary sets of networked
resources that combine to make up resilience as a process. Norris et al., also point
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out that no study has conclusively found that there is any resource that alone could
be considered sufcient for resilience (Norris et al. 2008, 144).
In his treatment of the concept of social capital, Aldrich discusses the idea of
‘trust’ at length. He conceptualises trust as one of three measurements of social
capital, the other two being norms and networks, that may assist communities to
work collectively in a more efcient way, enabling them to recover from an external
shock (Aldrich 2012, Kindle Locations 719, 1511). Aldrich does not, however, discuss
how these three characteristics may interact with each other. On this point, Cook
(2005, 12), proposes that it is 'networks — not norms or trust [that] are the sources
of social capital we use for various purposes, business or personal'. Cook also
argues that ‘norms’ tend to work in relatively close communities, and tend to be
less eAective in broader networks, whereas ‘trust’ leads individuals to take risks in
cooperating with others, thus playing an important role in both social and
economic relations.
Distinguishing between these three ideas is important, as it enables us to
better understand what may be undermined in the aftermath of a disaster. As will
be demonstrated throughout this thesis, it is indeed ‘trust’, a trait which leads
individuals to take risks and engage with others, that may be strengthened as the
result of an extreme event, but a disaster may also result in trust being lost
between communities and government institutions. Trust, according to Cook is an
essential social lubricant, facilitating the maintenance of social order. A loss of
trust, that may result from an inappropriate or ineAective response by a
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government to an extreme event, has the potential to result in background
institutions such as laws, courts or police having to perform the role of creating
and maintaining social order (Cook 2005, 6). As this thesis examines how repeated
exposure to extreme events impacts learning in Japan, this balance between trust
relations — generally informal interactions—and institutional frameworks—
generally formal interactions —also needs to be considered.
Understanding this balance between the reliance on trust and formal
institutional frameworks for eAective interaction is also important from the
perspective of the interplay between stakeholders operating at diAerent spatial
scales. Young (2006, 4) proposes that for governments operating at lower levels, it
is possible to rely on a ‘relatively strong sense of community’ to get the job done. In
contrast, governments operating at higher levels need to rely on ‘manipulation of
incentives’, largely through formal institutions. A better understanding of the
diAerence in availability of ‘tools’ that governments and other stakeholders
operating at diAerent scales can access is important. This is because frstly,
diAerent approaches to interaction within scales may infuence the nature of the
interplay between scales. Moreover, secondly, the diAerent ‘tools’ for interaction at
the diAerent scales may operate according to diAerent sets of rules, or be
strengthened or weakened by diAerent external forces. One example of this may
be where a community is galvanised following the experience of a disaster, but
their trust in government is severely undermined as a result of ineAective response
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eAorts, and an outcry for regulatory reform at the national level is triggered as a
result.
Here, learning is considered a capacity with the potential to facilitate the
rebuilding of social facets of communities aAected by a disaster, and as a process
through which sharing experience and knowledge may indeed strengthen social
capital, better enabling a community to coexist with the environment. Thus, this
thesis may be considered a ‘compliment’ to Aldrich’s study on social capital and
resilience in Japan, in light of its emphasis on learning as an important social
process through which building a disaster-aAected community and its social
networks ‘back (or forward) better’ (James and Paton 2015, 361), may be achieved.
The next section explores the concept learning as a process, after which links will
be drawn between learning, resilience and scales.

Learning as a Product or a Process
As described in Chapter 1, learning can be considered the act of gaining additional
knowledge as a result of experience (see Argote and Miron-Spektor 2011, 1124; and
Argyris and Schön 1996, 3 for example). The additional knowledge generated
through a learning process, in turn, stimulates changes in beliefs, attitudes and
intentions but may not necessarily translate into behavioural change (Muro and
JeArey 2008, 327). Learning has been described as a phenomenon that is
'multifaceted', comprising a range of actions including the acquisition of
information, memorising, and making sense of meaning (Saljo 1979), and 'multi-
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tiered', with experience triggering diAerent kinds of learning within diAerent
levels, networks and communities (Bennett and Howlett 1992, 289).
With the amount of data and text generated in the aftermath of many
extreme events, it is clear that they are often seen as learning opportunities. As
mentioned in Chapter 1, following disasters, lessons-learned documents are
produced in their hundreds, if not thousands. Many of these documents provide
useful observations. However, as pointed out throughout this thesis, it is not
uncommon for such documents to stop short of triggering any signifcant change
in the knowledge or behaviour of those responsible for managing disasters, let
alone the broader community.
Converting experience to knowledge and behavioural change is no doubt a
challenging process. As Wambach (2012, 99) observes, 'Identifying lessons-learned
is, of course, the easier part of this process. True commitment to enhancing
preparedness involves turning these lessons into improved practices.'
But why do some lessons-learned documents make a diAerence, and others
fail to do so? To obtain a better understanding of why such lessons-learned
documents fall short, I analysed and classifed 39 randomly selected English
language lessons learnt documents from the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake.
Each has been evaluated according to three criteria: 1) whether the actor
identifying the lessons and the target learners are within the same or diAerent
organisation or sector, 2) whether the focus of learning is on the identifcation of
lessons or their implementation, and 3) whether the lessons drawn are
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retrospective (looking at past disasters) or prospective (preparing for future
disasters).
Table 2.1: Analysis of lessons-learned documents relating to the 2011 Great East
Japan earthquake and tsunami
Total Count (39) (Some

Externally assessed

Internally assessed

include process and product)

(Collator/Learner diAerent)

(Collator/Learner same)

Identifes Lessons

11

5

Implements Lessons

4

17

Backward-looking

11

7

Forward-looking

4

13

While perhaps a crude method for evaluating these documents, the table clearly
shows strong trends for externally assessed learning to be centred on lessons
identifed and predominantly backwards-looking, and the internally assessed
learning to be lessons implemented and largely forward-looking. While the
sample is too small to state with confdence, there also appears to be a tendency
for more documents to be focussed on identifying lessons than the more
challenging tasks of translating and embedding these lessons into operational
processes.
Although it is not possible to conclude with absolute certainty, this
evaluation shows that there is indeed a signifcant challenge for stakeholders when
it comes to transferring lessons across the boundaries that separate one context
from another. What this suggests is that stakeholders may not yet be able to rely
on lessons from others, and thus need to get better at both generating their own
knowledge, and transferring it more eAectively. It may also be argued that more
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than half of the analysed documents bearing the wording ‘lessons learnt’ in their
titles may indeed be mislabelled.
It is also clear that within these two groupings of documents, we can identify
two diAerent aspects of learning—the 'content' and the 'process'. This observation
is consistent with Argyris and Schön (1996, 3), who argue that 'learning' can be
conceptualised as either a product (what is learnt — the identifed lesson) or a
process (how it is learnt — the process of turning these lessons into improved
practices). Based on this description, I thus consider those texts that identify, but
do not consider how to implement lessons as conceptualising learning as a
product, and those that explore how to turn identifed lessons into improved
practices as conceptualising learning as a process. While this thesis explores
learning both as a product and as a process, it emphasises the underlying processes
of learning which facilitate the transfer of learning from one context to another.
This emphasis is important, as without an understanding of the pathways,
mechanisms and institutions that may infuence the eAectiveness of learning,
eAorts to turn identifed lessons into improved practices will face signifcant
challenges.
One ongoing challenge and indeed a common criticism associated with
learning as a process, is that it is often observed as being ‘passive'. Passive learning
is characterised as being reliant on ‘the received wisdom of others’ and is
considered by Glasser (2007, 50) as problematic due to the way in which it can be
used as a tool to propagate certain beliefs and behaviours. Such selective
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promotion of beliefs and behaviours may result in certain interests being favoured
over the common good, and thus an overly passive process of learning is prone to
corruption, excessive consumption, and waste. Levitt and March describe one such
outcome of the passive learning process as ‘superstitious learning’, which can
result when 'the subjective experience of learning is compelling, but the
connections between actions and outcomes are misspecifed' (Levitt and March
1988, 325; see also Zollo and Winter 2002 and; Donahue and Tuohy 2006 for
example). The absence of clear learning steps or subroutines in passive learning
practices may also facilitate 'blame shifting' or 'blame avoidance' by political elite
(Boin and ’t Hart 2003, 549; Boin, ’t Hart, and McConnell 2009, 89), and the
hijacking of metanarrative (Tierney, Bevc, and Kuligowski 2006, 61). It is thus clear
that passive approaches to learning may impede the ability of communities to
learn eAectively from experience.
To counter such impediments brought on by passive learning tendencies,
scholars such as Donahue and Tuohy (2006, 21), and Glasser (2007, 50) propose
that eAective learning needs to be an active or deliberate process, supported by
appropriate institutions, which facilitate the development, monitoring and
maintenance of subroutines which enable the translation of experience into
lessons learnt. The deliberate process proposed by Donahue and Tuohy (2006, 21),
in their work on investigating why mistakes tend to be repeated in subsequent
disasters, is comprised of the following fve subroutines: 1) Identifying the lessons;
2) Recognising the causal processes; 3) Devising new operational processes; 4)
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Practicing the new processes; and 5) Embedding, Institutionalising and Sustaining
the new processes. Given the additional clarity these subroutines provide
regarding the discrete steps associated with learning, this thesis adopts them as a
starting point for analysing how Japan has learnt from the repeated experiences of
extreme events. With these fve subroutines in mind, the next section will consider
how learning relates to the concept of resilience.

Learning and Resilience
How does learning relate to and impact upon resilience? As stated previously, the
capacity of a community to learn is considered here as being fundamental to the
resilience of that community (see also Berkes, Colding, and Folke 2002, 13; The
Resilience Alliance 2002; Goodman et al. 1998; Kimhi and Shamai 2004; and Kulig
2000). The capacity to learn is also seen as a fundamental diAerence between
resilient social and ecological systems. But what is resilience?
Traditionally, the idea of resilience is described as 'a measure of the ability
of... systems to absorb changes of state... and still persist' (1973, 17). However,
Manyena (2006, 446) argues that merely persisting following a disaster - which
may be described as developing only the bare minimum set of capacities required
to cope - is insufcient and proposes that resilience thinking needs to go beyond
the idea of just reducing the vulnerability of individuals and communities. Gow
and Paton (2008, 14), make a similar claim, arguing that while most disaster
research focuses on the immediate aftermath, and the negative impacts of a
disaster, a longer-term view of a disaster enables us to see evidence of a
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strengthening of resilience resources within communities, and thus suggests that
communities can also beneft from such experiences.
Policy documents also refect this ‘beneftting-from-disasters’ thinking, the
Sendai Framework, for example, has adopted the mantra of ‘Building Back Better’
as one of its four priorities (UNISDR 2015a, 21). Similarly, phrases such as
‘bouncing back better’ and ‘repairing safer and stronger’ are not uncommon in
disaster policy documents (National Emergency Management Committee 2011, 18).
Disaster funding can also be tied to such ideas, with the concept of 'betterment',
for example, used within Australia's Natural Disaster Relief and Recovery
Arrangements (NDRRA) to encourage state governments to rebuild essential
public assets to higher standards (Attorney-General’s Department, Australian
Government 2012).
The idea of benefting from change is one that is not foreign to Japan.
Following the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami, the Japanese
Government actively pursued a 'New Tōhoku' strategy. This strategy attempted to
counter problems that the impacted regions faced prior to the disaster, such as
population decline, ageing and hollowing-out of industry. The strategy proposed
to overcome such problems by promoting a policy of not 'simply returning [the
aAected region] to the condition it was in prior [to the disaster], rather, using the
recovery [of the region] as an opportunity to solve these problems, and build a
‘new Tōhoku’ which will be a model for both Japan and the world as a ‘region of
creativity and possibility’ (Naikaku kanbō naikaku kōhō-shitsu 2016).
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While the idea of 'betterment' is not immune from the practice of 'goldplating' or upgrading of infrastructure in return for votes, thus potentially
becoming targets for pork barrel-type spending (Platt 2012, 66), it is nevertheless
an important means of improving the resilience of a community to future shocks.
Thus, based on this idea of communities having the potential to beneft from a
disturbance such as a disaster, this thesis adopts the position that resilience is a set
of capacities that enable a community to cope with, adapt to, and even beneft
from the impacts of a major disaster (Gow and Paton 2008, 1–5). But where and
how does learning ft into this defnition?
It is a commonly accepted position that learning is an important aspect of
the resilience of communities, both in terms coping with change and benefting
from it. Neil Adger (2000, 361) argues that the capacity to cope with surprises and
large-scale changes in ecological systems is 'precisely what will allow innovation,
coping with change and social learning in social institutions'. Aaron Wildavsky
(1988, 77) suggests that resilience is 'the capacity to cope with unanticipated
dangers after they have become manifest, and learning to bounce back'. Similarly,
Donahue and Tuohy (2006, 21) contend that 'it is by learning from successes and
mistakes that we can be better prepared to act when something else happens'.
While it is clear that learning plays an important role in a resilient
community, it is less clear how it actually impacts community resilience.
Considering learning as a ‘capacity’ immediately brings the concept into the fold
of central defnitions of resilience, which tend to consider resilience as comprising
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a set of capacities as described above (see also Adger 2000; Holling 1973; Paton,
Smith, and Violanti 2000; The Resilience Alliance 2002 for examples). Consistent
with these defnitions, Norris, et al., (2008, 131–144) defnes the concept of
community resilience as 'a process linking a set of networked adaptive capacities
to a positive trajectory of functioning and adaptation in a constituent population
after a disturbance'. Norris, et al., further this idea of capacity, by developing a
framework consisting of ‘adaptive capacities’ each possessing a set of dynamic
attributes.16 Within this framework, Norris, et al., identify and categorise a nonexhaustive list of adaptive capacities, a term they consider synonymous with
‘resilience resources’. As shown in the below diagram (Figure 2.1), the framework
categorises resilience resources into four capability domains.
Figure 2.1: Community resilience framework

Source: (Norris et al. 2008 136)

16

Dynamic attributes consist of ‘Rapidity’ - how quickly a community can access and efciently
implement these resources in a way that helps to return a system to a functioning state,
‘Robustness’ - how well a resource is able to withstand an external shock without being degraded,
and ‘Redundancy’ - how readily one resource can be substituted by another during an external
shock (Norris et al. 2008 131).

55

Chapter 2 Literature Review

While it may be argued that many of the adaptive capacities around the periphery
of the above diagram are in some way related to learning, there are two particular
sets of capacities that relate more closely to the idea of social learning, as defned
within this thesis. The frst set are the capacities attributed to ‘information and
communication’, seen as primary resources that enable communities to adapt
eAectively, create common meanings and understanding, and provide
opportunities for members to articulate needs and views (Norris et al. 2008, 140).
The second set of capacities are those attributed to ‘community competence’,
described as collective action and decision-making capacities that enable
communities to acquire trusted and accurate information, to refect on that
information critically, and to solve emerging problems (Norris et al. 2008, 141).
It is important to note that these adaptive capacities are interconnected, and
thus, enhancing the resilience of a community is not simply a matter of increasing
each of these adaptive capacities. The interconnected nature of these adaptive
capacities implies that a lower amount of one capacity, for example ‘trusted
sources of information’, may result in another capacity increasing, for example
‘political partnerships’ or ‘community action’. Alternatively, a higher amount of
one capacity may indeed undermine or weaken another adaptive capacity. This
kind of interaction between adaptive capacities has been observed by scholars
such as Walker (2010, iii) and Chelleri (2015) as ‘resilience trade-oA’, in which an
increase in the resilience at one scale may indeed erode the resilience at another.
As a way of preventing such trade-oA from occurring, Norris et al. (2008, 141)
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assert that resource inequities must be reduced to ensure that those most
vulnerable in a community are less exposed. Based on this assertion, rather than
simply increasing the amount of knowledge through extensive lesson drawing
exercises in the aftermath of a disaster, increasing the resilience of a community
may require a reduction in the inequity of knowledge and the capacity to gain that
knowledge within a community or between diAerent communities. It is here where
one may fnd a link between the importance of knowledge transfer across diAerent
scales and the idea of community resilience.
While Norris, et al., (2008, 144) acknowledge that this framework can17 be
adapted to any ecological level or scale, their focus is on the interaction between
the sets of adaptive capacities within a community rather than the pathways that
facilitate their interaction across spatial scales. Nevertheless, as this framework
identifes and categorises key capacities that are likely to be present within a
resilient community, it provides a useful starting point for examining how learning
infuences resilience both within and across diAerent scales. The next section
explores learning as a process for transferring resilience capabilities to other scales
and contexts.

Learning as a Social Process
Learning is often conceptualised from the perspective of an individual or
organisation. Consequently, many defnitions of learning do not expressly
17

Given that the focus of this thesis is on the above, specifc resilience resources, this thesis will
not consider the entire framework or each resilience resource separately. For a detailed discussion
of the resources, please see pages 135-142 in particular of the 2008 Norris, et al., article (Norris et
al. 2008).
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consider the implications or importance of transfer of knowledge gained through
the experience of an extreme event within specifc communities over time,
between communities across space (and often time) and across the diAerent tiers
of government. Yet, as argued in Chapter 1, without considering how knowledge
can transcend these spatial and temporal boundaries, experience from a natural
disaster is unlikely to lead to the increased resilience of a community as a whole.
As pointed out in the previous section, inequity of access to information may
indeed result in the undermining of the resilience of a community, and the
eAective transfer of knowledge through learning processes shows potential for
mitigating such outcomes. The networked adaptive capacities described by Norris
(2008, 138), not only interact with each other in ways that may strengthen or
weaken community resilience. They also transcend boundaries to interact with the
adaptive capacities that are exhibited within other networks or communities that
function at diAerent scales. What this means is that an extreme event is likely to
trigger diAerent learning processes for communities in accordance with their
temporal or spatial proximity to that event. A better understanding of the
qualitative diAerences between the diAerent kinds of learning that variation in
proximity to an event may trigger, and the causal factors for these diAerences, may
therefore be a positive step towards reducing such inequities in information
access.
The next question is, what boundaries are we transferring knowledge across?
Legal mandate, availability of resources, administrative capabilities, formal
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networks, and public expectation are just some of the reasons why the various tiers
of government play central roles in disaster response, recovery and rebuilding. For
these reasons, the diAerent tiers of government often become nodes around which
horizontal and vertical networks of responders tend to coalesce. Based on this
observation, this thesis considers the vertical and horizontal jurisdictional
boundaries between the three tiers of Japanese government (national, prefectural
and municipal) as the primary spatial boundaries across which knowledge is to be
transferred.
Broadly speaking, the number of nodes is equivalent to the number of
governments within a country, of which in Japan there are 1,718 municipal ‘nodes’,
47 prefectural and one national (Sōmushō 2016, 8). These nodes have the capacity
to provide a degree of surge capability when one jurisdiction’s ability to respond to
a disaster is overwhelmed. Thus, in addition to lessons being learnt by
stakeholders within a jurisdiction that directly experience a disaster, a learning
process may also be triggered within groups of stakeholders of un-, or less-aAected
jurisdictions. As these other stakeholders may operate in other jurisdictions at the
same horizontal level, or within diAerent levels or scales, their provision of
assistance presents one potential pathway along which knowledge gained through
experiencing a disaster may be transferred to other contexts. The below fgure
(Figure 2.2) is a simplifed diagram of how I conceptualise repeated extreme events
as triggers of learning within and across scales:
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Figure 2.2: Learning across horizontal, vertical and temporal scales

It is important to include the idea of scales into the process of learning for a
number of reasons. Firstly, each tier performs a discrete, often legally mandated
role in preparing and responding to disasters. Secondly, learning pathways may
exist both between and within tiers and provide a level of both redundancy and
diversity within a complex system, particularly in times of crisis (Berkes, Colding,
and Folke 2002, 83–109). And thirdly, as described above Walker (2010, iii) and
Chelleri (2015) remind us that ‘resilience trade-oA’ can occur between scales,
potentially adversely impacting the resilience of a community.
It is therefore essential that learning is considered within a social context in
which ideas, values and norms are generated internally or absorbed from external
sources and which disseminate through spatial and temporal scales (Pelling et al.
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2015, 13). Thus, while the fve subroutines of learning proposed by Donahue and
Tuohy (2006, 21) in their deliberate learning model, are a useful starting point to
analysing how Japan has learnt from the repeated experience of extreme events,
they do not sufciently consider how experience and learning can transcend
temporal and spatial boundaries (i.e. ‘social learning’).
How can we conceptualise a deliberate learning process that transcends such
boundaries? Glasser (2007, 50) suggests that eAective social learning is an active
process that occurs through conscious interaction and communication between
two or more individuals that may range in degree of participation from
‘hierarchical' interaction between established teachers and learners, ‘nonhierarchical' interaction in which learning occurs in a two-way exchange, and ‘colearning' interaction in which learning is collaborative. Pelling (2015, 12) argues
that for social learning to be eAective, three key elements are crucial: the
interaction of actors; governance institutions that encourage learning that in turn
permits society to challenge the dominant paradigms and structures to enable
transformation to occur; and access to technology and other resources. It is clear
that environmental factors which promote and facilitate interaction between
actors are key to social learning.
These three elements may indeed be what underpin that which Brown, Keen
and Dyball (2005b, 248) refer to as 'fve learning strands'—refection, systems
orientation, integration, negotiation, participation—which, according to Brown,
et al., enable a learning cycle comprising of stages highly reminiscent of the
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subroutines outlined by Donahue and Tuohy (diagnosing, designing, doing, and
developing). But as Brown, Keen and Dyball (2005b, 247) also remind us, when
considering social learning at a broader level, encompassing multiple scales,
improvement in outcomes can only be achieved through social learning if
jurisdictional, disciplinary and social boundaries that divide stakeholders are
crossed.
Boundaries may be crossed, for example, through linkages between learning
individuals, communities, experts and governments. Pelling et al., (2008, 869)
refer to this space of interaction that exists outside of formal institutions as a
‘shadow system’, that is essential in allowing learning and innovation to emerge.
Wenger (2000, 233–234), refers to the interactions that occur at community
boundaries as ‘boundary processes’, which he considers crucial to the functioning
of social learning systems as they both connect communities and oAer learning
opportunities in their own right.
Wenger (2000, 235–237) identifes three types of elements that work to
bridge communities across their boundaries, which are: brokering — in which
elements of practice from one community may be introduced to another;18
boundary objects — such as documents, discourse or processes that support
connections between communities, and boundary interactions — such as visits,
discussions and sabbaticals that provide direct exposure to practices. Linking
Donahue and Tuohy’s subroutines to a broader social learning context, this thesis
18

This role of broker has also been explored by Gladwell (2002, 38, 69–70) in his study on the role
of individuals or organisations performing the roles of ‘mavens’, ‘connectors’, or ‘salesmen’ , and
Kingdon (Kingdon 2003, 179) examination on the role of ‘policy entrepreneurs’.
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adopts Wenger’s three types of boundary bridges. The below matrix (table 2.2) is a
tool that was developed to link the fve learning subroutines to boundary bridges.
This matrix was applied to each of the cases set out in subsequent chapters with
the intention of identifying examples of formal and informal internal and
boundary learning processes, examining the kinds of formal or informal
mechanisms that supported such processes, locating possible points of breakdown
or dissonance within these processes, and understanding how the mechanisms
and processes may have changed over time:
Table 2.2: Deliberate learning subroutines and boundary processes matrix
Parallel Social
learning boundary
processes →
Internal deliberate
learning processes
↓
Actor

Internal
deliberate
learning
processes ↓

Formal/
informal
brokering
activities

Identifying the
lessons
Recognising the
causal processes
Devising new
operational
processes
Practicing the new
processes
Embedding,
Institutionalising
and Sustaining the
new processes
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Conclusion
Through a review of relevant literature, this chapter has set out to discuss the clear
and important links between the concepts of resilience, scales, and learning, but
they form an extremely complex web of interactions that make their observation a
challenge. In order to study these interactions, it is necessary to somehow limit the
scope of observation. I do this by limiting the focus of this study to identifying and
examining examples of direct reference to past disasters as a way of demonstrating
knowledge transfer, and evidence of behavioural change triggered by this
knowledge transfer as a way of demonstrating the learning. The next chapter
provides a detailed description of the methodology employed to achieve these
objectives.
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Chapter 3
Methodology

Introduction
We have received messages of sympathy from more than 130 countries
and regions, nearly 40 international organisations, numerous nongovernmental organisations, and people all over the world, and they
have also shown support and solidarity through donations and other
forms of generosity. Rescuers have voluntarily come from various
countries and regions and have quickly commenced assisting in relief
work in the aAected areas, and they also delivered supplies such as
food, medicines and blankets, which have helped to encourage victims.
Further, as a prayer for the rebuilding of the aAected areas, children
from distant countries have also sent thousands of paper cranes which
they have folded with great earnestness. (Kan 2011b)

Just one month after the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami, the then
Prime Minister Kan Naoto made what was arguably his most memorable speech in
a troubled leadership. Kan’s Kizuna [Bonds of Friendship] speech tells of the
worldwide outpouring of support to the area devastated by the disaster. It also
conveys to some extent the multitude of stakeholders involved, and the complexity
and the scale of the operations required to manage such an event. Given this
complex web of stakeholders and their interactions, how can their study be limited
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to something that is manageable? This chapter sets out the methodology
employed to achieve exactly that. Firstly, it justifes the qualitative case study
approach adopted. The chapter then provides a rationale for case selection,
stakeholder inclusion, data collection and recording approaches and procedures
for archival research and feldwork. Finally, the chapter discusses validation
procedures associated with the feldwork undertaken in 2008, 2009 and 2013.

Choosing an Appropriate Research Methodology
Disasters typically vary from one another in terms of time (when they occurred
and duration between events), location, human and economic impact, and
availability of comparable data. Research methodologists such as Cresswell (2014,
185) and Yin (2014, 16–17) suggest that qualitative case studies best lend themselves
to studies where there are simply too many causal factors that are too important to
be eliminated, where there is a need to rely on multiple forms of data, or where
data collection occurs in the location that participants experience a particular
problem or phenomenon. To justify a qualitative approach, Cresswell (2014, 185),
provides a non-exhaustive list of eight characteristics. This study is consistent with
each of these characteristics, as will be summarised below, and developed further
throughout this chapter.
Natural Setting: Data was collected in the feld at the site where
participants experienced the issue or problem under study. Information was
gathered by talking directly to people.
2. Researcher as a key instrument: Data was collected by myself through
examining documents, and interviewing participants. A protocol was used
for collecting data, but it was I who gathered the information. Instruments
were developed by myself.
1.
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3. Multiple sources of data: Multiple forms of data were relied upon for this

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

thesis including interviews, observations, audio-visual information and
documents. To validate fndings, all data was reviewed and categorised into
themes that cut across all data sources.
Inductive and deductive approaches applied to data analysis: The multiple
forms and sources of data were analysed to build increasingly abstract
patterns, categories and themes. Based on these patterns, categories and
themes, I returned to the feld on three separate occasions (June-August
2008, September 2009 and October 2013) to obtain more evidence to
support each theme.
Focus on participant’s meanings: Extended, open interviews were
conducted with participants, that were recorded and transcribed, then
translated. Where applicable, passages were used in full as ‘thick
description’ (Fetterman 2010, 125) in the participants’ own words, to learn the
meanings that the participants held about the problems associated with
disaster response and knowledge transfer.
Emergent design: The research process was emergent over the duration of
this thesis, with each tranche of feldwork becoming more tightly
prescribed as more information was obtained. Further, during the process
of feldwork, two additional disasters struck Japan - the 2011 Great East
Japan earthquake and the 2016 Kumamoto earthquake, which were
incorporated into the overall design of the research.
Refexivity: Cresswell suggests that the researcher plays an infuential role
in the interpretations and meanings ascribed to the data, as a result of
personal background, culture and experience. Having had close ties with
Japan for 25 years, including 17 years residing in the country, this is
undoubtedly the case, as will be discussed further below, including
strategies implemented to limit bias.
Holistic account: It has been a primary goal of this thesis to develop a
complex picture of Japan’s changing approach to learning from the
experience of disasters, and causal factors for this change. This task
demanded the reporting of multiple perspectives, and identifcation of
many factors involved in the triggering and impeding of such change.

Within the qualitative approach, I chose a multiple case study methodology
around which to conduct and structure this thesis. A case study is defned by
Chmiliar (2010, 583) as 'a methodological approach that involves the in-depth
exploration of a specifc bounded system, utilising multiple forms of data
collection to systemically gather information on how the system operates or
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functions'. According to Chmiliar, the multiple case study design, by extension, is
an approach which examines multiple cases that are bounded physically,
institutionally or by time. It is an approach selected when it is more likely to
provide a more accurate and in-depth understanding of the phenomenon being
studied (Chmiliar 2010, 583).
As established in the introduction, through this examination of the process
of learning from the repeated experience of disasters in Japan, this thesis frstly
tests the hypothesis that the repeated interactions between communities,
stakeholders, and government over time has led to the increased
institutionalisation of learning processes in Japan. Secondly, it examines the
hypothesis that learning outcomes will improve as mechanisms and institutions
that underpin emergency management routines are adopted and become more
established. To address these hypotheses, this thesis required an extensive and indepth description of how the mechanisms and institutions function and how they
change over time as a result of the repeated experience of extreme events. Thus, a
systematic study of multiple temporally and spatially bounded cases was crucial.
According to Yin (2014, 57), the multiple case study design relies on
replication logic, as is the case for multiple scientifc experiments. As described in
Chapter 1, Japan has faced many disasters. However, it is beyond the scope of this
thesis to focus on all of them. Yin (2014, 61) suggests that in studies where there is
a higher degree of subtlety within the theory, a higher number of replications is
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important. It is nevertheless essential to consider balance in establishing an
appropriate number of cases.
Consistent with Yin’s characterisation of multiple case studies, this study
thus follows the logic of replication rather than large sample size (2014, 57). To
ensure that sufcient subtlety could be observed within this study, I selected four
major disasters as triggers for learning, and selected a further eight less extreme
events through which I hoped to study the impacts of this learning. Based on the
idea of theoretical replication (Yin 2014, 57), each case was carefully selected so
that it could predict similar or contrasting results. Here, it was expected that a
change in underlying mechanisms and institutions, such as legislation and
disaster plans, would be a major causal factor for contrasting results.

Selection of Cases
To analyse change over time, it was frst essential to choose an appropriate time
span. Studies on coupled human and natural systems, such as that by Liu, et al.,
(Liu et al. 2007, 1515) argue that it may not be possible to measure or predict the
impacts of such interactions for some time, due to a time lag between the points of
time when the interaction occurred, and when the results of that interaction
appeared. Nohrstedt further justifes the importance of a longer-term view,
arguing that longitudinal studies are needed to better understand the impacts of
path dependency on subsequent policy choices (Nohrstedt 2010, 327). The
importance of taking a longer-term view of change is also recommended by the
Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF), which poses that a period of at least ten
69

Chapter 3 Methodology

years, and indeed as many as several decades, is essential to analyse policy change
that is 'linked to changes in socioeconomic and political conditions, statutes, and
policy outcomes' (Sabatier 1991, 149). But what timespan is sufcient to study the
underlying change in events that are largely unpredictable?
Given the unpredictable nature of the disasters considered within this thesis,
ten years may not be a sufcient period within which to consider a change in
disaster associated learning processes. Daniel Aldrich, in his important
contribution to understanding the link between social capital and post-disaster
recovery and reconstruction, (Aldrich 2012, Kindle Locations 157), selects the 1923
Great Kantō earthquake as the starting point for his analysis. From this disaster,
Aldrich then explores similar links between social capital and recovery following
the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake. As described in Chapter 2, other
scholars also refer extensively to these two disasters as reference points for the 2o11
Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami (see Schencking 2013; Samuels 2013; and
Smits 2014b for examples). Based on these considerations, I have selected a similar
timeframe, commencing with the 1923 Great Kanto earthquake, not only for the
sheer scale of this disaster, but also as it marks the commencement of a period
which is also rich in data availability relating to natural disaster events.
To select appropriate cases between 1923 and the present, I shortlisted
disasters using the Emergency Events Database (EM-Dat), maintained by the
Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED). This database
contains core data on the occurrence and eAects of over 18,000 mass disasters in
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the world from 1900 to the present (Guha-Sapir, Below, and Hoyois 2016). As
described in Chapter 1, the Emergency Events Database (EM-Dat) requires that at
least one of the following criteria must be fulflled for an event to be included in its
dataset: 1) Ten or more people reported killed; 2) One hundred or more people
reported aAected; 3) A declaration of a state of emergency; or 4) A call for
international assistance (Guha-Sapir, Below, and Hoyois 2016). The EM-Dat data
was then triangulated with information provided by the Japan Meteorological
Agency and the Headquarters for Earthquake Research Promotion websites to
ensure consistency with ofcial Japanese records. The shortlisted disasters were
chosen based on salience as measured by 'number of deaths and missing' from the
two most salient categories of disaster in Japan: Storm and Typhoon' 29,755 deaths
(12.5 percent of total disaster-related deaths since 1900); and 'Earthquake' 194,223
deaths (82 percent of total disaster-related deaths since 1900).
Following a review of the literature on the disaster events that occurred
between 1923 and the present, it also became apparent that disasters which
occurred during the Second World War should be omitted from the shortlisted
cases. Yamashita Fumio (1986, 20–22), historian and survivor of both the 1933 and
2011 tsunami, for example, identifes three major disasters in Japan during the war,
each claiming over one thousand lives. He argues that these disasters happened at
a time when government authorities and the military were more interested in
monitoring the people rather than saving them. Kimura Reo, specialist in disaster
psychology and education, points to notices that were posted in a Mie Prefecture
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village that was aAected by the 1944 Tōnankai earthquake that eAectively banned
people from conveying information about the casualties of the disaster to the
soldiers to prevent the erosion of morale (2014, 2).
A review of the literature on Japanese disasters also showed that the 1959 Ise
Bay typhoon was an important turning point in Japanese disaster management,
triggering signifcant legal reforms in this domain. Further, while the 1959 typhoon
is the only non-seismic disaster selected as a case study for this thesis, it bore
certain similarities with the other three extreme events examined here in detail.
Firstly, in a similar way to the other selected cases, a metanarrative evolved that
described the event as a government-created disaster. Secondly, as will be
discussed in greater detail in chapter 5, the convergence of a typhoon, a high-tide,
rapid post-war resettlement, ageing and poorly built infrastructure and a
breakdown in communications resulted in wide-spread, tsunami-like destruction
and over 5000 deaths. The legal reforms triggered by the 1959 disaster brought an
end to a period in Japan’s history that lacked formal mechanisms and institutions
for the promotion of eAective learning and knowledge transfer. The 1959 disaster
thus represents a ‘natural’ end-point for analysing the nation’s approach to
learning, in the absence of a formal learning framework.
The shortlist of disasters was thus chosen based on the following four
criteria:
1. Occurred between 1923 and 1959,
2. Did not occur during wartime,
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3. Naturally triggered, 'sudden onset' events, and
4. The highest number of deaths (as an indicator of salience).

These criteria were then applied to the Emergency Events Database (EM-Dat),
which was then triangulated with data from the Headquarters for Earthquake
Research Promotion and the Japan Meteorological Agency to provide the
following list of potential disasters.

Significant Disasters in Japan 1923-1959
Table 3.1: Top 5 Earthquakes (in terms of deaths)
Year

Date

Name
(Japanese)

Name

Deaths

1923

September 1

関東地震

Great Kantō
earthquake

145,144

1948

June 28

福井地震

Fukui
earthquake

3,769

1933

March 3

昭和三陸地震

Shōwa Sanriku
earthquake

3,064

1927

March 7

北丹後地震

Kitatango
earthquake

2,925

Table 3.2: Top 5 Typhoons (in terms of deaths)
1959

September 26

伊勢湾台風

Ise Bay typhoon

5,098

1945

September 17

枕崎台風

Makurazaki
typhoon

3,576

1934

September 20

室戸台風

Muroto
typhoon

3,036

1947

September 14

カスリン台風

Typhoon
Catherine

1,930

1954

September 10
台風 15 号
Typhoon No. 15 1,761
Sources: (Guha-Sapir, Below, and Hoyois 2016; ‘Headquarters for
Earthquake Research Promotion’; ‘Japan Meteorological Agency’).
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Based on the selection criteria, it was determined that the following three disasters
would be the most suitable to examine both temporal and spatial impediments to
disaster learning: 1) The Kitatango earthquake of 1927 – a disaster that occurred at
a time when Tokyo was still dealing with the aftermath of the 1923 earthquake; 2)
the Shōwa Sanriku earthquake and tsunami of 1933—immediately preceding the
Second World War and bearing many similarities with both the 1896 Meiji Sanriku
earthquake and the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami; and 3) the
Fukui earthquake of 1948 – the frst major disaster following the end of the Second
World War. It is important to note that despite the signifcant number of deaths,
the 20 September 1934 Muroto typhoon was omitted in preference to the Shōwa
Sanriku earthquake and tsunami of 1933, as the similarities between the 1933
disaster and the 2011 disaster provide greater scope for cross-case comparison,
which will, in turn, assist in identifying and explaining change. Further, while the
1945 Makurazaki typhoon was considered as a potential case study, it was omitted
as it was deemed to have occurred too soon after the war.
Selection of more recent events presented some challenges. Following 1959,
for example, there were no disasters that inficted anywhere near the damage of
the selected historical disaster cases, until the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake. Indeed, the EM-DAT international disasters database shows that the
total number of deaths caused by natural disasters during this entire period was
6,824 (Guha-Sapir, Below, and Hoyois 2016), which is only slightly greater than the
ofcial death toll of 6,434 from the 1995 Kobe disaster (Naikakufu 2017a). Further,
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while there were disasters which inficted signifcant damage, such as the July 1967
torrential rains (351 deaths), the July 1972 torrential rains (421 deaths) (Japan
Meteorological Agency 2017b; Japan Meteorological Agency 2017c), the 26 May
1983 Nihonkai Chūbu earthquake (104 deaths), and the 12 July 1993 Hokkaidō
Nansei Oki (202 deaths) (Naikakufu 2017b; Aomori ken kiki kanrikyoku 2017),
none of these disasters triggered amendment to the 1961 disaster legislation, nor
any signifcant review of national or local disaster plans. I thus consider this
almost forty-year relative ‘lull’ in extreme events a useful tool to consider the
impact that a low incidence of large-scale events had on the institutional
arrangements established following the 1959 Ise Bay typhoon, and how such a lull
in extreme events impacted the response to the 1995 earthquake.
In contrast to the disasters between 1959 and 1995, the 1995 Great HanshinAwaji earthquake triggered a signifcant review of disaster management
arrangements across Japan. At the time of commencing this research in 2007, 1995
was indeed the last ‘big’ disaster. As such, the only way to examine the lessons
learnt following the 1995 disaster was to explore the less extreme disasters that had
occurred since that time. These less extreme events nevertheless proved to be
important opportunities for stakeholders to test lessons and embed behaviours
that were drawn from the 1995 experience.
The lesser disasters that were initially selected for study were the 2004 MidNiigata Prefecture earthquake and the 2007 Niigata Prefecture Chūetsu-Oki
earthquake. During this feldwork the 2008 Iwate-Miyagi Nairiku earthquake, and
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the 2008 Iwate Prefecture Northern Region Coastal earthquake struck in very close
succession, providing further cases to observe the learning process across
disasters. The 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami and the 2016
Kumamoto earthquake were also subsequently added to the list of cases. The
currency of these disasters, in relation to this study also meant that they were ideal
cases with which to supplement document-based data with face-to-face interviews
with key informants.
The overall structure of this thesis is based on the selected cases in the
following way. The less extreme event cases were collapsed into two main chapters
— Chapter 4 and Chapter 6. Chapter 5 explores the context and process behind
the enactment of the 1961 disaster legislation, the relative lull between the 1959
disaster and 1995 and their impact on the response to the 1995 earthquake.
Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 then consider the culmination of learning from past
events, evaluate key lessons that have been integrated into emergency
arrangements, and highlight remaining blind spots — frstly through the lens of
the 2011 earthquake and tsunami, and secondly through the 2016 Kumamoto
earthquake.

Data Collection Procedures
As the investigation of the pre-1959 disasters did not rely on feldwork, access to
archives was paramount for this component of the research project. During
feldwork in Japan, I was able to make extensive use of the Yokoamichō Park
Memorial Hall, the Sendai Public Library, the Waseda University Library, the
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Nagoya University Library, Nagoya City Minami Library, and the Disaster
Prevention and Human Renovation Institution Library. The National Library of
Australia also houses a collection of digitised, print and microflm editions of
Japanese newspapers from the early 1900s to the present day, which provided
important insights into the disasters examined. The archival research focused on
historical government reports, newspaper, magazine and journal articles as well as
more recently conducted government reviews on each disaster. Japanese
universities, libraries and local governments have also been actively digitising
many of the historical accounts produced in the aftermath of disasters, of these
digital archives, the National Diet Library Digital Archives, the Tsunami Digital
Library, the Iwate Earthquake and Tsunami Archive, and the 1948 Fukui
earthquake proved to be excellent sources of rare records, government documents
and photographs relating to disasters.
Based on the materials obtained from the above libraries and archives, I
attempted to identify clear links between each of the selected disasters that
signifed learning from experience. These links were identifed either through
direct references in documentation, evidence of the same stakeholders
participating in subsequent disasters, or similar activities being carried out
between disasters suggestive of linkage. In numerous cases, for example,
stakeholders of the post-1923 disasters, consciously referred to the Great Kantō
earthquake for inspiration, hints or excuses. Where possible, optical character
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recognition and keyword search techniques were also applied to the collected
materials to help identify specifc references to past disasters.
Research on the post-1959 disasters consisted of both archival analysis and
feldwork. The approach and objectives for the archival work were consistent with
that conducted for the pre-1959 disasters. Following approval by the Australian
National University Human Research Ethics Committee in May 2008, two
tranches of feldwork were conducted in June-August 2008 and September 2009
respectively. The approximate locations of the feldwork conducted in relation to
the post-1995 disasters are shown on the map below (fgure 3.1).
Figure 3.1: Fieldwork locations

Map Source: (GADM 2015; Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and
Tourism 2017)
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The research design can be characterised as largely emergent, with the frst
tranche of feldwork attempting to examine the impact of sudden-impact extreme
events on civil society in Japan in the aftermath of the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake, and whether local government emergency management planning
processes had undergone change as a result of the 1995 experience. This frst
tranche of feldwork was exploratory and examined subnational governments and
not-for-proft organisations (NPOs) both in regions that had experienced recent
disasters (Hyogo, Osaka, Niigata, and Iwate Prefectures), and regions that had not
(Aichi, Kanagawa, and Chiba Prefectures). Key Tokyo-based NPOs that were
instrumental in lobbying for the 1998 NPO Act were also interviewed. Other
stakeholders were selected based on an analysis of local government disaster plans
and information obtained during interviews and hearings.
It was a conscious decision to omit emergency services during the data
collection process. This was done for two related reasons. Firstly, Templeman and
Bergin (2008, 3), warn of a growing misconception that emergency services will
respond instantly to any disaster. Similarly, Manyena (2006, 438) reminds us that
despite countries omitting community involvement from their resilience
strategies, it is indeed the community that will inevitably have to deal with an
extreme event that exceeds the capabilities of emergency services. This tendency
by both government and community to rely on emergency services may result in
an increase in public complacency, in turn undermining community resilience to
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extreme events. It was thus important to consider what emergency-related
activities were being carried out beyond the emergency service agencies.
Secondly, this thesis considers the idea of resilience as being composed of a
set of capacities that enable communities to not only absorb and cope with the
eAects of a disaster but to also beneft from such an experience (Gow and Paton
2008, 2; Manyena 2006, 446). It also proposes that the process of learning from
one disaster to the next is an essential pathway to developing and reinforcing this
set of capacities. It was thus considered essential to identify and examine
stakeholders who bore the chief responsibility for carrying out such activities on
an ongoing basis.
While emergency services are certainly involved in such learning processes,
they do not necessarily manage the entire policy domain. Walker and Westley
(2011, 4), point out that normal times and times of disaster and collapse are
considered diAerent phases of the same system. Similarly, Gow and Paton (2008,
18) propose that as the response to a disaster progresses, the ability of a
community to adapt relies heavily on their capacity to interact eAectively with
societal level institutions. Gow and Paton stress that this is a capacity that must be
developed prior to a disaster for it to function well (Gow and Paton 2008, 18). In
other words, engagement between community and societal level institutions
during ‘normal’ times is key to their eAective interaction during times of disaster.
Consistent with the above observations, an analysis of prefectural and
municipal disaster plans in Japan also shows a high degree of involvement in the
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various phases of disaster management and planning by divisions whose core role
is not emergency response. Based on this analysis, I focus on two divisions within
local government — frstly, the disaster prevention division (or equivalent) a
division within government that tends to be involved in coordinating all phases of
disaster management, but also plays an ongoing role in learning from past
experience and evaluation of disaster management arrangements; and secondly,
the community engagement and promotion division (or equivalent) who also tend
to mobilise during disasters, but whose central role is the capacity development of
the community, and the ongoing oversight of community welfare. Importantly,
these divisions within municipal and prefectural governments play instrumental
roles in documenting lessons in a disaster’s aftermath, developing disaster-related
plans, engaging with external stakeholders involved with disaster management,
and training volunteers in preparation for future extreme events (see Iwate ken
bōsai kaigi 2016 for example).
Stakeholders were subsequently contacted by email and meetings were
scheduled in their respective places of employment. Open-ended interviews and
hearings with multiple participants were then carried out with the intention of
examining how these stakeholders engaged in the post-disaster learning processes
and how they drew from past disaster experiences, both within their own
jurisdiction and from further afeld. Over the duration of the frst tranche of
feldwork, it became apparent that despite the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake being regularly referred to as an important trigger for the enactment of
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legislation to support NPOs and 1995 consequently becoming known as ‘Year One
of the Volunteer era’, NPOs did not appear to play a central role in disaster
preparedness and planning activities in the jurisdictions studied. Nevertheless, the
2008 feldwork was important as it enabled a deeper understanding of the complex
network of actors that become involved in crisis management following a natural
disaster. This deeper understanding, in turn, enabled the second tranche of
feldwork to be more tightly prescribed, and justifed the inclusion of local
branches of the nation-wide organisation Shakai Fukushi Kyōgikai [the Council of
Social Welfare] (hereinafter ‘Shakyō’) as an additional cohort of stakeholders.
The 2009 feldwork focused exclusively on Niigata and Iwate Prefectures,
which had both experienced multiple earthquakes between 2004 and 2009. The
aim of the second tranche of feldwork was to obtain frst-hand accounts of how
formal and informal crisis management arrangements played out in the disasters
between 1995 and 2011. I also searched for a direct reference to past disasters
including the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake as evidence of knowledge
transferral. Issues faced by the stakeholders during their management of disasters
and subsequent learning activities were also extensively discussed during
interviews, in order to understand how lessons were distilled from these disaster
experiences and integrated into crisis planning for subsequent disasters. The
organisations and groups that were interviewed in 2008 and 2009 are listed in
table 3.3 below:
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Table 3.3: Interviews obtained during 2008 and 2009 feldwork
Location
Tokyo
(2008)
Kanagawa
(2008)
Chiba (2008)

Organisation
•
•

Japan NPO Centre
C’s (NPOWeb) (Coalition for Legislation to Support Citizens’
Organisations)

•
•

Yokohama Citizen Empowerment Centre
Kanagawa Prefectural Government, NPO Promotion Dept.

•

Chiba Prefectural Government, Department for NPO
Promotion

•
•
•
•

Shimin Forum 21
Aichi Prefectural Government, Department of NPO Activity
Promotion
Kariya Voluntary Centre
Rescue Stockyard NPO

•

Gifu NPO Centre

•
•
•

Takarazuka NPO Centre
Hyogo Voluntary Plaza
Hyogo Prefectural Government, Department for Regional
(Community) Collaboration
Community Support Centre, Kobe (CS Kobe)
Also obtained information from:
Hyogo Prefectural Government, Department of Disaster
Prevention
Hyogo Prefecture, Council of Social Welfare

Aichi (2008)

Gifu (2008)

Hyogo
(2008, 2009)

•
•
•
•
•

Osaka (2008)
•
•
Iwate Prefecture
(2008, 2009)

•
•
•
•
•

Niigata
Prefecture
(2008, 2009)

•
•
•
•
•

Osaka Prefecture, Department of Citizen Activity Promotion,
NPO Group
Kansai NPO Alliance (Telephone Interview)
Iwate Prefectural Government, NPO, Culture and
International Relations Division
Iwate NPO-Net Support
Iwate Prefecture, Council of Social Welfare
Iwate NPO Centre
Oshu Municipal Government
Niigata NPO Information Network (Niigata NPO Community
Development Support Centre)
Niigata Prefectural Government, NPO Promotion Department
Niigata Prefectural Government, Disaster Planning
Department
Niigata Prefectural Government, Disaster Response
Department
Nagaoka City Municipal Government
Niigata Prefecture, Council of Social Welfare (Documents)
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Following the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and the devastating tsunami it
triggered, it became essential to conduct follow-up interviews in areas that were
impacted by this tragedy, particularly in areas that had been studied previously.
With the intention of ascertaining the eAectiveness (and scalability) of previously
identifed crisis management approaches and lessons, and whether or not they
were appropriate for the scale of the Great East Japan disaster, follow up feldwork
was carried out between October and November 2013. The focus of this feldwork
was primarily Iwate Prefecture in areas that coincided with feldwork conducted in
2008 and 2009, including the Iwate Prefectural Government, the Iwate Prefecture
Council of Social Welfare and the Ōshū municipal government. Fieldwork was
also conducted in Kamaishi City, which was devastated by the disaster. Kamaishi
was chosen because, in accordance with a municipal level mutual assistance
agreement developed within Iwate Prefecture as a direct outcome of past
experiences, Ōshū City was to act as its counterpart, providing a range of support
during times of disaster. It was thus an important opportunity to investigate how
well experience had been translated into actual lessons.
In addition to obtaining multiple interviews from the Iwate Prefectural, the
Ōshū Municipal and the Kamaishi Municipal governments, interviews and data
were obtained from the Japan Legal Support Centre19 and a former representative
19

The central organisation to provide legal assistance to citizens, a public corporation, funded by
the central government, established according to the frameworks of an Incorporated
Administrative agencies under the Comprehensive Legal Support Act (promulgated on June 2,
2004). JLSC has been actively providing legal support to victims of the 2011 disaster, ranging from
insurance issues, marriage and divorce matters and problems associated with land repurchasing
schemes.
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of the Japan Civil Network.20 The list of interviews obtained during the 2013
tranche of feldwork is set out in Table 6.
Table 3.4: Interviews obtained during 2013 feldwork
Location

Organisation

Iwate Prefecture

•

Ofcers from: Reconstruction Agency, General AAairs
Department Ofce of Disaster Prevention, Iwate
Prefecture Council of Social Welfare (Shakyo)

Ōshū City

•

Ofcers from: Department of Community and
Environment, Division of Risk Management

Kamaishi City

•

Ofcers from: Livelihood Support Ofce, Disaster
Prevention and Risk Management Division, Disaster
Investigation Ofce, Headquarters for the Promotion of
Reconstruction, Public Relations)

Tokyo

•

Japan Legal Support Centre, Manager, First Services
Department

Nagoya

•

Great East Japan Earthquake Recovery NPO Support
National Project, Permanent Adviser

It is also important to note that although the interviews obtained included
representatives from some of the same organisations as covered in the 2008 and
2009 feldwork, none of the individuals interviewed were the same as those
interviewed in 2013. This is largely due to standard three to four-year rotation
requirements (jinji idō) of the workforce within Japanese government, which is
often replicated in quasi-ofcial organisations such as Shakyō. The impact of such
staA-rotation practices on resilience will be explored in chapters 6 and 7.

Data Recording Procedures
When conducting the hearings and interviews for all three tranches of feldwork,
20

The Japan Civil Network (JCN), is a private, cross-sectoral, national coordinating organisation
comprising NPOs, NGOs, businesses, volunteer groups, disaster victim groups established to
provide disaster relief to those aAected by the 2011 disaster.
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all participants were provided with a participant information sheet at the time of
meeting. This document provided an overview of the project and a list of the
topics that would be raised. All participants were also provided with a consent
form for their signature, which was signed and returned to me as part of the
record. These procedures, as well as measures to protect individual identities and
appropriately store interview data and other documents, were implemented in
accordance with the Australian National University (ANU) research integrity
guidelines and policies. Before carrying out any feldwork, approval was obtained
through the ANU Human Research Ethics Committee.21
As the topics covered in the hearings and interviews regularly cut across
numerous policy domains, each hearing was typically attended by 2 to 6
participants, and only rarely (3 occasions) attended by an individual. The
participating organisation determined the number of, and make-up of attendees.
To assist participating organisations in gathering appropriate expertise and data
for each interview or hearing, a brief outline of the project and general questions
were translated into Japanese and emailed in advance.
The interviews and hearings for all three tranches of feldwork were recorded
digitally, and contemporaneous notes were taken by hand. The audio was
manually transcribed and translated by myself, retaining timestamps throughout
the process. Primary source documents were also obtained from most sites,
ranging from crisis governance arrangements and plans to post-disaster reports.
Each session was conducted in largely the same format. Following an
21

ANU Human Ethics Protocol number: 2008/245
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introduction of the research topic in Japanese by myself, which also functioned as
an icebreaker, I proceeded through a list of approximately fve questions with
ongoing probing questions for further elaboration. At the end of each interview or
hearing, I also sought further advice as to with whom else I should speak.
Typically, each interview or hearing lasted for approximately 90 minutes,
commencing with the list of questions below and then continuing with a general
open conversation:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Brief description of project (researcher)
Brief description of disaster experience (participants)
Which disasters have infuenced disaster management practices the most?
How have disaster management practices changed following experience?
(In the case of multiple experiences of disaster) How were the responses
diAerent?
• What institutional structures have changed?
• How has the chain of command changed?
• How has the approach to delegation of responsibility changed?
• How have stakeholder networks changed (for example, the inclusion
of NPOs)?
• Have any of these changes tended not to last?
• Does your institution or jurisdiction cooperate with other external
stakeholders in disaster planning and preparedness? (If so, who are
they?)
• Is your institution a part of a formal 'regional bloc' arrangement? (If
so, what is the name of this arrangement, and who are the
members?)

Interview Analysis, Interpretation and Data Triangulation
As the interviews were all transcribed and translated by myself, I was able to
‘relive’ each interview three times (conducting interviews, transcribing interviews,
and translating interviews) before commencing their analysis. Repeated listening
to the interviews enabled a comprehensive understanding of their content. Given
my already detailed knowledge of the content, I determined that rather than
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employing qualitative computer data analysis, I would be able to obtain a thicker
description of the experience of participants through hand coding the data. The
decision to hand code also enabled me to better understand nuance within the
interviews, and where necessary return to the source recordings to verify
translations that were unclear. Hand coding was thus carried out using a simple
colour coding approach based on the below fve themes:
1.

(yellow) reference to past events and how the lessons have changed
practices,

2. (green) mention of institutionalised/formalised linkages,
3. (blue) description of other stakeholders and their inclusion/exclusion in

planning and other disaster management activities,
4. (red) problems raised associated with cross-sectoral cooperation,
5. (pink) grassroots involvement—mention of community.

Coding in this way enabled a deeper understanding of how past disasters were
used as reference points, the stakeholders involved in the subroutines associated
with learning and transfer of knowledge, the mechanisms and institutions
involved in the process of learning and their impacts, and the change undergone
as a result of experience.
Two major factors helped to ensure the accuracy of data. Firstly, a prolonged
time in the feld (including living in Japan for approximately 17 years and returning
to each location on several occasions) helped to minimise language barriers and
enabled follow up questions. Secondly, to ensure that the data obtained through
interviews and hearings was consistent with historical fact, where possible, details
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were triangulated against government records, historical documents, newspaper
articles, and Diet, prefectural assembly and municipal council minutes. Multiple
sources were regularly consulted to create thick description to convey fndings and
where appropriate, quotes were taken from the actual interview and hearing
transcripts and used in full.

Conclusion
This chapter has provided the rationale for adopting a qualitative case study
approach to this thesis. It has also justifed the selection of cases and inclusion of
certain stakeholders, the kind of data that was gathered, how it was gathered, and
how it was analysed and validated. Based on the approach described in this
chapter, the next fve chapters examine how the repeated experience of disasters
has infuenced the capacity of communities in Japan to learn how to coexist with
disasters. With the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake as the starting point, the next
chapter provides a historical narrative and analysis of Japan’s pre-1959 formal and
informal social structures (e.g., social norms, networks, boundary processes,
policies, institutions) that either facilitated or impeded learning from the repeated
experience of disasters.
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Chapter 4
Learning from Repeated Experience in Japan
—1923 to 1959—

Introduction
It was around 2:30 am in the middle of the night. The entire household
was surprised by a sudden, strong earthquake, and everyone rushed
outside. But after several weak aftershocks, the shaking stopped just as
suddenly and the night returned to its previous stillness. Looking up to
the sky and all around, there was nothing, in particular, that was
unusual. Outside, it was cold enough to freeze your breath. Thinking
there was nothing further to worry about, we went indoors. The fre in
the stove had gone completely out. My sister, who had experienced the
Great Kantō earthquake was staying with us. She said with
considerable confdence, 'The earthquake in Tokyo was much much
stronger than this. This quake felt like it moved backwards and
forwards (horizontally), which is diAerent to the up and down
movement (experienced in Tokyo) so I think we have nothing to worry
about.' (Iwate Prefecture 1934, 1203).

Minutes after this earthquake, a tsunami came crashing through the village. This
family survived to tell their experience, although they had to fee at the last minute
with the water lapping at their ankles (Iwate Prefecture 1934, 1204). This disaster
later became referred to as the 1933 Shōwa Sanriku earthquake and tsunami.
Despite Japan's self-proclaimed 'disaster-superpower' status, a name that
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refects the nation’s many experiences with extreme events, the above account of
the 1933 disaster demonstrates that even direct experience can be a poor teacher.
Just ten years before this tsunami, the Kantō region was rocked by a massive
earthquake, which claimed the lives of more than 100,000 individuals and virtually
levelled the nation's capital. While one might expect that this event alone would
be considered a major learning benchmark for Japan, an examination of select
disasters between 1923 and 1959 shows that many problems that occurred in the
1923 Great Kantō earthquake recurred in subsequent events.
The opening quote may be considered a typical outcome in circumstances
where deliberate learning strategies, such as the learning subroutines described in
Chapter 2, are absent, leading to decisions made by individuals and groups during
extreme events potentially placing them in harm’s way. This chapter will examine
Japan’s pre-1959 formal and informal social structures (e.g., social norms,
networks, boundary processes, policies, institutions) that either facilitated or
impeded learning from the repeated experience of disasters. To that end, this
chapter will identify specifc examples of eAorts made to record and conserve the
experience of disasters for subsequent generations. Further, examples where
stakeholders openly referred to lessons from earlier events will be examined to
understand how knowledge was transferred, impeded or undermined.
This chapter focuses on the period between 1923 and 1959, a period
characterised by an absence of a national legal framework for disaster planning
and management, and a period that is interspersed with multiple disasters,
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against which evidence of learning can be observed. These two dates represent two
of Japan's worst disasters prior to the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake—the
Great Kantō earthquake of 1923, and the Ise Bay typhoon (Typhoon Vera) of 1959.
It was the latter of these disasters which is said to have triggered the creation of
legislation that paved the way for a more standardised approach to disaster
planning and management, and, as will be argued in subsequent chapters, formed
the foundations for a more deliberate learning process.
The chapter will commence with a background to the Great Kantō
earthquake, through which it will explore pathways of learning from one extreme
event to another, sources of superstitious learning, and how those sources
infuence understanding. The chapter will then discuss two major metanarratives
that developed in the days and weeks following the earthquake and examine their
impact on learning from the Great Kantō earthquake. The next section will then
explore how individuals and associations joined in the relief and recovery eAorts
following the disaster, and how such activities infuenced the formation of groups
and their interaction with government. The three underlying themes that
underpin these sections — ‘learning from past disaster experience', ‘the
undermining and overshadowing of learning', and 'informal boundary processes'
— will be explored within the context of the Kitatango earthquake of 1927, the
Shōwa Sanriku earthquake and tsunami of 1933, and the Fukui earthquake of 1948.

Background Making Sense of the Great Kantō Earthquake
Though the mid-summer was past, and the frst days of autumn had
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dawned, the lingering heat was almost unbearable, especially on that
particular morning. At the popular summer resorts along the breezy
coast of the Shonan district and the Bōsō Peninsula facing Sagami Bay
and the Pacifc respectively, there were still thousands of visitors from
Tokyo and elsewhere who had gone there to pass the hot season.
Shortly before noon, or more precisely at 11:58:44 am that day there
occurred a violent shock of earthquake shaking houses and other
buildings. A second and third quake quickly followed, and many aftershocks of more or less intensity occurred at short intervals, spreading
the work of destruction everywhere. Everyone was struck with terror,
and the most sanguine turned pale and were aghast before the violence
of mighty nature. (Naimushō Shakaikyoku 1926, 1).

The story of the Great Kantō earthquake is often told in terms of the sudden and
massive earthquake that occurred just before noon, that was soon followed by a
fre which engulfed over forty percent of Tokyo, taking with it over 100,000 lives.
Unquestionably the most devastating aspect of the Great Kantō earthquake was
the fre that burned uncontrollably, after houses that had collapsed during the
earthquake became both fuel for the fres and barriers which prevented any hope
of escape and impeded eAorts to extinguish the blaze. Of the more than 100,000
deaths, over 90,000 were directly attributed to these fres, with approximately
40,000 of these occurring in the Honjō Ward of Tokyo alone.
However, the disaster consisted of more than the earthquake and fres, and
the devastation was in fact far more widespread than Tokyo. This same event also
seriously impacted the six prefectures of Kanagawa, Chiba, Saitama, Yamagata,
Shizuoka and Ibaraki (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2012,
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2).22 Indeed, if the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami is to be
considered a 'Triple Disaster' as it has been referred to by numerous Western
scholars, the Great Kantō earthquake was at least a 'Quintuple Disaster'. In
addition to the frst and second disasters—the earthquake and fres—a third
disaster, albeit not naturally triggered, is one that has endured—the massacre of
an estimated 6,000 Koreans during the confusion caused by an almost complete
information blackout (see Schencking 2013, 28 for example).
What is less known about the Great Kantō earthquake is that there were two
other disasters. The fourth disaster was a series of landslides in the mountainous
areas of Shizuoka and Kanagawa prefectures which killed an estimated 789 people
(Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2012, 54). The ffth disaster
was a series of tsunami which impacted coastal areas in the vicinity of Tokyo,
approximately fve minutes after the earthquake, with the highest measuring 12
metres in Atami, on the Izu Hantō [Izu Peninsula], approximately 90 kilometres
south-west of Tokyo. The tsunami is estimated to have resulted in approximately
760 deaths and 300 missing, although these fgures diAer according to sources
(Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2012, 93–100).
By any standard, these last two disasters were signifcant, but with over 40
percent of Tokyo destroyed, much of Yokohama levelled, many ships in the Tokyo
and Yokohama Bays rendered useless, industrial areas along the harbours burnt to
the ground, and—as many of the embassies were right in the path of the multiple
22

The Chuo Bosai Kaigi—Central Disaster Prevention Council is a Ministerial council comprising
the Japanese Prime Minister and members of Cabinet and established to oversee the overall
planning of disaster prevention.
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disasters—signifcant casualties among Japan's foreign community, both the
landslides and tsunami were all but forgotten (see Naimushō Shakaikyoku 1923 for
example).
While the act of overlooking these less destructive elements of the 1923 event
is understandable given the sheer devastation caused by the earthquake and fres
in the capital, their overshadowing has resulted in lost learning opportunities that
have long remained unreconciled. Yamashita Fumio, for example, remarked at this
continuing oversight, when in 1984, he observed that the tsunami that resulted
from the Great Kantō earthquake had been omitted from a map in the Japanese
Government's 1983 Disaster Prevention White Paper (Yamashita 1984, 121).
Indeed, national records of the time tended to focus on the nation's capital.
However, while largely unnoticed, local government ofcials from the surrounding
prefectures, such as Kanagawa and Shizuoka, recorded the experiences of their
respective jurisdictions (Kanagawa Ken 1927; Shizuoka Ken 1924). These
documents are a valuable historical record of the lesser-known aspects of the 1923
disaster, which, when compared with national records show a dissonance in
priorities between the tiers of government, and when combined with national
records, provide a much better idea of the scale of the event as a whole.
On their own, these documents also provide important insight into what
were perhaps the typical learning processes of that time. In some towns, for
example, few or no casualties were sustained, while other towns just kilometres
away sustained signifcant losses (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni kansuru senmon
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chōsa kai 2012, 96). The less-impacted towns attributed their success to the
experience of past disasters. However, surprisingly, the event that records referred
to was not the 1896 Meiji Sanriku earthquake and tsunami, which occurred
approximately 700 kilometres northeast of these towns, less than thirty years
prior. Records show that these towns attributed their success to lessons learnt
from the 1703 Genroku earthquake, which triggered a series of tsunami that struck
this same stretch of coast 220 years prior. This example suggests that in the 1920s,
knowledge gained from the experience of disasters may have transferred better
over time than space. Further, the proximity between towns that were devastated
and those that suAered little in the way of human loss suggests either a low
capacity for knowledge transfer to occur over even short distances, or that
somehow past knowledge had been undermined.
Interestingly, the relatively recent 1896 Meiji Sanriku earthquake is alleged to
have informed the response of some to the 1923 disaster, albeit not in a positive
way. In an ofcial 1923 English publication on the events of the Great Kantō
earthquake a short paragraph describes the 1923 tsunami:
Another Nagano message states that huge tidal waves swept into Tokyo
Bay, ffty or sixty in succession, ravaging Honjō and Fukugawa, and
destroying thousands of houses. The water rushed up the Sumida
[river], pouring over its banks, destroying or submerging the houses
along the river (Japan Chronicle Ofce 1923, 3).

In reality, no signifcant tsunami surged up the Sumida River, nor breached its
banks and while this mythical account of the disaster was indeed published, in
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parentheses below the paragraph were the words 'these tidal wave stories proved to
be imaginary'.23
The tsunami was one of the many rumours circulating through the panicked
population of Tokyo. Yamashita Fumio (2008, 62) attributes much of this
particular rumour to the way in which newspaper articles portrayed the 1896
disaster, and argues that as a result of the 1896 experience, it became a common
belief in Japan that 'after an earthquake comes a massive tsunami... '. Amid the
confusion and information blackout following the disaster, this belief is likely to
have infuenced the direction in which many people decided to fee, including
many of the 40,000 individuals who perished in the fres while attempting to seek
refuge at Yokoamichō Park in the former Tokyo ward of Honjō, less than 300
metres away from the Sumida River. In this case, the relatively recent experience of
1896 appears to have negatively infuenced the outcome of the 1923 disaster, again
suggesting that the spatial transfer of knowledge was somehow fawed.
What do these examples mean within the context of the learning model
considered in the previous chapters? Although these are just two (three if we are to
include the opening quote) examples that refer to past experiences in times of
crisis, they suggest that despite the absence of an institutionalised learning
framework, the communities described in the examples demonstrated a capacity
to learn. The cases also suggest, however, that while knowledge tended to transfer
successfully within the confnes of a community, even over centuries, knowledge
23

Other rumours that were published at this time include that by the Times of India, which
published an article entitled '500,000 Casualties in Tokio: Nothing Infammable Left in City
Possible Change of National Capital to Kyoto or Osaka' (The Times of India 1923, 9)
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did not seem to transfer well to other contexts. The poor judgement shown by the
victims of both the Shōwa Sanriku tsunami and the Sumida River examples
illustrate the potential tragic consequences of 'superstitious learning', which, as
defned in the previous chapter occurs when 'the subjective experience of learning
is compelling, but the connections between actions and outcomes are
misspecifed' (Levitt and March 1988, 325).
Historical records show that within the confnes of a town or village, the
experience of a disaster was transferred from one generation to the next by word of
mouth, folklore, festival, song, and in some cases evacuation drills. Applying the
1923 tsunami example to Norris’s resilience framework, it is possible to see a high
degree of ‘community competence’—specifcally collective efcacy and action.
Ongoing drills and sustained emergency management processes also suggest that
political partnerships at the local levels also appear strong. These largely cultural
institutions also provide the communities with the capabilities at least to
approximate the deliberate learning subroutines proposed by Donahue and Tuohy
(2006, 21)—namely identifying lessons, recognising causal processes, devising new
operational processes, and practicing and embedding these new processes into
disaster management routines.
In contrast, when disasters were separated by space, boundary processes that
were responsible for knowledge transfer tended to consist of newspapers,
magazines, literature, and word-of-mouth by mobile individuals. The decisions
made by those victims outlined in the Sumida and Shōwa Sanriku examples, that
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ultimately placed them in harm’s way, highlight a weakness in community
resilience when considering the process of knowledge transfer across horizontal
scales. Further, the overlooking of the periphery by the national government
during such a large-scale disaster suggest that there was also a weakness in
knowledge transfer across the vertical scale.
In this period that was characterised by an absence of an overarching
national framework for dealing with extreme events, it is thus clear that boundary
processes associated with social learning did not function eAectively. What the
above examples also tell us, however, is that individuals played an important,
albeit informal role as ‘boundary brokers’, facilitating the spatial transfer of
knowledge. These observations relating to knowledge transfer across spatial and
temporal scales will be explored further in the context of subsequent disasters. But
before exploring a number of post-1923 disasters, it is important also to frst
consider how narrative can overshadow and potentially impede learning processes.
To that end, the next section will examine how the narratives that characterised
1923 became the dominant topic of debate in the aftermath of the disaster, and
ultimately overshadowed much of the learning opportunities this disaster
provided.

The Prevailing Narratives after 1923 and their Impact on Learning
In the aftermath of the Great Kantō earthquake, the Kantō region, and indeed the
nation as a whole struggled to develop a common understanding of the event. This
struggle to develop an overarching narrative, on one level, galvanised the nation
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and saw assistance in the form of workforce, money and relief supplies come from
around Japan. Ichinomiya Rintarō, Vice President of the Yokohama Specie Bank,
who was active in negotiations with the United States to secure loans for the
rebuilding of Tokyo, describes how families in Kyoto and Osaka 'began to wear
their old clothes and follow more quiet ways of life' as a way of sharing in 'the
misfortunes of their relatives and friends' (Ichinomiya 1924, 36). The generosity
exhibited by the Japanese surprised even individuals such as Kagawa Toyohiko,
Christian and social activist, who travelled from his hometown of Kobe to provide
relief assistance in Tokyo in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake (Kagawa
1924, 215).
However, as argued by Shimazu, Japan was also a complex and pluralistic
society in which a multitude of interest groups competed against each other
(Shimazu 2011, 19). The diverging interests would have been further exacerbated by
the increased fnancial burden on the lower and middle classes through taxes on
consumer commodities such as textiles, kerosene, sugar and salt, that had been
levied on the population to oAset problems associated with international
payments (Pyle 1973, 52–57). As argued by Lewis, it was a time when life was
becoming harder for the broader population of Japan, at the very time the nation
was getting richer (Lewis 1990, 2).
The earthquake highlighted the complexity of Japan's society. Numerous
competing interest groups emerged, each with a diAerent interpretation of the
disaster. Many in rural Japan considered it 'divine punishment for Tokyo and the
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bourgeoisie who resided there' (Suzuki Masayuki 1977, 12–13). Journalists, social
commentators, novelists and businessmen searched for a deeper meaning to the
disaster (Schencking 2006, 834) and policy entrepreneurs jostled for control over
the metanarratives surrounding the disaster, with the aim of getting their
'solutions' to Japan's 'problems', which they saw as ranging from moral education
to the rebuilding of Japan's capital, onto the political agenda.
In just a few days, two key metanarratives prevailed. The frst of these
centred on moral education. In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, the
Ministry of Education quickly capitalised on the disaster to promote what it
considered to be suitable moral values through the publication of educational
materials. These publications took the form of a three-volume series entitled
Shinsai ni kansuru kyōiku shiryō [Educational Materials Related to the
Earthquake] (Monbushō 1923). This series was published within three months of
the disaster and was based on stories collected from survivors in the events
immediate aftermath. Soon after their publication, this series was circulated to
schools throughout Japan with the aim of educating children about the
'praiseworthy qualities of the ideal Japanese subject' (Borland 2006, 891–892).
The books produced by the Ministry of Education were but the tip of the
iceberg, with publications recording the actions of organisations such as the
Aikoku Fujin Kai [Patriotic Women’s Association] (see Sakamoto 1942 for
example). The youth association magazine Seinen [Youth]24 also published similar
24

A magazine originally entitled Imperial Youth that was produced by the joint governmentprivate association Chūō Hōtokukai (中央報徳会) to 'enhance the leadership of youth
associations across Japan' according to the publishers website, this magazine was an infuential
magazine which was initially produced to discuss discipline, preparedness and attitude of youth,
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articles for approximately six months after the 1923 disaster and multiple
educational textbooks containing materials for teachers and students alike were
published in the years following the disaster (see Nakamura Kōya 1930, 229–236;
and Kitagaki 1928, 4:52–53 for example). However, like the Ministry of Education’s
series on the earthquake, rather than stories and techniques for survival, the focus
of such publications tended to be on moral values the authors felt were lacking in
society (Borland 2006, 876).
The concerns held by the Ministry of Education in the aftermath of the
disaster about the poor behaviour of Japanese were a refection of the opinion held
by many elites long before 1923. Consequently, much of the educational material
produced by the Ministry of Education and numerous book publishers bore little
relationship to actual lessons from the disasters, focusing rather on 'proper'
behaviour. The focus on the 'moral Japanese' metanarrative, thus shows that rather
than considering the disaster as an opportunity to draw lessons on how to improve
the resilience of the nation's capital, it was seen as an opportunity to promote a
very diAerent, unrelated and pre-existing agenda.
The second metanarrative centred around the disaster as an opportunity to
rebuild Tokyo as a 'perfect new city' (Schencking 2006, 834). Gotō Shinpei, who
had been Mayor of Tokyo City until just a few months before the disaster, was one
of the key drivers of this agenda and following the disaster, immediately set about
to secure the massive amounts of capital to realise his plans. The extent to which
Gotō saw the disaster as an opportunity for rebuilding Tokyo is perhaps as
containing articles relating to leadership of youth associations under the wartime system (http://
www.fujishuppan.co.jp/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/teikokuseinen-seinen.pdf)
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surprising as the openness by which he expressed it. Gotō was named Home
Minister in the Yamamoto Cabinet, sworn in the day after the earthquake, and is
said to have immediately sent a cable to Charles Beard, American political
scientist, historian, and former director of the New York Bureau of Municipal
Research. Although Beard did not receive the cable until 7 September 1923, six
days after the earthquake, it was said to have been the frst ofcial news out of
Japan on the disaster. The cable read:
Earthquake and fre destroyed the greater part of Tokyo.
Thoroughgoing reconstruction needed. Please come immediately if
possible, even for a short stay. Viscount Gotō (Beard 1923, v).

In response, Beard's immediate advice was to:
Lay out new streets, forbid building within street lines, and unify
railway stations [...] (Weisenfeld 2012, 217).

Beard immediately accepted Gotō’s invitation and sailed to Tokyo, where he
surveyed the damage and produced a series of recommendations for the
reconstruction of the city.
The disaster was seen as an opportunity to rectify much of the unplanned
urban sprawl characteristic of Tokyo at that time. Like the concerns that were held
by the Ministry of Education about the moral decline of the Japanese population,
the plans for rebuilding Tokyo already existed prior to the disaster. In the years
preceding the quake, Gotō, as Mayor of Tokyo City had been developing plans and
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concepts to reshape Tokyo into a modern city and in fact, some areas within Tokyo
had already undergone transformation prior to 1923 (A. Sorensen 2004, 125–126).
Gotō’s relationship with Beard was also not triggered by the disaster. Indeed,
it was in the years before the earthquake that Gotō had frst established contact
with Beard to fnd out more about how New York dealt with corruption within
public administration. Following his frst contact with Beard in 1920, Gotō invited
Beard to Tokyo where he stayed and lectured on urban policy for approximately six
months from 14 September 1922 (Beard 1923, 4; Busch 1962, 155–156).
Both of these metanarratives existed before the earthquake and were
triggered by the global norms at the time and Japan's obsession to adapt to them,
rather than the disaster itself. Japanese foreign policy at that time was driven by a
strong desire for equality with the West (Shimazu 1999, 242). The disaster hit just a
few years after Japan proposed a racial equality clause in the Covenant of the
League of Nations, which was inevitably rejected largely as a result of opposition
by delegations from the British Empire (Lauren 1996, 88). It had also only been
one year since the Washington Naval Treaty25 was concluded between the United
Kingdom, the United States, Japan, France and Italy, and only days after this Treaty
was proclaimed (21 August 1923) (‘Washington Naval Treaty’ 1923). These two
events eAectively formalised Japan’s inequality with the western nations, and it
was believed by leaders such as Gotō that an ideal city populated by ideal citizens

25

A treaty which limited the number of naval vessels signatories could build and was seen by
many in Japan as an agreement that placed the nation militarily at a disadvantage vis-à-vis the
western nations.
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was one way Japan could demonstrate to the world, that it was, in fact, a
frontrunner amongst the global powers.26
Given the signifcant debt that Japan had already incurred between 1905 and
1914, in its drive for modernisation, which was further exacerbated by the
earthquake,27 Gotō was unable to realise his 'perfect new city worthy of the
Japanese empire', despite his best eAorts. Ultimately, the initial 4 billion yen
amount that was proposed by Gotō for Tokyo’s reconstruction, was reduced to
approximately one-tenth of that fgure (468 million yen), and Tokyo was largely
rebuilt as it had stood in 1922 with little consideration given to earthquake and fre
safety (Schencking 2006, 870; Campanella and Vale 2005, 221).
While it is far from fair to say that nothing was learnt from the 1923 disaster,
much of what was discussed in the public spotlight as a result of these
metanarratives bore little relationship to actual resilience. Nevertheless, consistent
with Boin and 't Hart's characterisation of post-disaster learning, much of the
learning following the 1923 disaster took place 'away from the media spotlight and
the turbulence of political and juridical proceedings against top ofcials'... and
consisted largely… 'of designing unheroic technological improvements and
adapting bureaucratic routines' (2003, 548). Behind the scenes, for example,
building regulations were amended to limit the height of buildings (Article 5 of
the Shigaichi kenchikubutsu-hō shikōrei [Enforcement Ordinance of Construction
26

For more information on the political environment and the military during the 1920s, please see
Humphreys (1995).
27 It is estimated that the damage to the Tokyo metropolitan area alone exceeded 35 percent of the
nation’s 1922 Gross National Product (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2012
114).
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Standard Law] amendment 10 June 1924), and over the next ten years, new
structural calculation standards were introduced to help engineers design and
construct safer buildings (Otani 2000, 20).
Also largely behind the scenes, were individuals and private groups actively
assisting in the relief and recovery eAorts, in the vacuum created by a largely
paralysed government. In the absence of any clear, deliberate and systematic
overarching learning framework, boundary processes through which learning and
knowledge transfer to other disaster contexts relied heavily on these individuals
and private groups. The next section will focus on the role played by these
individuals and groups and consider the kinds of problems generated by this
reliance on what were largely informal and uncoordinated boundary processes.

Individuals and Associations in the Aftermath of 1923
In the aftermath of the 1923 disaster, it was clear that the existing bureaucratic
routines in Tokyo were no match for what was demanded of them. The
government and conventional emergency response bodies such as the police and
fre departments were largely paralysed and unable to cope. The 'one intact
instrument of government', the military, was thus called upon to augment the
government’s response capabilities and sent 30 regiments of combat troops, 17
battalions of engineers and thousands of soldiers to carry out guard duties,
conduct relief activities and assist with reconstruction (Humphreys 1995, 52–53).
However, amid the confusion and information blackout, even the military had to
rely largely on their carrier pigeon corps to provide essential communications in
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the immediate aftermath of the disaster (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni kansuru
senmon chōsa kai 2009a, 96–97; Naimushō Shakaikyoku 1926, 23).
The crisis caused by the 1923 disaster also triggered a response from a broad
cross-section of Japan's society. To augment the struggling government agencies,
private organisations, religious groups and individuals rallied to assist. However, in
a time where even the military struggled to coordinate its eAorts, there was little, if
any coordination between these groups and with the government. One individual
who provided relief and recovery assistance in the aftermath of 1923, Kagawa
Toyohiko, remarked at the confusion, describing it as being 'a pitiful situation with
no order' (Kagawa 1924, 215–218).
Kagawa was known both domestically and overseas as a social activist and for
his strong opposition to the government. Kagawa was particularly known for his
work to improve living conditions of farmers and factory workers in Japan. After
hearing news of the earthquake, Kagawa immediately left for Tokyo with a group
of his colleagues, arriving in Yokohama on 2 September. Upon arrival, he
immediately put the knowledge and experience he had gained in the slums of
Kobe to work, eventually setting up his relief activities in a tent outside the Honjō
Ward Ofce in October, one of the worst-hit areas in Tokyo (Sumiya 1995, 214).
Openly frustrated by the confused response, Kagawa wrote the following article for
the September 1924 issue of the monthly magazine 'Taiyō' (The Sun), that
commemorated the disaster's frst anniversary:
The thing that most surprised me on arrival in Tokyo was that all
relief activities had a 'fourfold' overlap. That is to say, those
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afliated with the Ministry of Home AAairs, those afliated with
the Tokyo Prefecture (Tō), those afliated with the Tokyo City,
and the general public relief activities, and all operated with
without any uniformity or agreement whatsoever, even the
medical relief activities. The relief centres that had been
established in the direction of the government ofces totalled
815, but those teams operating under the Ministry of Home
AAairs, under Tokyo City, under the Red Cross and under
Saiseikai28 each overlapped with the other. In front of Hibiya
Park alone, there were large numbers of these relief groups set up
and yet towards the outskirts of Tokyo, towards Fukagawa Honjō,
it appeared as if the relief activities had been absolutely
forgotten. Moreover, I think that, for example, if aid could have
been provided even a little quicker to the victims at places like
the Army clothing depot, many people could have been saved
(Kagawa 1924, 215–216).

In contrast with its position of largely refusing international assistance
(Ichinomiya 1924, 36), the Government actively engaged with private individuals
and community groups. Kagawa, for example, is said to have called a year-long
'truce' when he was invited to sit on an 'Imperial Economic Commission' which
was established by the Government to deal with the massive task of post-disaster
recovery. Kagawa was later invited to also join similar commissions on
unemployment, labour exchange and emigration, and was able to infuence a
number of important policy decisions (Price 1934, 21–23). The below quote by

28

Social Welfare Organisation Saiseikai Imperial Gift Foundation, Inc.
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Axling (1932) colourfully describes Kagawa’s unexpected selection to serve on the
Commission and highlights the tight control government retained over such fora:
One hundred and eighty of the nation's ablest men in ofcial life were
invited to serve on this commission. The Premier himself acted as its
chairman. By a dizzy turn of events Toyohiko Kagawa, whom a few
years before the police authorities had hounded and treated as a
dangerous demagogue, was made a member of this important body. He
alone was chosen from the ranks. The others were all government
ofcials of high position (Axling 1932, 88).

While in the Commission, despite being heavily outnumbered by government
ofcials, Kagawa was able to highlight areas where the tiers of government fell
short of what he perceived their roles should be, and provided recommendations
on what he believed needed to be done to rectify these. For example, he criticised
the Tokyo Municipal Government for its slow implementation of the Hōmen-Iin
[District Social Welfare Commissioner] system, in which local elite were enlisted
by the government to aid in the administration of poverty relief through the
provision of food, medicine and money. This system had already become
entrenched in Osaka and surrounding areas, and Kagawa argued that had this
system been in operation in Tokyo at the time of the disaster, much of the
confusion and hardship could have been averted (Kagawa 1924, 216).
Kagawa's activities during the aftermath of the Great Kantō earthquake are
but one example of the government's reliance on the knowledge and experience of
individuals to supplement shortfalls in its capacity to cope. Kagawa had gained
most of his knowledge during his experience in the slums of Kobe and was able to
110

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

transfer it to the Tokyo context. Moreover, as following sections of this chapter will
show, groups such as Kagawa and his team continued to accumulate such
knowledge and experience as they replicated their voluntary activities in
subsequent disaster relief and recovery eAorts.
In addition to Kagawa and his team, there were, of course, other groups and
associations active in the aftermath of the 1923 disaster. Organisations including
the Teikoku Zaigō Gunjin Kai [Imperial Veterans' Association], Seinendan [Youth
Association], Shōbō Gumi [voluntary frefghting groups], university associations,
and where they existed, Chōnaikai [neighbourhood associations] actively assisted
in the aftermath of the earthquake. In regions where such organisations existed,
they were able to mobilise quickly to organise civil defence groups and assemble to
fght fres and evacuate those in danger. They also formed mutual aid associations
searching for bodies among the debris (Hastings 1995, 78). Many of these groups
provided redundant capabilities to the overwhelmed government agencies, and
worked alongside military, military police, police and other ofcial organs to
provide relief, assisting in the provision of food, transport and voluntary
manpower, voluntary support for soup kitchens, distribution of food rations and
clean water, provision of frst aid, and the establishment of emergency evacuation
areas (Suzuki Jun 2004, 183–188). In places, neighbourhood associations also
became instrumental in establishing ownership of land, where fres had destroyed
not only buildings but also records of property ownership (Hastings 1995, 78).
A signifcant amount of experience and knowledge was built-up within such
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groups as a result of the 1923 relief and recovery eAorts. The importance of such
groups was acknowledged in ofcial documentation and subsequent policy. While
there had been growth in such groups from the early 1900's, the 1923 disaster was
clearly a catalyst for their rapid growth, as can be seen in the below graph of the
Tokyo metropolitan region (Tōkyō shiyakusho 1934, 10–11). The growth in the
number of such organisations was refected across Japan with neighbourhood
associations becoming a type of ubiquitous albeit ‘enforced’ organisation (Suzuki
Jun 2004, 184).

Source: (Tōkyō shiyakusho 1934, 10–11)

In addition to this 'quantitative impact' (i.e. an increase in the number of
organisations), the disaster also had a 'qualitative impact' on these community
organisations (i.e. the nature and range of activities carried out). Before 1923,
many community associations had a single purpose with their activities centring
largely on sanitation, policing and festivals. The experience of 1923 however,
resulted in the broadening of their activities, and by 1933, activities included
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poverty relief and education. Their increasing role in the community was both the
cause and eAect of an increasing reliance by local government on their activities,
and their transition into a 'terminal of government' 29 and consequent
institutionalisation (H. Nakamura 1980, 162). Such eAorts to institutionalise
neighbourhood associations can be seen in the establishment of a committee by
the Tokyo Municipal Government to survey and help organise neighbourhood
associations in 1929. Other major cities followed suit, applying various rules and
requirements to these associations (Itō 2007, 91–92).
The Seinendan, Shōbō Gumi and the Teikoku Zaigō Gunjin Kai were also a
part of this ongoing institutionalisation, and as will be shown in subsequent
disasters, they became common players in disaster relief and recovery eAorts
throughout Japan. Following the 1923 earthquake, the Hōmen-Iin [district welfare
commissioner] system, which Kagawa actively promoted while in Tokyo, gained
popularity throughout Japan and was adopted almost universally. The Hōmen-Iin
system also became a central component of the 1929 Kyūgo Hō [Disaster Relief
Act], which provided for the establishment of a ‘relief authority’ by the mayor of a
municipality that would include the Hōmen-Iin of the region, to provide assistance
to the Mayor (Kyūgo Hō Kyūgo-hō 1929 art. 4).
As these groups grew both in number and diversity of social responsibilities
they fulflled, the increased burden of coordination between these groups was
done largely through boundary objects such as newspapers, magazines, books and
29

This term is a direct translation from gyōsei tanmatsu. It is a term used to describe private
organisations that perform administrative functions that would normally be carried out by
government. The term ‘tool of government’ may be more appropriate in English.
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diaries. Many of the youth associations, for example, had access to articles in the
popular magazine, Seinen [Youth], which published a special issue in October
1923, and ongoing articles on the activities and the situation in Kantō for several
months after the Kantō disaster (Fujishuppan 2006).30 Similarly, magazines such
as Senyū [Comrades] (Gunjin kaikan 1910–1937) were also published by the
Teikoku Zaigō Gunjin Kai for its members, which also covered the Kantō disaster
extensively in the months following the event. However, while these sources
performed an important role in the social learning process, knowledge sharing
and coordination, in most cases the sources of information closely targeted a
specifc readership.
How did this fragmented or ‘siloed’ approach to social learning infuence
subsequent disasters, particularly in terms of the ability to coordinate between
groups and the interoperability of their emergency response routines during times
of disaster? The three following cases will consider this and other questions raised
throughout this chapter. In summary, the 1923 disaster was plagued by problems,
including: the overshadowing of learning opportunity by more salient events;
superstitious learning undermining decisions; informal boundary processes
unable to eAectively transfer knowledge gained from one disaster to other
contexts; metanarrative undermining or overshadowing the learning process; and
a possible challenge facing the coordination of disaster stakeholders due to
fragmented learning processes. The next section will explore how subsequent

30

Microflm version of the entire series of Seinen and its predecessor Teikoku Seinen [Empire's
Youth]

114

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

disaster responders either beneftted or were hindered by the experiences of 1923,
and examine the degree to which the above-listed problems prevailed.

Lessons from 1923 Applied (or not?)
The 1927 Kitatango Earthquake—Direct Experience Applied
While Tokyo was still recovering from the 1923 earthquake, and at a time when the
nation faced a major fnancial crisis, that was in part caused by banks being unable
to recover bad debt purchased in the aftermath of that event, yet another
signifcant earthquake hit Japan. At 6:30 pm on the evening of 7 March 1927,
Kitatango, a region in what is now the northern part of Kyoto Prefecture, was
struck by a magnitude 7.3 earthquake that left 2,925 dead or missing, and
destroyed over 12,000 homes and buildings. The worst-hit areas included the town
of Mineyama, which lost almost 2,000 buildings including its Municipal Ofce,
the revenue ofce, post ofces, kindergartens, schools and police stations. The
percentage of Mineyama's population that was killed reached a staggering 24.3
percent, with a further 36.6 percent of the population sustaining injuries (Kabata
2006, 8–10).31 How did the recent experiences of 1923 infuence the responses to
the Kitatango disaster?
As had happened during the Kantō disaster, communications with the
outside world were cut. Post ofces, which at that time hosted much of the
telephone and telegraph infrastructure suAered severe damage throughout the
region, largely as a result of fres (Kyōto Fu 1928, 160). With lines of
31

The population in Mineyama in 1927 was 4,584 (Kabata 2006, 8–10)
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communication down, the commencement of emergency operations was delayed,
fnally getting underway on the evening of 8 March—over a day after the disaster
hit. Emergency operations were initially set up by local Seinendan [youth
associations] and were soon followed by the military. On 9 March, a Japan Red
Cross relief squad arrived, and Kyoto Prefecture established a relief centre,
dispatching 35 of its ofcials to the impacted region (Kyōto Fu 1928, 160).
However, despite this relatively slow start—which was largely due to the
disruption in communications—recovery progressed quickly. Technicians were
dispatched to establish an emergency communications line for situational
reporting purposes and by 10 March, telegraph and telephone had been restored,
and postal savings emergency refunds had commenced (Kyōto Fu 1928, 146–151).
By 21 March, the major railway link to the region had been reopened, providing
access to much-needed supplies, relief personnel and materials for rebuilding, and
by 24 March, 602 emergency 'barrack' style buildings to house the victims of the
disaster had been constructed, peaking at 4,000 on 3 April (Kyōto Fu 1928, 315). In
order to restore essential services as quickly as possible, local governments and
other public bodies relocated to train stations and other buildings that remained
standing or temporarily operated out of the barracks (Kyōto Fu 1928, 157–160).
At the national level, the 1923 disaster had clearly sensitised the population
to other disasters, particularly those that had directly impact on the Kantō region.
At the time of the Kitatango earthquake, individuals around the Kantō region were
still rebuilding their lives, and the 'ofcial' completion of the rebuilding of the
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capital was still approximately three years away (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni
kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2009b, 16). The empathy the Kitatango earthquake
generated in Tokyo was clearly evident with the nature and volume of assistance
rendered. The Tokyo municipal government immediately commenced fundraising,
collecting over 70,000 yen, an amount which is said to have exceeded all
expectations (Kyōto Fu 1928, 370). The Tokyo municipal and prefectural
governments quickly dispatched ofcials to the Kyoto Prefectural and regional
municipal ofces to assist with administrative matters. In addition to sending
administrative support, the Tokyo municipal and prefectural governments also
sent emergency relief teams and medical supplies to the impacted region.
The assistance provided by Tokyo was not limited to government. It was clear
that the population of Tokyo was still heavily sensitised to disasters and exhibited
a high degree of empathy towards the victims of the Kitatango earthquake. This
could be seen through the many fundraising activities carried out by a wide range
of private organisations and individuals in the Kantō region, including Seinendan,
Chōnai Kai [neighbourhood associations], Hōmen-Iin32 [district commissioners]
and Teikoku Zaigō Gunjin Kai [imperial veterans' associations] (Kyōto Fu 1928,
370). This generosity was acknowledged by the Kyoto prefectural government in its
report on the Kitatango disaster, in which it attributed the outpouring of
assistance in 1927 to the direct experience of 1923 (Kyōto Fu 1928, 370).
Provision of assistance was not limited to the Kantō region. Red Cross teams
32

As described in the previous section, the Hōmen-Iin system was already well established in
Western Japan. It wasn’t until 1936 that it became a mandate to establish Homen-Iin in each town
by public decree and only became established in Tokyo following the 1923 Kantō earthquake.
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and Christian groups also converged on the Kitatango region from across Japan.
Kagawa Toyohiko and his colleagues, who had been active in the aftermath of the
Great Kantō earthquake, were also on the ground soon after the 1927 disaster,
applying the experiences they had gained four years earlier (Kagawa 1963, 2:97–
160; Kagawa 1964, 24:575).33 Evidence suggests that the poor coordination and
overlap of response eAorts that had been observed during 1923, as highlighted by
Kagawa in his criticism of the government, had been somewhat remedied. Records
show, for example, that upon arrival, the relief team sent by Tokyo Prefecture frst
met with the Kyoto Governor to ensure that the approach for relief and rescue
operations would be coordinated. After their meeting, they left for Mineyama,
where they were active for approximately ten days assisting over 550 disaster
victims (Kyōto Fu 1928, 369–370).
In the recovery process, a model similar to that which was set up in Tokyo
was established in Mineyama. Fifteen days after the disaster, the mayor and the
town's community leaders chose a commissioner for reconstruction, and
established a reconstruction committee. This committee was composed of public
ofcials, town councillors, merchants, and the head of the local Teikoku Zaigō
Gunjin Kai. The establishment of this committee, in eAect, created a network of
political and economic leaders to drive the recovery. Such practises show a clear
learning pathway from 1923 and were later formalised under the 1929 Kyūgo Hō
[Disaster Relief Act] (Kyūgo-hō 1929, art.4).
Through magazines and other publications that targeted specifc groups,
33

Kagawa left for the disaster area on the day of the disaster, but soon succumbed to an inner-ear
infection and was bedridden for a number of weeks.
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such as the Seinendan and the Teikoku Zaigō Gunjin Kai, roles played by such
groups in 1923 were widely known and infuenced their participation in the
Kitatango relief and recovery operations. Evidence of this infuence can be seen
through the active role played by the Teikoku Zaigō Gunjin Kai in the
reconstruction committee for Mineyama, and the early arrival and central role
played throughout the relief and recovery phases by various Seinendan groups.
Compared to the scale of 1923, the Kitatango earthquake was a much smaller,
less complex disaster and thus by nature more manageable. But clearly, there were
lessons applied in 1927 that had been drawn from the 1923 Great Kantō
earthquake. Available accounts of the response indicated that it proceeded
smoothly, and the coordinated way in which assistance was provided by
prefectures and municipalities such as Tokyo suggest that the confusion witnessed
during the Great Kantō earthquake had triggered learning processes within the
various tiers of government. Private organisations that had worked together
extensively in 1923 and in the years following, relocated to the Kitatango region
and in many cases, continued there what they had been doing in the Kantō region.
However, the Kitatango earthquake occurred at a time when Japan was still
reeling from the 1923 disaster's eAects, and while the response on this occasion was
generally seen as positive, it may have been due primarily to the smaller scale and
remoteness of the disaster itself. The short amount of time that had passed since
the 1923 disaster may have also assisted in a relatively smooth response, as many
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who had directly experienced the Kantō event were quickly on hand to provide
support.
However, on this point, the recentness of the 1923 event may have also been a
double-edged sword. The fact that this disaster occurred so soon after 1923, meant
that many of the lessons learnt in 1923 had yet to become entrenched in formal
and informal social structures (e.g., social norms, networks, boundary processes,
policies, institutions). One example of this is the Kyūgo Hō. While the 1923
disaster had triggered the creation of this piece of legislation, it was not enacted
until 1929, two years after the Kitatango earthquake.
Thus, while it may be argued that the response to the Kitatango earthquake
centred mainly on direct experience, rather than the embedded, institutionalised
processes described in Donahue and Tuohy’s deliberate learning subroutines
(2006, 21), evidence shows that lessons had been identifed and causal processes
had been recognised. Whether such processes would eventually be practised,
embedded and sustained will be explored in the two subsequent cases. The next
case will consider the response by stakeholders to the Shōwa Sanriku earthquake
and tsunami, which struck north-eastern Japan six years later, and explore
whether the direct experiences that seemed to function well in 1927 were
successfully transferred to other contexts and were able to stand the test of time.
The 1933 Shōwa Sanriku Earthquake and Tsunami—Lessons not 'Staying
Learnt'.
The Shōwa Sanriku earthquake struck at 2:31 a.m., on 3 March 1933, triggering a
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series of tsunami that crashed into the Hokkaido and Sanriku coasts between
approximately 30 minutes and one hour after the initial quake. The earthquake
was measured at magnitude 8.1, with its epicentre approximately 300 kilometres
oA the Tōhoku coast. The tsunami that was triggered by this earthquake was
estimated to have been between three and eight metres high as it crashed into the
coast. In the generally more vulnerable narrow coastal inlets (ria), waves as high as
28.7 metres were recorded (Harada, Watanabe, and Akisada 1986, 1).
This disaster resulted in 3,064 dead or missing and was the second time such
a so-called ‘once in a lifetime disaster’ had hit in the same area, despite less than a
lifetime having passed. As touched on elsewhere in this chapter, the previous
tsunami—the Meiji Sanriku earthquake and tsunami—occurred approximately 40
years prior, at approximately 8 a.m. on 15 June 1896. This disaster claimed the lives
of more than 20,000 individuals, when a series of tsunami, estimated to have been
as high as 38.2 metres in places, crashed into the same stretch of coast (Nōrin
suisan seisaku kenkyūjo 2012, 115–116). How did the previous disasters impact the
response on this occasion?
Consistent with the 1923 and 1927 earthquakes, in Iwate Prefecture, local
Shōbō Gumi, Seinendan, and Teikoku Zaigō Gunjin Kai that were not directly
aAected by the 1933 tsunami went to the immediate aid of those aAected (Iwate
Prefecture 1934, 565–636). Further, many other private associations that were
active in the 1923 and the 1927 disasters, including the Red Cross also played a role
in the relief and recovery of the 1933 disaster. Kagawa and his team also deployed
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to this disaster, again providing frst aid and other assistance (Kagawa 1964,
24:575).
The 1923 disaster was clearly a benchmark for some aspects of the 1933
response, including the active involvement of the above-mentioned associations,
and newspapers made mention of the Hōmen-Iin from around Japan collecting
donations for the disaster and the convening of meetings by the Hōmen-Iin within
Iwate (Iwate Nippō 1933b; Iwate Nippō 1933a; Iwate Nippō 1933c). But despite the
Kyūgo Hō having come into eAect on 1 January 1932, more than a year before this
disaster, mention of its activation could not be found in any of the key historical
prefectural or national records.
Fragmentation of Learning Outcomes
While evidence of the 1923 infuence can be seen through the active role of
Seinendan, there is evidence that suggests ‘fragmentation’ through siloed groups
that each relied on discrete boundary processes to transfer knowledge, as warned
earlier in this chapter also materialised on this occasion. In the immediate
aftermath of the disaster, for example, the Seinendan worked closely with other
associations, largely under the command of the Teikoku Zaigō Gunjin Kai.
However, according to the Iwate Prefecture records of the disaster, the widespread
nature of the damage, as well as the difculty in accessing some of the coastal
areas, meant that the Seinendan were said to have subsequently worked
independently of other groups to urgently provide food and warm clothing to
those aAected in the frst instance (Iwate Prefecture 1934, 618–619).
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Following these immediate relief activities, the Seinendan continued to work
independently, commencing the clean-up and repair of roads, the distribution of
relief goods, security patrols, and the building of graves (Iwate Prefecture 1934,
618–619). While such records suggest the ability of associations such as the
Seinendan to organise and operate independently in times of crisis, they also
suggest the existence of fragmentation of learning outcomes through diAerent
learning trajectories following 1923, that resulted in routines that were
incompatible with those of other associations.

Spatial versus Temporal Knowledge Transfer
Consistent with the observation made earlier in this chapter regarding the spatial
versus temporal transfer of knowledge, by far the most common reference to other
disasters was not to the recent Great Kantō earthquake. Rather, it was that of the
temporally distant but spatially overlapping 1896 Meiji Sanriku earthquake and
tsunami. Almost immediately after the 1933 tsunami, a comparison with the 1896
disaster was drawn. It was noted that the Shōwa Sanriku earthquake and tsunami
saw a much lower death toll than the 1896 tsunami, despite the 1933 event
occurring in the early hours of the morning during winter, when most people
would have been asleep. This lower death toll has regularly been attributed to the
relocation of towns and the lessons regarding evacuations that were learnt and
implemented following the 1896 tsunami (Nōrin suisan seisaku kenkyūjo 2012,
115–116). This case thus supports the observations discussed earlier in this chapter
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that the ‘temporal’ transfer of knowledge worked better than the ‘spatial’ transfer.
Why may this be the case?
The 1933 case provides important evidence as to why information transfers
better over time than space. As observed by Buhrman (2017, 163) the landscape
plays at least as much as, if not a greater role than archived information as a source
of information for disasters. Buhrman suggests that landscapes, such as the
remains of temples and other buildings that were destroyed by past disasters, can
play an important role as ‘active sites of remembering’, particularly if they are close
to local educational institutions, and perhaps the community itself.
Indeed, historically in Japan, it has been the norm for towns and villages to
adopt methods to remember the experience of tsunami and other natural
disasters. Following the 1896 tsunami, for example, many of the coastal villages
and towns relocated to higher ground. Moreover, to remind future generations of
the dangers of living too close to the coast, stone monuments (sekihi) were erected
along what was considered the edge of the ‘danger zone’ for tsunami. Carved into
the stone was the clear warning to future generations—koko yori shita ni ie o
tateruna [do not build houses below this point]. Similarly, the previously
mentioned towns and villages that experienced tsunami in the aftermath of the
1923 disaster had established evacuation points and carried out drills as a result of
the 1703 Genroku earthquake. Festivals and local folklore were also actively used
within communities to retain an awareness of disaster (see Yamaguchi 1991a for
example).
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Boundary processes for the spatial transfer of knowledge
In contrast to these 'institutionalised' approaches to transferring and maintaining
experience and knowledge within a specifc region, in many cases, what appeared
to drive the transferral of experience and knowledge during this period were
individuals, such as Kagawa, who directly experienced one disaster and directly
applied those experiences to the next. Many other individuals also played a role in
transferring knowledge across Japan.
One of these individuals was Yanagita Kunio (1875 – 1962), recognised as
Japan’s 'father of folklore'. Yanagita played an important, if unintended, role in
maintaining and transferring knowledge related to disasters. In an eAort to retain
folktales that were at risk of being lost through modernisation and natural
disaster, Yanagita travelled Japan, recording oral histories and folklore. He
travelled through the Tōhoku (northeastern) region during the 1920’s collecting
the stories which made up one of his most famous collections, 'Tales from Tono' as
well as several other volumes.
Disasters were not the focus of Yanagita's collection of oral histories. In 'Tales
from Tono', for example, there is only one mention of disaster, in the tale entitled
'Fukuji’s Wife' during which a husband is visited by his wife, who died in the 1896
tsunami (Yanagita 2008). Nevertheless, Yanagita was clearly impacted by his
travels throughout the region, and following the 1933 tsunami, he encouraged one
of his students, Yamaguchi Yaichiro (1902 – 2000), folklorist and geographer, to
conduct disaster-related research in the region. Following Yanagita's suggestion,
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Yamaguchi proceeded to conduct surveys and interviews throughout the Tōhoku
region and continued to do so for approximately the next 50 years. Yamaguchi
published numerous articles and books, including a series of three books on the
region, which focussed on religion, folk and land, which all dedicated signifcant
space to the past disasters experienced in the Tōhoku region (Yamaguchi 1991a;
Yamaguchi 1991b; Yamaguchi 1992).
Another individual who promoted and perpetuated the narrative of the 1896
tsunami well after the 1933 disaster was Yamashita Fumio (1924 – 2011), who
tragically lost nine members of his family in the tsunami of 1933. He continued to
research disasters throughout his life, reviving the phrase Tsunami Tenden Ko
[Tōhoku dialect which can be approximated as 'should a tsunami come, save your
own life and let others do the same']. It was a lesson drawn from the 1896 disaster,
where people who perhaps should have survived, died as a result of individuals
choosing to help or search for family members rather than evacuate (Yamashita
2008). Yamashita's eAorts to spread this approach of self-preservation is credited
for the saving of many lives following both the 1960 and 2011 tsunami (see Corkill
2011 for example).
However, while individuals such as Kagawa, Yamaguchi and Yamashita
performed an important role in the spatial transfer of knowledge across Japan,
examples throughout this chapter demonstrate the limitations of such
individually-driven eAorts. In the absence of any rigorous institutionalised social
learning processes, experience from other contexts was prone to being
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‘overshadowed’ by more signifcant aspects of a disaster, like the tsunami and
landslides of 1923, or ‘misinterpreted’ through superstitious learning, like the
earthquake that triggered the 1933 tsunami, and the 'mythical' Sumida river
tsunami of 1923. But while learning from the experience of other contexts
(learning across spatial scales) suAers from this absence of deliberate learning
processes, does it also impact the temporal transfer of knowledge in any way? The
next section will explore this question.
The Undermining of Lessons Already Learnt
The Shōwa Sanriku earthquake and tsunami had not only the Kantō earthquake as
a reminder of the ferocity of nature, it was also preceded by a similar disaster, less
than 40 years earlier. Yamaguchi (2011, 17–24) argues that despite the waves in 1933
reaching approximately 75 percent the height of those during 1896 Meiji Sanriku
earthquake and tsunami disaster, the death toll in 1933 was just over 10 percent of
the earlier event. Yamaguchi attributes much of the lower death toll to the
successful relocation of villages and lessons learned following 1896 and thus
considers that successful learning had taken place. But it must also be considered
that in the absence of formal mechanisms or deliberate learning processes to
embed and sustain lessons, there is a risk that lessons that had already been learnt
through experience may indeed be undermined. Did this occur between these two
extreme events?
The 1933 tsunami impacted the same region, and was even experienced by
some of the same individuals who experienced the 1896 disaster. It is therefore not
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unreasonable to argue that the 1933 tsunami wiped out towns and killed people
that probably shouldn't have been there in the frst place. The relocation of towns
and villages following the 1896 tsunami, and the sekihi monuments that had been
erected along the edge of the tsunami ‘danger zone’ should have prevented
individuals from placing themselves and their families in danger. However, history
tells us that over time, many of these lessons were somehow undermined.
What caused this undermining, which inevitably led individuals to expose
themselves to a known risk by returning to the coast? Both Yamaguchi (2011, 17–
24) and Yamashita (2008, 54–55) set out to understand why the eAorts to move
communities away from potential danger failed. Both concluded that 'geography'
and 'income' played signifcant roles. Much of the region that was impacted by the
tsunami is mountainous, dropping sharply into the ocean, with limited fat area
for agriculture or dwellings. As a result of this geography, the villagers were almost
entirely dependent on the ocean as their source of food and income. But after their
relocation, they were required to travel hundreds of metres down steep mountains
each day, carrying their equipment.
According to subsequent surveys, it was found that the villagers gradually
moved their equipment back down to the coast to reduce this burden, and
eventually moved their dwellings and families also (Tōhoku chihō Taiheiyō oki
jishin o kyōkun to shita jishin tsunami taisaku ni kansuru senmon chōsa-kai 2011).
However, there were other factors that further incentivised the return to coastal
areas. Between 1896 and 1933, Japan saw numerous phases of economic
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development and stagnation, labour unrest, the development of labour unions,
improved job security and welfare services, and the consequential retreat of the
labour unions and undermining of worker autonomy (T. C. Smith 1989). This
period saw many individuals gradually turn away from seasonal employment and
became salaried workers, settling down where they were able to earn a living.
The Iwate Prefecture coast was one of the areas where many seasonal workers
chose to settle, encouraged there by fshing cooperatives. The new settlers, not
having directly experienced the previous tsunami, were less aware of the dangers
along the coast, and erected temporary shelters close to their place of
employment, which over time became permanent structures (Yamashita 2008, 54).
This trend not only placed new settlers in harm's way, it also increased
competition for resources and sources of employment in the region. Consequently,
long-term residents who had relocated to higher ground moved closer to their
place of employment in order to remain competitive. In places, the decision to
return to the coast was also accelerated by the threat of mountain fres, which also
claimed numerous lives (Yamashita 2008, 54–55).
The remoteness of the coastal region meant that there was little ongoing
oversight of local development by the national or prefectural governments. In
addition, the 1933 disaster occurred at a time when the national government was
focused on the international turmoil34 that was preceded by years of focus on
modernisation and economic growth, as discussed in previous sections of this
chapter. With the attention of the government diverted to such matters, little
34

1933 was the year Japan and Germany withdrew from the League of Nations.
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stood in the way of entire communities choosing to move back to the coast.
Indeed, while the national government had been actively involved in the village
relocation process following the 1896 disaster, it was only after commencing the
1933 relocation process that the government realised that many of those who had
been relocated 40 years earlier had once again become casualties (Naimushō 1934,
36–39).
There were also communities that chose not to relocate at all following 1896.
In reality, not all relocation could be considered equal, with some individuals and
families living in very simple wooden huts, while others, such as local inn owners,
had a much greater investment in the town and thus bore signifcantly greater
costs to relocate (Yamaguchi 2011, 48–49). Thus, in such towns that had a core
group of individuals refusing, or unable to move, villages were faced with the
division of both community and essential services.
While there were cases where the division of villages proved successful,
generally this was not the case. Many of such villages chose the alternative,
commencing large-scale earthworks projects to raise the level of land or build
seawalls (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2005, 91). In some
cases, these earthworks were paid for in part by diverting donations initially
intended to help the victims of the disaster (Yamashita 2003, 166).
Then as now, a threshold population was essential to warrant the rebuilding
of schools, hospitals, shops and critical infrastructure. It was here that local
government and business also played an infuential role in encouraging
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individuals to remain in towns and villages, rather than relocate to safer areas. As
has also been seen in the recovery process of following the 2011 tsunami, the desire
to retain a threshold population in impacted areas meant that members of
communities, including local ofcials and businesses, worked together to convince
those reluctant to remain on the coast to join them in preserving the town or
village.
National and prefectural governments also reinforced the decisions of those
communities choosing to stay put. They did so by permitting communities to
remain where they were and by supporting the construction of protective
infrastructure, such as better roads to facilitate evacuation during times of
disaster, seawalls to help prevent storm surges and tsunami and earthworks to
raise the level of the ground. If there were any individuals in doubt about
returning to the coast, such support by the government would have provided an
incentive for them to remain with the rest of the community.
The government initially implemented a relocation policy similar to that
which had been implemented following 1896 and ffteen entire villages in Miyagi
Prefecture and eighteen in Iwate Prefecture were relocated to higher ground.
However, aware that the 1896 relocation program was only partially successful due
to the dependence of those who were relocated on the fshing industry, the
government softened their position, allowing villagers to return to the coast
despite the inherent danger. This decision was 'loosely' conditional insofar as they
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were required to ensure, where possible, they rebuilt on higher ground (Koshizawa
2011, 45).
In the aftermath of 1933, perhaps the biggest point of departure from the
approach taken after 1896 was the decision to build even larger seawalls. The
construction of these seawalls commenced soon after 1933 and continued in postwar Japan, encouraging roads, shops and houses to be built right next to them.
Reinforced by the softened position on relocation policies, and the governmentsupported building of coastal disaster defences, neither the spatially distant but
temporally close Great Kantō earthquake nor the spatially close but temporally
distant 1896 tsunami could prevent communities from deciding to return to the
coast in the aftermath of 1933. Thus, while scholars, ofcials and scientists alike
speculate that the signifcantly lower death toll of 1933 was a result of successful
policies following 1896, it would have been even less had the relocation policies
been successfully implemented.
Thus, although knowledge transfer across temporal boundaries is
demonstrably more successful than across spatial boundaries, it can also be seen
that an absence of deliberate institutionalised learning processes has also
undermined temporally conveyed lessons. On this occasion, history shows us that
lessons learned through direct experience can be undermined by a combination of
factors, which may include livelihood, competition for resources, community
pressures, and the nature of the messaging provided by trusted sources of
information such as community and political elite. This suggests that the very
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capacities Norris et al., describes as being integral to community resilience, may
also interact in a way that could undermine community resilience. For example,
inequity in resource distribution may infuence narrative, or trusted sources of
information may be driven by factors that are diAerent to that of the community,
and may thus attempt to impede the critical refection and problem-solving skills
of the broader community.
The next section considers a disaster that happened soon after the end of the
Second World War—arguably a rupture in history like no other—and searches for
links with pre-war disaster learning in Japan, and its sources. It will consider the
implications and limitations of Japan’s reliance on individuals to act as boundary
brokers in the transferral of information and knowledge from one context to
another.
The 1948 Fukui Earthquake—Ruptures and Continuity in Post-War Japan.
The Fukui earthquake hit at 4:13 p.m., on the afternoon of 28 June 1948, during
which time Japan was still governed by the Supreme Commander for the Allied
Powers (SCAP). It was the frst major disaster to hit Japan following the Second
World War, and the last major earthquake before the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake.35 Still under the control of SCAP, information relating to the true
extent of the damage, death and injury caused by the atomic bombs on Hiroshima

35

Following the Fukui earthquake, there were three other signifcant earthquakes—the 1960 Chile
earthquake and tsunami resulting in 142 deaths in Japan, the 1983 Nihonkai Chubu earthquake
resulting in 104 deaths, and the 1993 Hokkaido Nansei Oki Jishin resulting in 202 deaths and 28
missing (Kishōchō 2016b)
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and Nagasaki was still heavily censored both within Japan and overseas print
media (Matsuura 1974, 167–178; Dower 1999, 414–415).
Despite the heavy censorship, the war and the atomic bombs were a natural
comparison for this disaster within the media. The New York Times, for example,
described the devastation as being 'more complete than Hiroshima' (New York
Times 1948, 5). Carl Mydans, foreign correspondent for Time-Life Magazine,
provided an eyewitness account in his 12 July 1948 article entitled 'Worse than B29s' (1948, 26), a title allegedly based on the opinions of Fukui residents at that
time.
The scale of the devastation caused during the war was indeed comparable
with the aftermath of the 1948 disaster, with wartime air-raids destroying over 90
percent of Fukui City. By the time of the 1948 disaster, rebuilding was well
underway across Japan. By sheer coincidence, Mydans was in Fukui on the day of
the earthquake to interview the Commanding Ofcer of the Fukui Military
Government Team, Lieutenant Colonel James F. Hayland and inspect Fukui City,
seen as a successful model post-war rebuilding (Time 1948, 21). In his 12 July
article, Mydans recounts the words of Hayland, as he described the progress of the
rebuilding:
Look at it. Ninety-seven percent destroyed in one B-29 raid in 1945,
and already 60 percent rebuilt. No shanties in this city either. We're
building for permanency (Mydans 1948, 26).

But despite the intended permanency of those newly built dwellings, the
earthquake destroyed all buildings at its epicentre, and over 80 percent of the
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buildings within the borders of Fukui City, including many of those that had just
been completed. Again, like 1923 and 1927, fres spread through the city, causing
signifcant destruction. These fres occurred despite the fact that many of the
buildings had only just been rebuilt based on knowledge and experience from past
disasters, and an awareness of the fammability of structures in Japan gained
through the ongoing aerial bombings across Japan during the Second World War.
Did the rupture of war undermine lessons learnt from past disasters, or was
something else responsible for this outcome?
Individual Links Bridging Ruptures
The nation as a whole was well versed in dealing with fres as a result of ongoing
aerial bombing during the war. Links between pre and post-war disaster response
also remained, with experts actively lobbying government and GHQ to consider
past lessons during the rebuilding process. One U.S. military report of the Fukui
earthquake quotes a passage by Nakamura Suemontarō, Professor of Geophysics of
Tōhoku University (1891-1974).
Fires in wooden houses must be carefully put out as fast as possible.
The damage done by great fres following a large earthquake is much
larger than that directly done by the shock itself. The frst thing to be
done by anyone who fortunately gets out of houses is to put out fres,
and not to save others under the heaps of broken materials of
collapsed houses. One who is crying for help is living. If fre is not put
out, all who are living and would be safely relieved afterwards might be
killed by fre before they are helped (United States Army Far East
Command 1949, 12).
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Nakamura had actively published both in Japanese and English on seismology and
other aspects of natural disasters since the early 1900s and regularly engaged with
Western geophysicists (see Nakamura Suemontarō 1921 for example). At the time
of the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake, Nakamura was in one of the newly completed
buildings of the Bureau of Meteorology, where he worked as a geophysics engineer.
Nakamura not only directly experienced the disaster, he was also the editor of the
Bureau's survey report on the 1923 earthquake (Kantō daishinsai chōsa hōkoku
jishin-hen 1924).
In 1924, Nakamura relocated to Tōhoku University, where he happened to be
at the time of the 1933 Shōwa Sanriku earthquake and tsunami. Following his
experience of this disaster, Nakamura published an article entitled Tsunami Saigai
Keigen Shian [A personal proposal to mitigate tsunami disasters], in which he
mapped out proposals to mitigate future tsunami. These proposals ranged from
planting trees in areas that are fat with no high ground to relocate to, and
building Funadamari – seawalls to create small harbours for fshing boats, to
relocating to higher ground, or having one central building such as a school that
can be used as an evacuation point (Nakamura Suemontarō 1933). Many of these
solutions were later adopted in the fatter areas along the Tōhoku coast, such as
one of the worst-hit areas of the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami
disaster, Yuriage—the coastal suburb of Natori City, Miyagi Prefecture. 36
This example provides us with a clear linkage between the 1948 disaster and
the experiences of 1933 and 1923, demonstrating a resilience in certain border
36

During feldwork in this area in 2013, pine trees still stood along the coastal strip devastated by
the 2011 tsunami.
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processes that not even the extreme rupture of war could break. But again, as was
characteristic of this era, the border processes linking diAerent spatial contexts
tended to be based on individual brokers, and consequently, there was an inherent
weakness in the embedding and sustaining of such practices in communities.
Thus, despite the knowledge being available, the Fukui earthquake saw the
number of buildings destroyed exceed 34,000, with more than 4,000 buildings
burning down. Further, the number of deaths resulting from the event reached
3,769, and widespread damage was inficted on factories, railway infrastructure,
roads, bridges, river levees and the water supply (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni
kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2011, 1–4). Other than the intensity of the earthquake,
to what can we attribute this severe damage and death toll?
Nationwide, the war left Japan with a housing shortage of approximately
4,200,000 dwellings, with many survivors of the war living in simple huts made of
sheets of tin and whatever else they could fnd. The urgency in the immediate
aftermath of the war for housing was such that local governments converted
vacant army barracks, schools, buses, railway carriages, and trams into temporary
housing (Ishida 2003, 20). The focus of all tiers of government thus centred on
post-war reconstruction.
Indeed, Fukui sustained heavy damage from the aerial bombings, with
records showing that of the 25,691 households in Fukui City, 21,992 households
had been registered as having fallen victim (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni kansuru
senmon chōsa kai 2011, 164). Records also show that as a result of the air-raids,
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large numbers of the town had sought refuge with friends and families in rural
towns, with 16,720 households registered as evacuees at the end of September 1945
(Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2011, 165). Surveys
immediately after the war show a rapid return to the city, with approximately 1000
households returning each month, which placed a signifcant demand on housing
construction.
To house an estimated 6,480 households, buildings had to be constructed
quickly. In a similar response to the 1923 and 1933 disasters, barrack-style buildings
were built using whatever materials were available. These barrack buildings
supplied approximately 30 percent of the overall demand, with a total 1,804 of
barrack-style buildings being constructed. The speed at which these structures
were built was impressive, with almost half being completed within the frst
month and a half following the end of the war (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni
kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2011, 165). The construction of more permanent
structures also proceded at a fast pace, with approximately 10 percent of those
living in the barracks moving out within 12 months (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni
kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2011, 166). While these buildings were more permanent,
they were still a part of the war reconstruction eAorts and were thus not built using
construction methods indigenous to the Fukui region (Saigai kyōkun no keishō ni
kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2011, 166). Like the rest of Japan, rebuilding followed a
policy of quantity over quality, (Hayashi et al. 2016, 64) and thus seismic and freprevention standards were not a priority.

138

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

Of the 17,805 dwellings in the city, 64 percent of the buildings were destroyed
by the Fukui earthquake, and a further 13.5 percent destroyed by fre, with a large
proportion of these having only recently been completed (Saigai kyōkun no keishō
ni kansuru senmon chōsa kai 2011, 172). The focus by government and other
stakeholders of rebuilding housing and other infrastructure as quickly as possible
thus resulted in a dissonance between the lessons from past disasters and the
priorities of government. This resulted in the undermining of lessons that had
already been learnt and transferred (to some degree). Drawing on Norris’s
framework, we also see that the Fukui earthquake is a clear example of how a
policy driven at one scale—in this case, the allocation of resources through
national post-war reconstruction eAorts—can undermine the adaptive capacity of
another—in this case the community's increased vulnerability to hazards (Norris
et al. 2008, 137).

Chapter Discussion and Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter has not been to single out Japan as a country that has
historically failed to learn from disasters. There is no doubt that Japan is in no way
unique in its tendency to repeat mistakes following extreme events. It also must be
noted that there are many successful examples of learning in Japan during the
period studied in this chapter. Japan's long history of coexisting with disasters
presents a valuable resource for other countries to learn. To that end, it has been
the purpose of this chapter to consider what factors have historically impeded or
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promoted learning in Japan as a frst step in considering how learning from
experience can be done better.
While Donahue and Tuohy contend that 'it is by learning from successes and
mistakes that we can be better prepared to act when something else happens'
(2006, 21), they also stress that deliberate approaches to learning help prevent
mistakes from being repeated—a process that relies on institutional
underpinnings. Additionally, for knowledge to be eAectively transferred across
scales, Pelling (2015, 12) argues that the interaction of actors; governance
institutions that encourage learning and permit society to challenge the dominant
paradigms and structures to enable transformation to occur; and access to
technology and other resources are crucial. It is thus clear that institutions must
play a role in establishing and maintaining both learning processes through direct
experience, and learning as a social process.
This chapter has characterised the period between 1923 and 1959 as an era
that did not possess a deliberate learning framework, and explored the
implications of this absence of learning in both a temporal and spatial sense.
Cases show that there is a tendency for disasters to be extremely well documented
but not well communicated to other contexts. Learning across temporal
boundaries within a community was able to rely on formal and informal social
institutions such as day-to-day interaction, folklore, festival, song, memorial days,
and in some cases formal evacuation drills. In addition, landscapes and memorial
markers assisted experience to transcend time. In contrast, learning across spatial
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boundaries relied on individuals to operate as boundary brokers, or documents as
boundary objects, which struggled to contend with existing government agendas,
contextual diAerences, and vested interest of the recipient community.
Consequently, learning processes tended to function better across temporal
boundaries than spatial boundaries. One exception to this fnding was the 1927
Kitatango earthquake, which I argue occurred within such a close timeframe to the
1923 disaster that resources, groups and individuals still active in the Kantō region
were easily redeployed. I thus questioned whether the lessons learned from the
Kantō earthquake would actually stand the test of time.
The 1923 example shows a government preoccupied with metanarratives that
were driven more by its global aspirations than the disaster itself. The 1933
example shows the government choosing to build bigger seawalls rather than
repeating the failed relocation program of 1896. This, in turn, encouraged
individuals to stay in harm's way and may have exacerbated the death-toll of the
2011 tsunami. The fnal example of 1948 shows a government focused on putting a
roof over each family at the expense of safety. Consequently, the allocation of
resources by government increased the vulnerability of large portions of the
community.
Learning practices prior to 1959 were not entirely unsuccessful, as such
approaches did serve to raise awareness of disasters and inevitably save lives
(Yamashita 2008, 90; Yamaguchi 2011, 17–22). However, what these characteristics
imply is that learning—particularly across spatial boundaries—was often
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peripheral to the processes to that of governance and the ongoing policy
development by the government. This chapter thus proposes that in the absence of
a learning framework, learning tended to be relegated to the periphery, resulting
in a gap or ‘dissonance’ between the focus of government and the needs of a
community that is required to coexist with disasters. Consequently, any learning
that did occur was easily undermined or overridden through metanarrative,
superstitious learning, or other policy agendas.
In the years following the war, it became increasingly clear that some kind of
integrated, deliberate and long-term approach to dealing with disasters was
required. Through an examination of Japan’s response to the 1959 Ise Bay typhoon
and the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, the next chapter will explore how Japan
addressed this issue and what it meant for the process of learning from the
experience of disasters.
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Chapter 5
Disaster Response and Learning in Japan
—1959 to 1995—

Introduction
I frst knew of the earthquake at around 6 a.m., via television at the
ofcial residence. Information on the seismic intensity of the quake
was provided from Kyoto, but nothing had yet come from Kobe. I
telephoned an acquaintance in Kyoto who told me 'it was a strong
quake, but there has been no damage'. Then at about 7:30 a.m., I
received a phone call from the Secretary to the Prime Minister, who
told me 'I don't know the situation, but it looks like the damage is
likely to grow'. I went to my ofce at around 8 a.m. We had difculty
getting any idea on the number of casualties. At around noon, I
received a report that the death toll had exceeded 200, to which I let
out an involuntary 'Eh?' (Kōbe Shimbun 2004).

How did Japan address the absence of an overarching framework for managing and
planning for disasters, and how did this infuence the learning process in
subsequent disasters? At 5:46 a.m. on January 17, 1995, a massive earthquake
rocked Eastern Japan. The epicentre of the quake was almost directly below the
Island of Awaji, just oA the coast of Hyōgo Prefecture. The quake was measured at
a shindo37 [seismic intensity] of 7.3 on Awaji Island and 6 in the centre of Kobe
37

Seismic intensity, or shindo is a measurement adopted in by the Japan Meteorological Agency
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City. The earthquake was felt across a wide area, with the neighbouring prefectures
of Osaka and Kyoto each recording shindo 5. Prefectures located between 500 and
800 kilometres away from the epicentre, such as Niigata, Tokyo, Chiba and
Kagoshima all registered some degree of seismic activity. The disaster resulted in
almost 6,500 deaths, damage to over 600,000 dwellings, more than half of which
were either destroyed or damaged beyond repair and had to be knocked down.
Over 1,500 government buildings and a further 40,000 ofce and other privately
owned buildings were also destroyed or damaged (Kokudochō 1996a, 190).
Despite Japan’s wealth of experience in dealing with disasters, on this
occasion, all tiers of government were seen as utterly ineAective in their response
to the disaster and were heavily criticised by domestic and international media.
The opening excerpt is an account of the event by the Prime Minister at the time,
Murayama Tomiichi, that shows there was a complete breakdown of emergency
triggers, and a reliance on commercial television and personal networks that
extended to the very top of the national government. Each tier of government
pointed the fnger of blame at the other tiers, and soon it became seen as the
responsibility of the central government, becoming popularly characterised as
‘muryoku’ [impotent] (Kyōdō Tsūshin 1995a).
The 1959 Ise Bay typhoon soon became a natural point of reference for the

for measurement of earthquake intensity. Unlike other measurement scales which measure the
intensity of an earthquake at its epicentre, shindo is a measurement that is determined at any
point on the earth’s surface (Kishōchō 2016c). As a rule, the intensity and thus damage decreases
as one moves further away from n earthquake's epicentre. Given the high population density of
Japan, and the impact that earthquakes have often extending far beyond their epicentres, the
shindo measurement has been adopted as the main trigger for government emergency response
plans at all tiers.
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1995 disaster. Not only was the 1959 event the last time that so many individuals
had died as a result of a natural disaster, it was also the last time that a national
response of such scale had been triggered. The 1959 disaster was also the catalyst
for the creation of disaster legislation, which was seen to fail so badly in the
aftermath of the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake.
The legislation that was seen to fail in 1995—the Basic Act on Disaster
Countermeasures (No. 223) (Saigai Taisaku Kihon Hō - ‘Saitai Hō’) came into eAect
in October 1961. The Saitai Hō embodied many of the lessons that had been drawn
from the Ise Bay typhoon experience, formalising many of the coordination
mechanisms and committees that had been implemented following this event.
The legislation also mandated planning and preparedness measures, clarifed the
roles and responsibilities of stakeholders in emergency management procedures,
and institutionalised an overarching learning framework by formalising both
hierarchy and mutual cooperation.
Thus, by October 1961, Japan had both a wealth of disaster-related experience
and a framework to make sense of it. But why was the government response to the
1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake portrayed in such a negative light? As this
thesis adopts the idea of social learning, it is essential to explore this question both
from the perspective of how the knowledge was conveyed from those whose task it
was to identify the lessons, recognise the causal processes, and devise new
operational processes following the 1959 disaster, and how this was carried
forward, implemented, practiced and embedded into the processes of 1995.
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To that end, this chapter frstly examines the response to the 1959 Ise Bay
typhoon, the triggers for the enactment of the overarching legislation, and the
political context and experiences that helped to shape it. Through an examination
of newspapers and ofcial statements by local and national government ofcials
just prior to 1995, this chapter will then consider how well-prepared stakeholders
thought the nation was prior to the Hanshin-Awaji disaster. Finally, through the
lens of the Saitai Hō and its 1959 legacy, this chapter will examine the response by
the various tiers of government in the 1995 disaster to understand where and why
the legislation failed to meet its objectives on this occasion.

The 1959 Ise Bay Typhoon 'The Worst Post-War Disaster'
At approximately 6 p.m. on the evening of 26 September 1959, a massive typhoon
struck the central coast of Japan, leaving 5,098 people across 32 of Japan's 47
prefectures either dead or missing (Chūō bōsai kaigi 2008, 5–12). Like the 1948
Fukui earthquake, the Second World War was a ready reference point for this
disaster. A newsreel produced by the Nagoya municipal government on this event,
for example, described the typhoon as having the energy of 'one million
Hiroshima atomic bombs' (‘Isewan taifū no kiroku’ 1960). In its immediate
aftermath, the Ise Bay typhoon was referred to as the worst post-war disaster and
today remains the fourth most destructive disaster since 1900.38
Like the Great Kanto earthquake of 1923, the Ise Bay typhoon was described
by the Prime Minister of the time as 'Mizou' [unprecedented] (Kishi 1959). But the
38

As noted elsewhere in this thesis, the three most destructive disasters are the Great Kantō
earthquake of 1 September 1923, the Great East Japan earthquake of 11 March 2011 and the Great
Hanshin-Awaji earthquake of 17 January 1995 (Guha-Sapir, Below, and Hoyois 2016)
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typhoon was certainly not without precedent, as such extreme events were a
regular occurrence along the Japanese coastline. Indeed, that same year, the Joint
Typhoon Warning Centre of Guam, declared that the 1959 typhoon season would
be one which 'will long be remembered as one of the most destructive in history'.
According to the Warning Centre’s records, 1959 saw 13 of a total of 17 typhoons
strike densely populated areas within the Asia-Pacifc region, with three of these
actually making landfall near Ise Bay (Joint Typhoon Warning Center 1959, 184).
Further, just six years earlier, typhoon number 13 followed a path that was similar
to that of the 1959 typhoon, and on 25 September 1953 struck the same region,
damaging the ageing seawalls that were eventually breached in 1959 (Aichi Ken
2009).
Indeed, the government was well aware of the dangers facing the coastal
regions of Japan, with such matters being raised within government committee
meetings. During a 1954 Construction Committee session, for example, the
Permanent Secretary for Construction, Inaura Shikazo made the following
statement:
[...]we must be able to re-establish the levees to be able to resist tidal
surges, if possible before the next typhoon season […] to date, the
levees have been maintained at a relatively low height. While some
sections of the sea levees have been reconstructed to counter ground
subsidence, in consideration for the future, these [reconstructed
sections] are really only one part [of what must be done]. As it has now
been proven that the tidal surge phenomenon may also occur within
the Ise Bay, as well as the Hanshin and Osaka Bays, we must also
consider similar planning for these bays (Inaura 1953).
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Clearly, there was an awareness within the government of the ageing
infrastructure, and the risk facing the coastal regions. Nevertheless, the 1959
typhoon took many by surprise.
However, it may be argued that it was not the typhoon itself that caused the
surprise. Rather, the surprise emanated from the complexity of the event, which
resulted from a convergence of high winds generated by the typhoon, a historically
high 3.55-metre tide, ageing levees39 that had already been damaged by past
events, and human activity. The resulting storm surge broke through the ageing
levees, inundating an area of approximately 300 square kilometres, that was a hive
of industrial activity as a result of the post-war rebuilding eAorts across Japan.
Right in the most heavily impacted region there were large quantities of imported
timber and logs that were stored on the docks and in timber ponds. These logs and
other debris were swept up by the surging waters, becoming projectiles that
demolished everything in their path as they were washed inland (Ito 2009, ix;
Japan Water Forum, Tokyo Japan 2005, 12).
The inundation impacted the prefectures of Aichi and Mie and stretched
inland as far as 15 kilometres (Chūō bōsai kaigi 2008, 11). The disaster was
compounded by the fact that the impacted region was the largest urban area in
Japan with an elevation of zero metres above sea level. In addition, the region had
only recently been settled by returnees from war, as a part of government
resettlement policy. Consequently, many those who fell victim to the disaster were
unaware of the risk to which they had been exposed. Indeed, an estimated 83
39

The levees in the Ise Bay region were built as part of land reclamation projects in the late 1600s
and 1700s (Baba 1991, 30–31)
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percent of the deaths within the zero metre region were, in fact, participants of
this resettlement program (Ito 2009, ix).
In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, the devastation was so extensive
that it exceeded the combined capacity of the central, prefectural and municipal
governments to cope. To help cope with the emergency, the Nagoya municipal
government immediately sought the assistance of the neighbourhood
associations, wives’ associations (fujinkai), Red Cross volunteers, and volunteer
labourers. Minsei Iin—district social welfare commissioners that had been
renamed from the pre-war Hōmen Iin—also played an active role (Chūō bōsai
kaigi 2008, 139–142).
The Self-Defence Forces (SDF) also mobilised soon after the disaster and
rapidly expanded their response as they gained a better understanding of the scale
of the devastation. Over a period of approximately two months, the SDF deployed
a ‘cumulative total’40 of 630,000 personnel, who assisted throughout the rescue,
relief and recovery phases (Chūō bōsai kaigi 2008, 144). The disaster provided the
SDF with an opportunity to be seen in a far more positive light than the
dismantled military forces it was established to replace in July 1954 (Rikujōjieitai
2016). The role played by the SDF during this disaster earned them a great deal of
appreciation, with newsreels showing commanding ofcers of the SDF operations
being presented a certifcate of appreciation by the then Mayor of Nagoya, Kissen
Kobayashi, before the troops were bused out of Nagoya to a marching band and
crowds throwing streamers (‘Isewan taifū no kiroku’ 1960).
40

Standard way for calculating troop and equipment deployment in the Japanese Self Defense
Force
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The Ise Bay typhoon established many precedents for Japan’s approach to
emergency management. Many of the committees and councils established to
coordinate the response later served as models for the development of national
disaster management legislation. But as will be discussed in subsequent sections
of this chapter, other contextual factors infuenced the creation of this legislation.
The 1959 disaster struck, for example, at a time when the government was
struggling to justify the existence of the SDF.
The active role played by the SDF in emergency operations following the Ise
Bay typhoon provided the government with an ideal opportunity to link the policy
domain of national security to that of disaster management, thereby
strengthening the case for the SDF. While this link was to beneft the further
growth of the SDF, what impact did the intertwining of these two policy domains
have on the eAectiveness of the disaster management legislation over the longer
term? This, and other contextual factors that may have infuenced the
eAectiveness of the legislation will be discussed in subsequent sections.

Multiple Sources of Motivation behind the Saigai Taisaku Kihon
Hō
While the Ise Bay typhoon demonstrated the potential of the tiers of government
to work in a coordinated way to manage a large-scale disaster, it also once again
exposed institutional weaknesses in Japanese disaster management practices that
had plagued the country in the past. The system that existed at the time of 1959
was described as 'not one that promoted integrated disaster management, and the
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responsibilities of the nation, prefectures and the municipalities were also unclear'
(Bōsaihō Kenkyūkai 1977, 16). In the absence of any overarching framework
governing the management of disasters, over 150 separate pieces of legislation had
been enacted to manage each specifc disaster from 1900 until (and including) the
1959 Ise Bay typhoon (Bōsaihō Kenkyūkai 1977, 16). In the weeks and months after
the Ise Bay typhoon disaster alone, a total of 26 disaster-related special laws were
proposed (Chūō bōsai kaigi 2008, 140–141).
What this approach meant in practice was that the relationship between
these ‘special’ laws and standing legislation was often not sufciently considered,
and thus inconsistency between them was not uncommon. In the absence of any
overarching framework, there were also no centralised fora to coordinate planning,
nor were there any systematic requirements placed on jurisdictions to manage
disasters in any uniform way. Indeed, jurisdictions without even a disaster
management plan were not uncommon (Bōsaihō Kenkyūkai 1977, 16–17).
Consequently, despite Japan's extensive exposure to natural disasters and its
substantial experience in dealing with their aftermath, the lack of a uniform
approach to managing disasters across both the vertical and horizontal scales,
meant that each disaster was dealt with as it arose, and learning processes were
equally ad-hoc and generally peripheral.
The need for an overarching disaster management framework was well
recognised, and the National Governors' Association took the lead in calling for
the establishment of such a framework through legislation. As early as April 1948,
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during discussions at the Seifu shusai zenkoku todōfuken chiji kaigi [National
Government-sponsored Conference of Governors], the Association debated a
range of issues including the fnancial stability of regional areas and disaster
countermeasures (Zenkoku chijikai 2007, 251–253). Such discussions continued
throughout the early 1950s and were driven largely by fnancial concerns that had
been triggered in 1950, when the national government abandoned the practice of
bearing the full cost of recovery following a disaster (Maki 2009, 2). The National
Governors’ Association undertook to challenge this decision, submitting a petition
to the national government, which was debated in the Local Government
Committee of the Diet from 28 July 1950, but it was eventually decided to put the
matter on hold, pending ‘further research’ (see Yoshikawa Suejiro 1950 for
example).
The Hokkaido Tokachi Oki earthquake on 4 March 1952, was the frst
signifcant disaster where the new fnancial arrangements were implemented.
However, these arrangements left Hokkaido Prefecture fnancially crippled, with a
damage bill in excess of 15 billion yen. As a reaction to Hokkaido’s fnancial
predicament, the National Governors' Association put forward the Emergency
Disaster Countermeasures Law Guidelines and the Emergency Finance
Corporation Law Guidelines (Hijō saigai taisaku-hō yōkō and Hijō kin'yū kōko-hō
yōkō respectively), which aimed to clarify the fnancial responsibilities between
the national, prefectural and municipal governments, and in the process, shift
some of the burden back to the national government (Bōsaihō Kenkyūkai 1977, 3;
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Maki 2009, 2). But while the debate on the fnancial burden continued in the Diet,
these guidelines were never formally tabled and deliberated, and the matter was
largely forgotten.
The Ise Bay typhoon served to reignite the debate on the need for a better
approach to disaster management, with an increasing outcry by the public
regarding the need for the government to reconsider its makeshift, reactive
approach (Bōsaihō Kenkyūkai 1977, 4). Within one month of the disaster, through
the following speech to the House of Representatives, Prime Minister Kishi
formally sought agreement for the creation of a comprehensive piece of disaster
management legislation:
We proposed the necessary special measures and a supplementary
budget in this extraordinary Diet session based on the unprecedented
damage brought by the disaster in Ise Bay. Based on these decisions, we
intend to strongly promote the relief eAorts in the face of this disaster.
But, from the perspective of the protection of the nation, it is, of
course, essential that we establish permanent measures and promote
these to ensure our nation is protected. To that end, rather than simply
treating a disaster with a temporary and partial countermeasure, it is
necessary to establish a strategy to face the ecology of a typhoon and
its movements from a comprehensive and generally overlooked
scientifc viewpoint. I would like to seek the deliberation in the normal
Diet session for the establishing of this kind of comprehensive,
scientifc, radical countermeasure, as a permanent measure for the
future protection of our nation (Kishi 1959).

Drafting of the legislation commenced soon after Kishi’s address, and the Basic Act
on Disaster Countermeasures (No. 223) (Saigai Taisaku Kihon Hō - ‘Saitai Hō’)
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came into eAect approximately two years later, in October 1961. The Saitai Hō
embodied many of the lessons that had been drawn from the Ise Bay typhoon
experience, formalising many of the coordination mechanisms and committees
that had been implemented following this event. While the legislation was drafted
with the recent experience in mind, there were also numerous factors infuencing
its fnal form.
In addition to the above-mentioned interest by prefectures to avoid
repeating Hokkaido’s experience by limiting their fscal exposure to extreme
events, the national government was also struggling with competing priorities and
domestic turmoil, as alluded to in the previous section. At the very time the Saitai
Hō was being drafted, parliamentary proceedings were repeatedly halted by groups
entering the Japanese Diet in protest of the revised Japan-U.S. Security Treaty.
Since the original Treaty's signing in San Francisco on September 8, 1951, it faced
harsh criticism by those who saw it an infringement of Japanese sovereignty, as it
had been concluded when the nation was still under the occupation (Chapman,
Drifte, and Gow 2013, 57). The revised Treaty again went against popular opinion
and caused signifcant tension between those intent on restoring legitimacy to the
military, those intent on protecting the alliance with the U.S., and the substantial
number who supported the idea of remaining unarmed, neutral and reliant on the
United Nations (Hook and McCormack 2004, 21).
The extreme unpopularity of the revised Treaty is evident by both the way in
which the Kishi Government resorted to passing the vote through a 'sneak attack'
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at midnight on 19 May 1960, in the absence of the opposition (Kersten 1996, 208),
and by the political backlash from the general public before, during and after this
action. Kishi was seen by many to be blatantly undermining the principles of
democracy, which triggered protests by millions of people during May and June
1960, and ultimately led to Kishi stepping down as Prime Minister.
The Ise Bay typhoon and the development of the Saitai Hō also occurred at a
time when Japan was normalising diplomatic relations with South East Asian
nations. Around this time, Japan signed war reparations treaties with Burma
(November 1954), the Philippines (May 1956), Indonesia (January 1958), and
Vietnam (May 1959). According to international relations scholar, Shiraishi
Masaya (1990, 14–18), these normalisation eAorts were not driven by any sense of
moral obligation to atone for Japan’s wartime aggression. Rather, they tended to be
considered by Japanese leaders and businesses as opportunities to extend
economic infuence over non-communist countries in the region.
The emphasis on engaging with non-communist nations was also very much
in line with the intentions of the U.S., as they shifted the priority of their military
engagement away from East Asia towards intervention in the Vietnam War. One
further advantage of concluding a treaty with Vietnam at this time was that it was
negotiated with the southern, ‘non-communist’ half of the nation which had
suAered considerably less at the hands of the Japanese occupying forces than their
northern counterparts, and was thus considerably less troublesome to negotiate.
Like the revised U.S. - Japan Security Treaty, the normalisation with Vietnam was
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wildly unpopular and drew widespread criticism from Japanese opposition parties,
intellectuals, and also North Vietnam (Shiraishi 1990, 14–18). The opposition
parties vigorously opposed the reparations agreement with South Vietnam,
resulting in the Government ceasing discussions and forcing a vote through the
general assembly of the House of Representatives at dawn on 27 November 1959, in
the absence of opposition parties. The reparations agreement was subsequently
ratifed by the House of Councillors on 23 December 1959 (Shiraishi 1990, 18).
The Ise Bay typhoon and the positively portrayed role of the SDF in the
disaster’s relief and recovery eAorts, as described in the previous section, made
disasters in general, and the Saitai Hō in particular, obvious targets for both the
Government and the opposition through which they could argue their respective
agendas. Even before the Saitai Hō was presented to the Diet for consideration, the
U.S.-Japan Security Treaty, normalisation talks with Vietnam and the Ise Bay
typhoon and the need for a more consolidated approach to disaster management
were often mentioned in the same breath by the Diet and newspapers alike. On
the front page of the 25 October 1959 Yomiuri Newspaper, for example, the
headline read Saigai baishō anpo nado Kishi shushō shisei enzetsu no naiyō
[Disasters, Reparations, Treaty etc. The Content of Prime Minister Kishi’s Policy
Speech] (Yomiuri Shimbun 1959, 1). This report referred to a speech made by Prime
Minister Kishi in the House of Representatives in which he linked these three
issues to the narrative 'kokudo no hozen' [Protection of The Nation] (Kishi 1959).
For the government, the typhoon became a metaphor for Japan’s national
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security, and it was hijacked by the government to argue for the revision of the
Security Treaty and an increase in uniformed troops. Although ideologically
opposed to the SDF, the opposition acknowledged the need for at least some kind
of capability that could help protect the nation from disaster. Socialist Party
Figures including Asanuma Inejiro and Shimodaira Shoichi41 entered this debate,
arguing for the reorganisation of the SDF into a ‘Land Development Corps’
(kokudo kaihatsu tai):
By some chance, if you are thinking that there is a threat to the land of
Japan, it is typhoon. It is disaster. If by some chance, the government
and everyone in the ruling party is seriously attempting to answer the
nation with a sincere policy regarding future disasters, I think that they
must frankly acknowledge that there is no longer any alternative but to
reorganise the SDF into a Land Development Corps… I am delighted
that in today's disaster, the public has shown appreciation to the SelfDefence Forces. However, the appreciation shown by the public was
not towards Self-Defence Forces carrying guns. They were showing
appreciation for the dedicated eAorts and sweat of the Self-Defence
Forces carrying shovels and sandbags, and driving bulldozers, for
recovery from the disaster, for the protection of the nation (Shimodaira
1959).

The passage of the Saitai Hō was thus heavily intertwined with the divisive matters
of the Treaty and war reparations, and the attention that these two matters
attracted overshadowed the disaster legislation's signifcance. Even the tabling of
41

To give an idea of just how charged the political environment was when the Ise Bay typhoon hit.
Opposition to the issues raised above came at signifcant risk. Shimodaira was one of the number
of opposition parliamentarians injured when the Diet Speaker ordered 500 police to break the
Opposition party member barricade that had been an attempt to prevent the Treaty Bill being
passed. And Asanuma was a mere fve months away from his 12 October 1960 public assassination
at the hands of a 17-year-old right wing radical during a public debate between political leaders.
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this legislation in the Diet was overshadowed by these other agenda items.
Originally scheduled for 26 May 1961, the presenting of the Saitai Hō to Diet was
delayed, as it coincided with the one-year anniversary of the U.S.-Japan Security
Treaty. The fear of protestors entering the Diet resulted in the cancellation of that
day’s agenda (Maki 2009, 2).
Just how much the Saitai Hō was overshadowed can be seen by its coverage
in newspapers. Its enactment received front page and second page mention in the
Asahi Newspaper a total of nineteen times between May 1961 and November 1962,
however, it appears to have been very much buried and forgotten, with its next
mention in the Asahi Newspaper not occurring until 17 September 1984, when it
was activated in response to an earthquake in Western Nagano Prefecture.42 It is a
sentiment echoed by Koike Yuriko,43 a representative of Shinshintō [New Frontier
Party] in 1995, who strongly critiqued the communications breakdown within the
national government in the initial phases of the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake
response during a meeting of the Special Committee on Disaster Countermeasures
on 1 February 1995:
…This Disaster Countermeasures Basic Act came into reality as a result
of the 1959 Ise Bay typhoon, but it also got swept up with the U.S.Japan Security Treaty. So considering this kind of context, if we do not
put aside our taboos and deliberate seriously and sincerely how we can
protect our lives, safety and property, I fear this kind of situation will
be repeated (Koike 1995).

42

This analysis is based on information provided in the Kikuzo Visual II Asahi Newspaper
Database. Accessed 16 July 2016.
43 Governor of Tokyo from 2 August 2016
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In this way, the development of the Saitai Hō was in no way purely the result of
lessons drawn from the 1959 Ise Bay typhoon. Not only was it overshadowed by,
and intertwined with more salient events which weakened the impact of the Saitai
Hō, the development of the Saitai Hō was also driven by numerous stakeholders,
each with diAering agendas. The Governors’ Association, as discussed above,
formed a strong advocacy coalition in favour of establishing an overarching act to
govern during times of crisis, but fnancial certainty and a commitment by the
national government to provide assistance were the primary motivating factors.
For the national government, the legislation became a good news story amid the
political turmoil resulting from the wildly unpopular policy decisions regarding
the Treaty and war reparations.
How did these contextual factors infuence the legislation’s eAectiveness over
the longer term? The next section will consider this question within the context of
the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake.

The 1995 Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake - 'The Worst Post-War Disaster'
The 17 January 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake resulted in 6,437 people
either dead or missing (including 912 deaths from disaster-related causes) and
43,792 injured, of these 10,683 injured seriously (Saitai Hō 1961 ch. 6). The damage
to dwellings impacted more than half a million households. Fires raged through
parts of the city as a result of burst gas pipes, damaging a total area of 274,182
square metres, and were responsible for approximately 9 percent of the total
number of deaths (Kokudo Kōtsūshō 2002).
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The devastation was far-reaching, with thousands of businesses and
government operations seriously impacted (Kokudochō 1997, 190). Critical
infrastructure was also heavily aAected, with widespread disruption to telephone,
electricity, gas and water. The earthquake also disrupted major transportation
routes, toppling segments of raised expressways and Shinkansen (bullet train)
lines. It was the frst disaster of this scale since the 1959 Ise Bay typhoon, and
through the Saitai Hō, emergency management procedures should have been
developed, practised and embedded into Japan’s disaster plans and coping
strategies by this time.
The Saitai Hō was designed to address emergency management in a
comprehensive way. Among other objectives, the legislation set out to strengthen
internal learning processes and vertical coordination between government tiers,
by mandating the creation of plans by governments at each tier, and establishing
hierarchical oversight (Saitai Hō 1961, chap. 2 sec 1, 2 & 3). The legislation also
endeavoured to institutionalise horizontal coordination and knowledge transfer
within government tiers by encouraging neighbouring prefectures and
municipalities to render assistance if requested by an impacted region (Saitai Hō
1961, p. art. 67, 74). Thus, in an ideal world, the mandated planning requirements
should have encouraged jurisdictions to become better at both the internal
learning processes and at working together with other jurisdictions and
stakeholders. But was this the reality in 1995?
Based on media reports and reviews into the overall performance of
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government following the 1995 disaster, in short, the answer to this question is a
resounding ‘no’. As discussed elsewhere in this thesis, all tiers of government were
heavily criticised for their response to the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake.
Tierney and Goltz (1997, 7) argue that experiences prior to the Great HanshinAwaji earthquake, did not fnd their way into appropriate preparations for the 1995
disaster. Indeed the criticism towards government was signifcant and the list of
response failures attributed to the government was long: 'Bureaucratic red tape'
was seen to delay entry of international rescue teams into Japan (Nikkei Shimbun
1995d); There was confusion by government as to what kind of emergency
committee needed to be established (Asahi Shimbun 1995d, 2); International oAers
of assistance were refused by one part of government when they would have been
welcomed by another (Mainichi Shimbun 1995d, 10); The SDF was seen to have
been slow in mobilising to provide assistance (Nikkei Shimbun 1995b); Prefectures
and Municipalities, themselves victims of the disaster did not have sufcient staA
numbers, nor suitably designed disaster management plans to eAectively cope
with the scale of the disaster (Nikkei Shimbun 1995a; Kyōdō Tsūshin 1995b); Poor
communication between central government agencies resulted in poor
coordination and overlap (Tokyo Yomiuri Shimbun 1995, 2). These were, but a few
of the criticisms levelled at the government by media outlets.
So why did Japan seem so underprepared despite its wealth of experience and
its comprehensive legislative framework? Despite suggestions by scholars such as
Tierney and Goltz (1997, 7) that experience had not led to appropriate
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preparations, evidence suggests that this is not quite true. Before 1995, for
example, Japan was active on the international stage through academic
associations such as the Institute of Social Safety Science (ISSS), which actively
engaged with nations from around the world on hazard reduction, through regular
workshops and conferences. Japan was also actively involved in the development of
disaster policy, playing a key role in promoting the International Decade for
Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR) under the auspices of the United Nations
General Assembly (1990 - 1999), hosting the World Conference on Natural
Disaster Reduction in Yokohama (23 - 27 May 1994), and facilitating the
development of the Yokohama Strategy for a Safer World, which among other key
outcomes, prioritised genuine community involvement in disaster planning
(UNISDR 1994).
All tiers of government also demonstrated a considerable level of awareness
regarding both disaster preparedness and the importance of community groups in
disaster response activities. This awareness can be seen through the regular debate
of the topic within their respective assemblies. Just over a year before the Great
Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, on 30 September 1993, the Hyōgo Prefectural
Assembly, for example, debated the disaster preparedness of the prefecture. The
Director of the Prefecture’s Lifestyle and Culture Division, Kurihara Takashi,
argued that the prefecture was well prepared, providing a comprehensive list of
activities that the prefectural and municipal governments were conducting,
including annual drills, and awareness raising through education programs.
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Kurihara outlined the more than 1,300 local disaster prevention associations (jishu
bōsai soshiki), comprising of more than 500,000 households, the 400 clubs around
Hyōgo comprising 70,000 members of the women's' frefghting clubs, and the
27,000 members comprising the voluntary fre brigade. Kurihara concluded his
description of preparations saying, 'Going forward, through these measures and
policies, we intend to raise the disaster prevention awareness of our citizens and
take all necessary steps to ensure their safety' (Hyōgo kengikai 1993).
There was a cautious confdence regarding Japan’s level of preparedness
leading up to 1995. Exactly one year before the Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, a major
earthquake struck Los Angeles. While the Los Angeles disaster sparked debate in
some municipal and prefectural governments regarding concern over their own
level of preparedness (Yokohama Shikai 1994), there were many who believed that
Japan would not suAer a similar fate. Indeed, a group of ofcials was sent to Los
Angeles to survey the damage, and upon return, it is alleged that their report
suggested that such a disaster would not have aAected Japan (Inoki 1995).
This sentiment was also echoed in an article in the Asahi Newspaper, on the
day after the Los Angeles earthquake, quoting Professor Mochizuki Toshio, who
was at the time an urban studies specialist at the Tokyo Metropolitan University
and a regular commentator on disasters. The article was entitled Jishin e no Sonae,
Nihon de wa? Rosuanjerusu Jishin [How prepared are we for an earthquake in
Japan? The Los Angeles Earthquake], and included the following closing comment
by Mochizuki:
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'Countermeasures Lag Behind Japan'
…Seismic strengthening (in Los Angeles) of infrastructure such as
highways was supposed to have been carried out after the San
Fernando earthquake of 1971, but, as far as I can see by the damage of
this earthquake, they still have a long way to go when compared with
Japan. It is apparent that they have not invested in the maintenance of
urban infrastructure from a safety perspective. The structure of Japan's
expressways is far more robust. Thirty or so people died on the highway
following the 1989 San Francisco earthquake, but I suspect that the
reason they got away with the low number of deaths on this occasion,
was due to the time at which the quake hit, which was before the day's
activities had started. However, over there (U.S.) they have not set up
their gas distribution system in 'blocs' enabling them to stop sections
in the event of a leak the way Japan has. I think that increased the
incidence of house fres. (Mochizuki 1994, 6)

Thus, despite an awareness of disasters, a belief that the nation was prepared, and
a framework that should have helped ensure the eAective execution of any
response to a disaster, many things went wrong in 1995. To understand why this
was the case, the following section frstly analyses what went wrong in 1995 against
the objectives of the Saitai Hō (what was taught from 1959) as set out in the
legislation’s kaisetsu [commentary] (Bōsaihō Kenkyūkai 1977, 17–20). Given the
multiple objectives of the legislation, the next section focuses specifcally on
provisions that relate to the institutionalisation of social learning processes, such
as the establishing of committees, hierarchies, and networks; and provisions that
underpin deliberate learning processes, such as requirements and incentives that
promote the development of plans, annual reviews of such plans, and ongoing
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knowledge sharing between jurisdictions. These provisions will be analysed in
order to better understand where the points of breakdown occurred between
lessons that were identifed in 1959, how operational processes were devised,
practised and sustained in the lead-up to 1995, and how these processes actually
performed in the aftermath of the disaster.

Provisions Supporting the Institutionalisation of Social Learning
As already discussed above, the Saitai Hō was developed, in part, to establish
fnancial arrangements that would prevent the full burden of response and
recovery costs from falling on any single level of government. This was but one of
numerous mechanisms that were introduced with the intention to better integrate
the three tiers of government into a coordinated crisis management approach.
According to the commentary on the Saitai Hō, as it stood in 1961, the legislation
also set out to achieve the following objectives, that would each help to mandate,
institutionalise and streamline vertical and horizontal linkages between the
municipal, prefectural and national disaster management planning (Bōsaihō
Kenkyūkai 1977):
1. Establishing measures for a state of emergency, such as enabling the
Cabinet to establish an emergency disaster countermeasures headquarters
and the ability of the government to call an extraordinary session in Diet to
maintain the nation’s economic and social order and to ensure public
welfare (Chapter 8).
2. Clarifying and establishing a standing set of rules governing the roles and
responsibilities of the tiers of government and other bodies providing
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critical infrastructure such as transport, communications and media
services (Articles 3 - 9, 58-65, Chapters 4 - 6).
3. Vertically and horizontally integrating disaster management planning and
implementation between and within the tiers of government and other
stakeholders, through measures such as oversight of plans through the
disaster prevention council and promotion of mutual assistance (Chapter 2
Sections 2 & 3).

This section will consider the extent to which each of these objectives was
achieved in 1995.

Triggers for Establishing a State of Emergency
In the version of the Saitai Hō that was current at the time of the 1995 disaster,
Chapter 8 empowered the Prime Minister to establish a frst-tier 'Emergency
Disaster Response Headquarters' (Kinkyū Saigaitaisaku Honbu), of which the
Prime Minister would take charge. Following the Great Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake, however, it was initially decided by the government to establish a
second-tier emergency headquarters (Hijō Saigaitaisaku Honbu) under the
Director General of the National Land Agency.44 However, the act of relegating the
oversight of a disaster of this scale to a lower level within government was seen as
irresponsible and drew harsh criticism from the media and within the Diet by
individuals such as one-time Prime Minister Toshiki Kaifu 45 (Kaifu 1995).
Prime Minister Murayama strongly refuted such accusations, arguing that
44

Both Kinkyū and Hijō are translated as 'emergency' in English thus 'First Tier' and 'Second Tier'
are used in this thesis to diAerentiate between these two types of emergency headquarters
45 Prime Minister from August 1989 to November 1991
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the establishment of a Kinkyu Saigai Taisaku Honbu was triggered by the
declaration of a national state of emergency. Murayama argued that the scale of
disaster envisaged for such a situation was that of the 1923 Great Kantō earthquake
and that the government did not consider the 1995 disaster to be of this scale
(Murayama 1995a). Despite his furious rebuttal, Murayama soon conceded to such
criticism and on 19 January established the frst-tier Hyōgo Ken Nanbu Kinkyu
Taisaku Honbu (Southern Hyōgo Prefecture Emergency Disaster Response
Headquarters) with himself in charge (Naikakufu 2002, Ch. 2, Sec. 9-2).
However, the damage had already been done, and Murayama's sudden
change of course only helped to highlight the confusion within the government.
Thus, although some government agencies mobilised soon after 6:00 am and
commenced emergency operations soon thereafter,46 the less than smooth start by
the government executive eroded public trust in the government as a whole. The
confused actions by the Prime Minister in the initial hours of the disaster
immediately undermined confdence in his leadership.
Murayama had walked straight into what Lagadec and Phelps refer to as the
‘frst danger’ for crisis managers—‘discrediting’—by a poor entrance onto the scene
of the crisis (Lagadec and Phelps 1993, 185). Thus, already discredited, the
government faced harsh criticism by the sensitised domestic and international
media for any perceived error in judgement thereafter. Media reported calls for
Murayama to step down, with articles published carrying titles such as 'Demands
46

These agencies included the Japan Meteorological Agency, the National Police Agency, the
Japan Defence Agency, the Japan Coast Guard, the Fire and Disaster Management Agency and the
National Land Agency (Sōrifu Hanshin Awaji fukkō taisaku honbu jimukyoku 2000, 11)
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for Murayama to resign over the delays to responding to the earthquake—a
Statement by New Frontier Party’s Mr Tada and 11 Opposition Members' (Yomiuri
Shimbun 1995, 2).
On 27 January, Murayama attempted an apology to the Budget Committee
for his administration's response to the disaster, acknowledging that:
[...] nothing went quite as I had hoped, and as a result, it has become a
truly unfortunate situation. However, as the person responsible for
taking charge of the administration, this truly inexcusable outcome, is
something that I feel that I cannot at present express in words. For this
reason alone, I think that we must put all of our eAorts into the rescue,
restoration and recovery and at the same time, it is essential that we
keep in mind the need to make the most of these invaluable lessons for
future disaster prevention and earthquake measures […] (Murayama
1995b)

This apology may have been an attempt to regain control of the narrative
surrounding the disaster and shift the focus of the media from the government’s
initial response to its recovery activities. Ultimately, however, Murayama was
largely unsuccessful in this endeavour. The damage had already been done and the
public trust, which is crucial for a government to successfully maintain social order
and public compliance with its requests (Ainoya and Myrtle 2005, 287–288), was
lost.
Was the poor entry into the disaster response eAorts by the national
government the result of incompetence or were there other factors? When
reviewing the provisions under the Saitai Hō, one fnds that in 1995, the
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declaration of a state of emergency and the setting up of a frst-tier emergency
disaster countermeasures headquarters was the responsibility of the Cabinet
Ministers rather than the Prime Minister (Kokudochō Bōsaikyoku 1996). How best
to respond to the earthquake was a decision that needed to be made urgently by an
already fragile Cabinet. The Cabinet at that time was composed of a coalition of
three parties, with Murayama and his Social Democratic Party only holding fve of
the thirteen Cabinet positions, with the Liberal Democratic Party dominating the
remainder. At a time when leadership and immediacy were paramount, the
Cabinet exhibited indecision and delay (‘Dai 81-dai Murayama Naikaku - Heisei 6nen 6 tsuki 30-nichi seiritsu’ 1994). Given the urgency of the situation, it was clear
that Murayama needed to move quickly, and thus took matters into his own
hands, establishing a second-tier headquarters. This proved to be an unpopular
decision, but it was nevertheless one that he could make without Cabinet
approval.
Clearly, from the perspective of leadership, the crisis management
arrangements underpinned by the Saitai Hō were developed at a time when
Cabinet did not comprise a coalition of political parties, and was thus not impeded
by the same need to negotiate and compromise to maintain coalition integrity.
Consequently, the 1995 context made the legislation too cumbersome for the
government to quickly establish control of the situation and earn the confdence of
the general public. In this regard, Japan’s democratic process, which created the
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coalition government, also resulted in the government becoming a prisoner to its
own rules.

Cross-Scale Integration of Disaster Management Approaches
As discussed previously, the lack of an overarching learning framework to
integrate experience into subsequent disaster management processes meant that
practices or policy implemented at one level were prone to clashing with those at
another. To address weaknesses in vertical coordination in times of disaster, the
1961 version of the Saitai Hō set out to clarify and establish rules governing
responsibilities of the three tiers of government and other stakeholders providing
critical infrastructure such as transport, communications and media services
(Saitai Hō 1961 art. 3-9, ch. 4-6). But despite these intentions, there was a perfect
convergence of circumstances, which meant that the disaster management
arrangements underpinned by the Saitai Hō failed at multiple junctures, both
within and between tiers of government, agencies, and sectors.
At the subnational level, the 1995 disaster was plagued with a level of
administrative paralysis that was perhaps not even experienced following the 1923
disaster. One of the hardest hit regions in 1995 was the Chūo (Central) Ward of
Kobe City, which was home to many of the municipal and prefectural government
buildings, including the Hyōgo Prefecture government ofces, Kobe City
government ofces, the prefectural police headquarters, and a considerable
portion of the region's emergency services (Kobe Prefecture Government Ofcials
2008). This meant that in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake, local public
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ofcials and emergency workers were themselves victims, which hindered their
ability to respond to the crisis at hand. In interviews conducted in August 2008,
staA of the Hyōgo Voluntary Plaza—comprising volunteers, and staA that had
been seconded from the Hyōgo Prefecture Council of Social Welfare (Shakyō), and
the Prefectural Government—described the confusion in the following way:
It was a situation where the only form of support came from the person
nearest to you. Police, ambulance drivers, all were victims too. As a
result, all emergency services including the Self-Defence Forces were
unable to function properly. So, in the immediate aftermath, those who
were putting out fres and helping were volunteers and members of the
neighbourhood. Even after the emergency services had commenced
their relief activities, there was a great infux of volunteers, however,
due to the situation, it was not possible for those receiving the
volunteers to coordinate them eAectively (Hyōgo Voluntary Plaza
2008).

The level of administrative paralysis was evident in the immediate response to the
disaster by both the prefectural and municipal government, and it was something
that the disaster plans at all tiers of government had not anticipated. At the Hyōgo
prefectural government, for example, in accordance with its risk management
plans, their emergency response ofce was manned around the clock at the time of
the disaster. On the morning of the earthquake, there were two ofcers in
attendance, who in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake attempted to
telephone their ofce chief, as was also set out in the plans (Kume 1997, 678).
However, they were unable to make contact despite numerous attempts. The very
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frst step in the plans had failed, and from this point onwards, the response relied
largely on improvisation.
Decision makers slowly started to make their way to the prefectural ofces,
with the frst person to arrive being the head of disaster prevention (Bōsai Kakari
Chō) at approximately 6:45 a.m. and soon followed by the Deputy Governor. At
frst, these decision makers attempted to commence operations in accordance with
the disaster prevention plan, but it was soon understood that the disaster
prevention plan was not designed for the scale of the disaster they had just
experienced. Unforeseen problems were numerous, including the need to change
the designated ofce space for the establishment of the emergency headquarters
from the 12th to the 5th foor, when they found the doors to the 12th foor ofces
would no longer open (Kume 1997, 678).
Under Hyōgo's disaster management plans, the Governor was the chief
decision maker, but it was not until approximately 7 a.m. that the prefectural ofce
was fnally able to contact him, and due to trafc congestion Kaihara was unable to
arrive until 8:20 a.m., almost three hours after the earthquake. The frst emergency
meeting was thus not held until approximately 8:30 a.m., at which, of the twenty
or so members of the emergency management committee, only the Governor,
Deputy Governor and three directors were present. In all, it is estimated that only
around forty ofcials had made it to the ofces at that time (Kume 1997, 679–
680).47
47

As of 2013, there were more than 6,000 administrative staA (Ippan gyōsei shokuin) and over
5,000 administrative ofcers (Ippan kanri shokuin) Source - Area Information Network Website:
http://area-info.jpn.org/area280003.html, Accessed 19 July 2016
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The municipal level government response also faced similar problems. The
Kobe City Mayor arrived soon after 6:30 a.m., however, many of his staA had yet to
arrive and was thus unable to formally establish an emergency operations centre.
The Mayor is said to have sat on a couch in the ground foor lobby of the ofces
awaiting the arrival of staA, and sought information from individuals as they
entered the building. Many of the staA were either victims of the disaster, or were
unable to travel to work on that day due to damage to roads and trafc congestion.
Of the more than 3,000 staA in the Kobe City Ofces, only 40 percent were said to
have turned up on the day of the disaster. As more staA arrived, the Mayor started
setting up emergency operations. This was initially done in the lobby of the
building, but an increasing number of evacuees also began to arrive, seeking
refuge. At approximately 8 a.m., the operations centre was moved to an upstairs
meeting room out of the confusion. Like the prefectural government, the Kobe
municipal government responded in an ad-hoc way, with much of the burden of
spur-of-the-moment decision-making, falling on the shoulders of the Mayor
(Kume 1997, 680–681).
With telephone lines and electricity cut, both the municipal and prefectural
governments had to operate in a virtual information blackout, with a skeleton
crew, and with a massively increased workload. Rules of operation had been
established in disaster management plans as mandated by the Saitai Hō, with the
intention of clarifying roles and responsibilities during a crisis. As the primary
regional public entity, it was up to municipalities to work with other relevant
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agencies and public entities to protect the lives, physical well-being and property
of residents within their jurisdiction (Saitai Hō 1961 art. 5). In accordance with this
mandate, ofcers proceeded to open and manage shelters, receive and distribute
emergency relief supplies and work with other public bodies and agencies. But it
was clear that there was a mismatch between the expected roles and
responsibilities of the subnational governments and their capacity to actually
perform them in light of their reduced staA numbers and almost complete
paralysis. Consequently, ofcials worked themselves to exhaustion attempting to
fulfl their role (Hashimoto 2000, 19).
At the very time that people were looking to government for assistance, the
lower tiers of government were struggling with manuals, plans and organisational
structures that could not sufciently cope with the scale of the devastation. The
vertical integration of the plans at each tier of government also meant that the
higher tiers of government relied extensively on the assumption that the lower
tiers would be fully functional during a disaster. With the lower two tiers of
government paralysed, triggers that would have normally resulted in the national
government providing additional assistance did not function as expected, leading
to the confusion cascading upwards.
One of these essential triggers was for the mobilisation of the Self-Defence
Forces (SDF). At the time of the 1995 disaster, before the SDF could formally
commence operations, they required a request by the Governor of the aAected
prefecture, unless in times of disaster it was clear that the circumstances were
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particularly urgent (Jieitai Hō 1954 art. 3 sec. 2). Although this legislation made it
possible for the SDF to mobilise without a request being issued, it still relied on
clarifcation of the situation from some reliable source. Paralysis within the lower
two tiers of government meant that not only were they unable to issue any such
request, they were also unable to provide sufcient information on the situation,
impeding the ability of the SDF to determine its response. This, in turn, led to a
delay in the entry of the SDF into the aAected area, worsening the already
damaged image of the government, and in contrast to the 1959 Ise Bay typhoon,
resulted in criticism of the role of the SDF in times of disaster (Nikkei Shimbun
1995c, 2).
Criticism of the SDF was further compounded by the legal limitations they
were subject to when assisting during times of disaster. These limitations meant
that SDF personnel were faced with the impractical requirement of being
accompanied by police ofcers whenever they were to enter private property as a
part of their relief activities. Additionally, as the SDF was not formally considered
part of the emergency planning, they initially struggled to deploy personnel and
vehicles to the aAected areas. This was due to disaster plans stipulating that
expressways and other major arteries would be available to only emergency
vehicles during times of disaster, and SDF vehicles were not considered emergency
vehicles (Iwate Prefecture Government Risk Management Ofce 2013; Ishii 1995).
As can be seen by the examples shown in this section, the same kinds of
clashes between the practices and approaches of the diAerent tiers of government
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continued to occur despite an overarching learning framework having been
established more than thirty years earlier. Tierney and Goltz, argue that
experiences prior to the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake did not fnd their way into
appropriate preparations for the 1995 disaster (Tierney and Goltz 1997, 7). But one
must not forget the fact that the only experiences of disasters of the scale seen in
1995 were those prior to the enactment of the Saitai Hō and thus lessons learned
about comparable events would have occurred prior to the creation of any
institutionalised learning approach. Indeed, the 1995 disaster was the frst time
the Saitai Hō and its associated plans had ever been triggered in full. This being
the case, it is perhaps unsurprising the response to the 1995 disaster was not well
executed by any tier of government.

Impediments to Cross-Scale Integration
As discussed elsewhere in this thesis, the absence of an overarching framework for
learning resulted in the transfer of knowledge from one spatial context to another
tending to rely on individuals acting as informal boundary brokers. How did this
tendency change following the implementation of the Saitai Hō and in the
aftermath of the 1995 disaster? Following the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, it
was suggested by Tierney and Goltz (1997, 10) that the Japanese Government
consider 'preparedness strategies such as developing comprehensive community
response plans, mutual aid agreements, and memoranda of understanding and
multi-jurisdictional drills'. This recommendation was made based on the
observation that such mutual assistance arrangements did not exist.
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Based on such observations, one might conclude that the Saitai Hō had
failed to promote the strengthening of horizontal linkages—one of its major
objectives. But as described elsewhere in this thesis, Japan had already considered
and implemented such strategies in the years following the enactment of the
Saitai Hō. Mutual assistance agreements had in fact long been a part of Japan’s
disaster coping strategies. Samuels, describing these agreements as 'translocal
policy coalitions' points to mutual aid agreements existing as far back as the
Tokugawa-era (1603-1868) (Samuels 2013, Kindle Location 3840). So, if such
arrangements indeed existed in 1995, where and why did they actually fail?
As discussed briefy in earlier sections of this chapter, the 1961 version of the
Saitai Hō set out to promote the practice of ‘vertical’ integration (between tiers of
government) and ‘horizontal’ integration (between diAerent jurisdictions or
agencies at the same tier) of disaster management planning. The primary
mechanism for vertical integration was the requirement to establish the Central
Disaster Prevention Council and similar councils at prefectural and municipal
levels. Integration was to be achieved through a process in which the disaster
management plans created and annually updated within the lower-tier councils
would be approved by the higher-tier councils (Saitai Hō 1961 ch. 2 sec 1, 2 & 3).
It was more difcult for the national government to mandate horizontal
integration, as it was something that by nature would exclude the top tier of
government, and thus be impossible to eAectively police in a top-down manner.
Instead, it was incentivised through the requirement for neighbouring prefectures
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and municipalities to 'render assistance to each other if requested to do so, unless
they had a legitimate reason not to' (Saitai Hō 1961 art. 67 & 74). This requirement
incentivised cross-boundary dialogue between jurisdictions to ensure that
jurisdictions shared eAective mechanisms to trigger mutual assistance requests,
that equipment was interoperable, and that there were no misunderstandings
relating to roles and fnancial responsibilities.
However, despite these mechanisms, in reality, the response to 1995 was
anything but integrated. As already discussed in the previous section, triggers
between the tiers of government failed to set emergency response processes in
motion. Horizontal linkages were also seen to have failed in the aftermath of the
1995 disaster. One newspaper article entitled 'Rettō Roji’ Dai Nibu Shinsaino Machi
Kara / 5 Ōen Kyōtei, Yakutatazu Iryo Haken ni Futsuka Han [Archipelago Logistics
Part 2 - From the Earthquake-Impacted Town / The Five City Mutual Assistance
Compact was Useless, Medical Aid Dispatch after 2 and a half days], for example,
clearly depicts the frustration of responders regarding the dysfunction of such
agreements in the aftermath of the disaster. The article pointed to a clause in one
agreement in particular that required the requesting party to stipulate the number
of items and the number and job category of people they required for assistance—
detail that could not be provided during the confusion following the earthquake
(Mainichi Shimbun 1995e). Why did these mechanisms fail in 1995? This section
will examine what may have impeded the eAective vertical, and horizontal
integration of disaster response approaches in the aftermath of the 1995 disaster.
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Impediments to Vertical Integration
In accordance with the Saitai Hō, the Central Disaster Prevention Council was
established in 1963 within the Cabinet Ofce, with the Prime Minister assigned as
Chair. Members of the Council would typically include the Minister of State for
Disaster Management as well as other Ministers, heads of agencies, and
representatives of designated public institutions and experts as appointed by the
Prime Minister (Saitai Hō 1961, chap. 2 sec. 1 art. 12). A core role of the Council was
to oversee the creation and promotion of the Bōsai Kihon Keikaku [Basic Disaster
Prevention Plan] (Saitai Hō 1961 , art. 34), the frst of which came into eAect in
1963. This plan formed the basis for the development of similar disaster plans by
certain designated statutory bodies and public service providers and was the
benchmark for the creation of subnational government plans.
Regional disaster plans were also mandated by the Saitai Hō, but their
development and annual review was largely the responsibility of the prefectural
and municipal level disaster prevention councils. It was thought that this would
better enable plans to be tailored to the conditions of each region (Chūō bōsai
kaigi 2008, 162). Vertical integration between the tiers of government came
through a process of approval, whereby the disaster prevention council at the tier
above would need to be consulted, and approval would need to be received for any
changes made (Saitai Hō 1961, chap. 3 art. 40 sec. 4). As the chief minister of each
tier (Mayor, Governor, and Prime Minister) was the chair of the respective disaster
prevention council, in practice, this meant that a prefecture was required to seek
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the approval of the Prime Minister should they wish to change any aspect of their
plan—a potentially onerous and time-consuming requirement.
As described above, it was clear that the plans implemented by the Hyōgo
prefectural government and its municipalities were not able to function in a
disaster of the scale of the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake. Evidence points to
the approval process for amending plans as one factor that discouraged
jurisdictions from making the annual review process of their plans anything more
than a rubber-stamping exercise. In eAect, the requirement for approval by the
chair of the disaster prevention council at the next tier became an unintentional
impediment to learning, disincentivising regular review and obstructing the
ongoing evolution of the regional disaster plans. This issue was raised by the
national government within the context of subnational preparedness on 2
February 1995, by Yamana Yasuhide of the political party Komeito, 48 during the
proceedings of the Diet Committee on Local Administration. Yamana questioned
whether disaster planning had been properly carried out at the subnational level,
stating:
Nation-wide, all 3,300 local governments have formulated some kind
of plan. However, these regional disaster prevention plans require
regular annual revision. And yet the reality is that the disaster
prevention committees of some of these local governments, rarely
carry out the re-examining of their plans (Yamana 1995).

Yamana drew the committee’s attention to this shortfall as well as the general focus
48

Yamana later became the Minister of Public Management, Home AAairs, Posts and
Telecommunications under the frst Koizumi Cabinet in 2001
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by subnational governments on coastal rather than inland (epicentral)
earthquakes and called very strongly for the national government to revise the
national plan as a matter of urgency. Despite the fact that even the national-level
Basic Disaster Prevention Plan had only undergone signifcant revision once (in
1971) between its commencement in 1963 and the earthquake in 1995 (Kokudochō
1995, 98), Nonaka Hiromu, Minister of State, insisted that annual reviews of the
plans had indeed been carried out. However, he acknowledged that while Hyōgo
had, in fact, been better prepared than other prefectures in terms of wireless
communications, the Hyōgo Prefecture disaster plan had not anticipated a shindo
7 quake. He also conceded that an inland (epicentral) earthquake had not been
anticipated and promised that the government would direct local public
authorities to make the most of this lesson that was 'paid for through a huge
sacrifce' (Nonaka 1995). The 1995 Disaster Prevention White Paper also
acknowledged that the national plan was in dire need of updating, as much had
changed since the 1971 amendments, including urbanisation and a consequent
increase in the vulnerable population, a greater reliance on lifeline services and
computers, and a general decrease in community awareness (Kokudochō 1995,
98).
The eAort by the government to vertically integrate plans was important, as,
in principle, it would enable tiers to work together eAectively during times of
disaster. In reality, however, while it resulted in the development of plans across all
of Japan’s 47 prefectures and 2,538 of its 3,232 municipalities by 1993, the content
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of those plans clearly demonstrated weaknesses that resulted from structural
learning impediments. Many of the plans that were in use in 1995 remained
rudimentary, with more than 700 not even distinguishing between types of
disasters. Of the 720 municipalities that had a specifc earthquake plan, only 251
had commenced or completed disaster assumptions exercises.49 A further 309
municipalities relied on their relevant prefecture's assumptions. Of this total, 142
municipalities had assumed a maximum intensity of shindo 7, a further 233
municipalities had assumed a maximum seismic intensity of shindo 6, and the
remainder had assumed shindo 5 or lower, or had made no assumption (Jichishō
Shōbōchō 1993b, 61).
While the prefectural governments tended to have more comprehensive
plans than their municipal counterparts, the maximum assumed seismic intensity
(set by only 4 of the 47 prefectures) was also shindo 7 (Jichishō Shōbōchō 1993b,
39). These fgures demonstrate that in 1995, no jurisdiction, prefectural nor
municipal, had plans that were designed to sufciently cope with the shindo 7.3
earthquake that devastated the Hanshin region.
Thus, as a result of two major structural impediments to learning: 1) the
difcult process of amending plans, and 2) a general reliance on baseline
assumptions from higher tiers of government, the Japanese government developed
a ubiquitous, hierarchical set of disaster prevention plans that were rarely
questioned, let alone amended. The Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake of 1995
49

Such exercises would have established a baseline of information relating to the susceptibility of
regions to certain disasters including landslide, earthquake, fooding or tsunami, and enabled
more eAective disaster planning
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became the frst test for these plans on a scale that would demonstrate their
inability to function as intended. This failure triggered ongoing review and
amendment of disaster management plans and the Saitai Hō. The national plan
alone underwent amendment no less than nine times between 1995 and 2008
(Naikakufu 2010 , Annex 8 Basic Disaster Prevention Plan amendment history).
How these amendments infuenced subsequent responses to natural disasters will
be considered in the next chapter.
Impediments to Horizontal Integration
As described above, it was also clear that horizontal integration of disaster
planning failed to function eAectively in 1995. The establishment of such
horizontal linkages was not mandated, but rather it was incentivised through the
Saitai Hō which required jurisdictions to assist each other during times of disaster,
but also gave them an escape clause by allowing refusal due to legitimate reason.
This requirement for all prefectural and municipal governments to render
assistance to their neighbouring jurisdictions upon request, resulted in a number
of jurisdictions taking the initiative to draft inter-jurisdictional and inter-sectoral
mutual assistance compacts. The Saitai Hō thus incentivised the creation of a
modest number of Mutual Assistance Compacts, which included the Mutual
Assistance Compact for Times of Disaster (Saigai-ji ni okeru sōgo ōen kyōtei)
between Niigata City and Kawasaki City, signed in 1969 and the Agreement
Relating to Mutual Assistance In Times of Disaster (Saigai-ji tō no sōgo ōen ni
kansuru kyōtei) between 25 municipalities in Shizuoka Prefecture in 1990, and the
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prefectural level compact between 9 prefectures and 1 city that was signed in 1977
(Niigata Shi 2014). At the prefectural level three mutual assistance compacts
existed, albeit only covering the eighteen prefectures surrounding Japan’s capital,
Tokyo and the Chūbu (Central Japan) areas (Funaki, Kawata, and Yamori 2006,
332).
As of 1993, 43 of the 47 prefectures had entered into compacts with
broadcasters, 30 with medical service providers such as the Red Cross, seven with
transport providers and ten relating directly to disaster recovery. At the municipal
level, the fgures were 53 (broadcast), 301 (medical), 134 (transport) and 196
(recovery) respectively (Jichishō Shōbōchō 1993a, 125). And while there were
undoubtedly problems in the initial triggering of such arrangements, mutual
assistance, in fact, played an important role in helping Kobe return to some kind
of normalcy, with neighbouring governments such as the Osaka Prefectural
government, extending a range of public services across its jurisdictional
boundaries into Hyōgo Prefecture (Osaka Prefecture Government-Citizen
Activities Promotion Section 2008). Thus, contradictory to Tierney and Goltz’s
claim regarding assistance arrangements, mutual aid agreements, memoranda of
understanding and multi-jurisdictional drills certainly did exist in 1995 and were
eAective to some degree.
As already alluded to above, it was not a case of not having such mutual
assistance arrangements; the problem lay rather in their triggering and
coordination. It was a problem repeatedly seen throughout the response to the
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1995 disaster, with individuals, organisations and countries oAering assistance, but
the overwhelming situation meant that governments struggled to respond to many
of these oAers. An Asahi Newspaper article published one day after the event
describes the confusion:
From the citizens of Yokohama, there was an enquiry into whether
they could volunteer their assistance; however, the response from the
disaster area was 'we are not yet in any condition to be able to request
help (Asahi Shimbun 1995a)

Like the other points of failure within the Saitai Hō discussed above, one of the
major reasons for the failure of this horizontal integration mechanism was again
the scale of the disaster, which crippled the ability of those who were designated to
coordinate these arrangements. Thus, while both the Kobe and Hyōgo
Governments were signatories to a number of mutual assistance agreements, they
were in no position to play a coordinating role and which in turn impeded their
eAectiveness.

Implications and Discussion
Considering the Saitai Hō as a ‘lesson’ from 1959, it is clear that it failed in many
areas. As the focus of this chapter has been equally on the ‘teacher’ and ‘learner’, it
frst set out to establish what lessons had been identifed and practices devised
and conveyed or ‘taught’ by those who experienced the 1959 disaster. Secondly, this
chapter examined how eAectively the ‘learners’ had practised, embedded,
institutionalised and sustained the new processes. This chapter has identifed
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examples both where the 1959 lessons were unsuited to the conditions of 1995, and
where the implementation and practice in 1995 had been ineAective. It is also
important to note, however, that the period between 1959 and 1995 was also a
period during which the unusually low number of disasters meant that the
legislation and associated plans had not been tested to any degree.
The period examined in this chapter can thus be characterised as one of
transition—from a largely unintegrated disaster management regime to a highly
integrated disaster management regime—but as it was carried out in almost
complete absence of testing opportunities, it remained untested until the 1995
disaster. It was at this time that serious structural limitations were exposed,
including red-tape impeding review of plans, ineAective triggers for both vertical
and horizontal response arrangements, and nationally established baseline
assumptions that were set at too low a threshold. It was these failings that resulted
in what was seen as an utter failure of all tiers of government to respond to a
natural disaster. This failure can be considered a ‘dissonance’ between what was
taught by 1959 policymakers and what was learnt by 1995 responders.
I have argued that a range of factors triggered such dissonance, but perhaps
one that is regularly overlooked is the impact of the political context at the time of
the 1959 typhoon on how knowledge gained from 1959 was ultimately transferred
and how the legislation was ultimately drafted. Thus, I argue that in addition to
the absence of opportunity to fully test the Saitai Hō, its overshadowing in the
early 1960s by other, more salient events and other policy priorities compounded
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the problem faced by the government as it struggled to cope with the HanshinAwaji earthquake.
Despite the fnger of blame being pointed at those responsible for
responding to the 1995 disaster, I question the value of such a conclusion. Extreme
events such as earthquakes are unpredictable and often separated by space and
time. The responders to one event take their cues from those who experience a
past disaster, encode those experiences and transfer them. The 1959 Ise Bay
typhoon represented the most recent disaster before 1995, thus forming a
reference point for the 1995 responders. I therefore argue that the Japanese
Government's failure to learn in the lead up to 1995, is as much the fault of the
teachers (those who experienced the 1959 Ise Bay typhoon, identifed the causal
factors and then conveyed the lessons across jurisdictional, temporal and spatial
boundaries), as it is the ‘learner’ (those who were expected to internalise and apply
the lessons in the lead up to, and during 1995). This viewpoint has signifcant
implications for how learners go about learning—as it is they who are responsible
for conveying that experience across spatial and temporal boundaries, and
somehow teach that knowledge to future disaster responders.
This chapter has described the failings of the Saitai Hō. However, it is
important to point out that I do not consider the legislation itself a failure. Indeed,
if one is to consider the Saitai Hō as a learning framework, I argue that it is far
from a wasted eAort. Prior to this legislation, refection was something that the
government had been unable to carry out with any lasting eAect, due to the
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multitude of special laws and ad-hoc decisions it made in the absence of any
institutionalised framework. In contrast, in the aftermath of the Great HanshinAwaji earthquake, the mere existence of the Saitai Hō and its associated plans
meant that the government had a reference point, and was able to pinpoint where
they had failed in their actions and devise remedial processes and routines.
In short, the Saitai Hō became a ‘scaAolding’ for further learning, and while
far from perfect, it represented an important bunkiten [watershed] in developing a
more eAective process for learning from the experience of disasters. Through an
analysis of disaster response approaches implemented during the less-extreme
events between 1995 and 2011, the next chapter will explore how this scaAolding
was further refned, and how it, in turn, helped to change the post-1995 disaster
learning process.
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Chapter 6
Disaster and Response in Japan after the Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake
—Dual (Duelling) Metanarratives—

Introduction
On day four following the quake, NPO representative, Kawase
Kazutoshi (57) turned pale when he entered the town of Kawaguchi in
Niigata Prefecture, along a road that had just been restored. This was
because there was no one to set up a volunteer centre in Kawaguchi.
Kawase came to try and somehow help. However, all public facilities
within the town had become emergency evacuation centres, and there
was nowhere to set up a base, let alone a personal computer or
telephone. 'I had no idea they would be this ill-prepared', Kawase said.
Finally, about one week after the earthquake, Kawase managed
to borrow the car park of an aged care centre and set up a volunteer
centre consisting of a single tent.
Confusion continued: 'I can’t get a grasp on where volunteers are
and what they are doing'…'There aren’t enough car parks'. A long line
of people had formed in front of the tent waiting to register as
volunteers, and there were people all over the place sitting down with
nothing to do.
Cooperation was poor. No information was provided by the
prefectural government department in charge of coordinating
personnel about where there were too many or too few people.
Volunteer group staA member Yoshiaki Suzuki, from Fujieda City (67)
said 'It was terrible in Nagaoka, they made me wait for ages, and when
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they sent me to the town of Ojiya the next day, they refused me saying
‘there was no work there either’'(Chūnichi Shimbun 2004).

The above excerpt from the Chūnichi Newspaper is but one of many from the 2004
Mid-Niigata Prefecture earthquake, which highlights the poor coordination of
volunteers during this event. This outcome is surprising, particularly given the
strong volunteer legacy of the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake. Despite the
learning framework having been tested through the 1995 experience, why was such
a salient part of the 1995 event not eAectively managed in the 2004 Niigata
disaster? This chapter will consider what may have happened in the period
between 1995 and 2004 that infuenced this outcome, and then examine how it
was subsequently dealt with.

Background Learning in the Wake of 1995
In 1995, juxtaposed against the metanarrative of the ‘impotent government’, as
discussed in the previous chapter, was another, parallel metanarrative relating to
the ‘new found’ competence of the volunteer. This second metanarrative triggered
a renewed focus on the voluntary sector and resulted in the Great Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake becoming closely associated with volunteers and voluntary
organisations. Even twenty years after the disaster, 1995 continues to be popularly
remembered as Borantia no Gannen [Year One of the Volunteer era]. This legacy is
perpetuated by government through the ofcially recognised national day and
national week of recognition of the role of volunteers in crisis management - Bōsai
to Borantia no Hi [disaster prevention and volunteer day] and Bōsai to Borantia
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Shūkan [disaster prevention and volunteer week] which are both held on, and
around the anniversary of the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake.
The Tokuteihieirikatsudō Sokushin Hō (No. 7) [Act to promote specifed not
for proft activities] (‘NPO50 Hō’) also continues to be seen as a direct legacy of the
1995 disaster, with even government documents and websites recognising this
disaster as being the catalyst for the development of this law (see for example
Naikakufu 2016c). The NPO Hō includes reference to disasters with ‘Disaster Relief
Activities’ included as one of the twenty categories51 under which an organisation
can choose to incorporate. This disaster legacy also exists among individual NPO
members, with the 1995 disaster regularly mentioned as a factor in deciding to join
or establish NPOs.52 There can be thus no doubt that the link between the Great
Hanshin-Awaji earthquake of 1995 and the voluntary sector remains strong.
But how signifcant was the role played by volunteers and the voluntary
sector as a lesson for subsequent disasters? As will be discussed throughout this
chapter, the 1995 disaster triggered unprecedented eAorts to learn from historical
disasters, improve learning processes, and carry out far-reaching amendments to
the Saitai Hō and its associated plans. However, as already pointed out above,
despite such eAorts, those charged with managing the 2004 Chūetsu earthquake
were taken by surprise as more than 80,000 volunteers converged on Niigata
Prefecture to provide assistance.
50

Not for Proft Organisation
The latest amendment (27 November 2013, No. 86) paves the way for twenty types of activity.
The original legislation contained twelve categories of activity (NPO Hō 1998 supplementary
provision 5).
52 Interviews conducted in June and July 2008, and August 2009.
51
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Despite signifcant changes to the way the process of learning was carried out
in Japan following 1995, what might have caused the confusion between volunteers
and the local governments in Niigata? Could the dual (duelling) metanarratives—
the ‘impotent government’ and the ‘competent volunteer’, which even today are
regularly mentioned in the one breath—somehow have interacted to contribute to
this confusion?
The previous chapter examined how Japan attempted to address the absence
of an overarching framework for managing and planning for disasters, and
considered why it was largely ineAective in 1995. It concluded that there were
multiple reasons for the framework’s ultimate failure, including an absence of
testing opportunities, structural impediments to learning across spatial
boundaries, and a teaching-learning dissonance between the stakeholders
involved in the 1959 and 1995 disasters. This chapter considers how the failures
identifed in the previous chapter became building blocks for subsequent learning
in the years following the 1995 disaster and what factors may have continued to
present challenges for policy-makers and other stakeholders.
Between the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake and the 2011 Great East Japan
earthquake and tsunami, Japan experienced 14 signifcant earthquakes exceeding
magnitude 6.0, with three resulting in ten or more deaths. Most of these disasters
triggered some kind of crisis response from all tiers of government, which were
underpinned by the Saitai Hō and its associated Basic Disaster Management Plan
and subnational equivalents, and saw some kind of response from the voluntary
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sector. The next section will discuss the above-mentioned dual (duelling)
metanarratives and consider their impact on the triggering of learning pathways.
Focusing on the four most signifcant events between 1995 and 2011,53 the chapter
will then examine the impact of these dual metanarratives reconverging in 2004,
and how this reconvergence contributed to the further refnement of Japan's
disaster management approach.

The ‘Competent Volunteer’ Metanarrative
Within two months of the 1995 disaster, over 1.2 million volunteers had entered
the impacted region to oAer assistance, and approximately 160 billion yen had
been donated to the various relief funds (Pekkanen 2000, 113–114). The media’s
reference to community involvement was almost immediate. On the day after the
disaster, the front page of the morning edition of the Asahi Newspaper, for
example, expressed the need for all types of relief activities by citizens from all
areas, local government and the central government to be eAectively coordinated
(Asahi Shimbun 1995b, 1). The Mainichi Newspaper ran a second-page article on
the same day entitled 'Los Angeles earthquake Relief – the very signifcant
strength of volunteers' (Mainichi Shimbun 1995a), which also expressed the
importance of volunteers in times of disaster. First page articles describing the
activities of volunteers became a regular event from approximately 20 January in
all major newspapers, appearing almost daily in the following weeks.
53

the 23 October 2004 Chūetsu earthquake (Chūetsu Jishin), the 16 June 2007 Chūetsu OAshore
earthquake (Nīgata-ken Chūetsu-Oki Jishin or Chūetsu Daishinsai), the 14 June 2008 Iwate–
Miyagi Nairiku earthquake (Iwate Miyagi Nairiku Jishin)and the 24 July 2008 Iwate Prefecture
Northern Region Coastal earthquake(Iwate-ken Engan-hokubu Jishin)
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If stories appearing on the front page of a newspaper are an indicator of
salience (see for example Epstein and Segal 2000), the activities of volunteers
certainly ranked highly. But even this kind of analysis overlooks the degree to
which volunteers actually captured the attention of the media and the general
public of Japan. Wolfe, Boydstun and Baumgartner (2009) argue that reliance on
front page news as an indicator of salience can result in a bias of what is
considered ‘salient’. This, Wolfe suggests, is due to the often-limited space on the
front page of newspapers, which results in only certain types of stories, such as
elections, war, and international diplomacy, receiving priority. Consequently,
human interest stories, arts and entertainment, and routine business news tend to
be covered in the inside pages.
As many of the stories relating to the 1995 disaster were about volunteers,
and were thus considered human interest stories and opinion pieces, they
appeared on the inside pages of these newspapers. To provide a rough idea of just
how heavily newspapers covered this disaster, in the two weeks between 17 and 31
January 1995, the Yomiuri and Mainichi Newspapers ran more than 150 articles
each in the Osaka and Tokyo editions of their newspapers and Asahi published
115.54 The topics were broad, but many focused on the unprecedented food of
volunteers entering Kobe to provide assistance. One representative article was that
by the Asahi Newspaper, entitled 'NGOs Rush to Assist in Relief Activities—The
54

This data is based on information provided by the following online newspaper databases: Asahi
- Kikuzo II Visual Database (http://database.asahi.com/library2/main/top.php) Accessed 24 July
2016, Yomiuri - Yomidas Rekishikan Database (https://database.yomiuri.co.jp/rekishikan/)
Accessed 24 July 2016, and Mainichi - Maiken
(https://dbs.g-search.or.jp/WMAI/IPCU/WMAI_ipcu_menu.html) Accessed 24 July 2016
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Southern Hyōgo Prefecture earthquake' (Asahi Shimbun 1995c, 34). This article
describes the commencement of the activities of NGOs in Hyōgo Prefecture and
the unprecedented nature of these activities within Japan. The article highlighted
the fact that 'in the disaster area, NGOs have commenced their medical and relief
activities. There are NGOs that although have had experience overseas, face their
frst domestic relief eAort.'
There can be no doubt that volunteers and NPOs captured the attention of
domestic and international media in the immediate aftermath of the Great
Hanshin-Awaji earthquake. Understandably, this topic became a central narrative
of the event. However, as discussed in the previous chapter, the ‘competent
volunteer’ metanarrative was one of two circulating at that time—the other being
the ‘impotent government’. The next section will examine media coverage of the
‘impotent government’ metanarrative, and how it converged with existing policy
agendas, further perpetuating the ‘competent volunteer’ metanarrative, which in
turn triggered the subsequent lobbying for a more enabling legal environment for
volunteers and voluntary organisations.
A Convergence of Metanarratives
Media criticism of the government, while less immediate than the lauding of
volunteers, commenced in earnest as the confusion surrounding the response to
the disaster became more widely known. The 21 January 1995 morning edition of
the Mainichi Newspaper ran a page two article entitled 'Evidence of Confusion
within Government', in which Prime Minister Murayama was portrayed as
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providing mixed messages to reporters during a press conference. Murayama is
reported to have frstly stated that an emergency headquarters would be
established and that he would do 'everything in his power' (kichitto yarimasu).
However, later in the press conference, he is said to have toned-down his response
to the reporters, suggesting that the government would proceed with caution by
'considering the whole situation' (zentai jōkyō o minagara kentō suru). Over the
next few days, the press became increasingly critical towards the government’s
confused response, which included criticism about the late mobilisation of the
SDF (see for example Mainichi Shimbun 1995b, 2).
It was the convergence of the ‘impotent government’ and ‘competent
volunteer’ metanarratives that triggered the intense focus on the regulatory
environment of volunteers. The press thus began to focus on the difculty
volunteers faced in accessing insurance against loss or damage, despite the
municipal and prefectural governments calling for the assistance of volunteers
(Mainichi Shimbun 1995c, 3). This led to an uproar over the safety of volunteers
during relief activities, as they would not have been covered by existing work
insurance, and would be treated as individuals engaged in hazardous behaviour,
voiding the majority of standard life and injury insurance policies (Pekkanen
2000, 115).
Such scrutiny of government actions naturally led to the press criticising
other failures of government. All tiers of government were accused of failing to
develop a supportive environment for civil society that would have enabled the
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sector to play 'a more independent role, without the plague of heavy-handed
government supervision' (Pekkanen 2000, 116). The response to such criticism
within government was prompt, with Prime Minister Murayama echoing the need
for reforms in a Budget Committee Speech:
I keenly feel that, as members of parliament, we need to think about
creating a kind of environment where it is a little easier to conduct this
kind of volunteer activity, and consider some kind of compensation in
circumstances where someone is injured during such activity
(Murayama 1995b).

The link between the legislative environment and the plight of volunteers and
voluntary organisations was an easy one to make, as it was merely an extension of
well-established discourse. In the years preceding the 1995 disaster, there was
already a growing emphasis on 'small government' and privatisation around the
world and the idea that civil society could increasingly take on roles traditionally
performed by government agencies was becoming mainstream (see Kendall 2004,
55–56 for example). Indeed, while the NPO Hō was still being debated in
parliament, the concepts of ‘Thatcherism’ and ‘small government’ were regularly
raised (see Kishida 1998 for example).
In addition to this gradual mainstreaming of the voluntary sector, Japan had
already faced international criticism as early as 1992 regarding its restrictive laws
governing voluntary organisations (see Amemiya 1998 for example). This
restrictive legal environment had been debated at length in the lead up to the
Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake by study groups composed of academics and
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members of existing organisations. These study groups culminated in the
formation of C’s (pronounced 'She’s' Shiminkatsudō wo Sasaeru Seido wo Tsukuru
Kai [Coalition for Legislation to Support Citizens’ Organisations]) in November
1994, to promote the development of a not-for-proft law (Kojima 2003, 64–65).
There was also ready acknowledgement about the importance of civil society
as the frst line of defence during times of disaster prior to 1995. Just one year
before the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, for example, the key role of
community in disasters was recognised at the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) sponsored, World Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction,
that was hosted in Yokohama between 23 and 27 May 1994 (UNISDR 1994). The
Conference resulted in the adoption, by all United Nations member states, 55 of the
'Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action for a Safer World'. The Strategy noted that
'preventive measures are most eAective when they involve participation at all
levels, from the local community through the national government to the regional
and international level' (UNISDR 1994, 8). The Strategy also noted that traditional
coping mechanisms for disaster reduction were a 'valuable contribution to disaster
management strategies and promoted the empowerment of local communities
and the enabling of their spontaneous cooperation in all disaster reduction
programs' (UNISDR 1994, 15). Further—almost predicting the very problems that
Japan would face less than eight months later—the Strategy stressed the
importance of 'developing and strengthening national capacities and capabilities
and, where appropriate, national legislation for natural and other disaster
55

185 Member states as of 1994 (‘Growth in United Nations Membership, 1945-Present’ 2016)
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prevention, mitigation and preparedness, including the mobilisation of nongovernmental organisations and participation of local communities' (UNISDR
1994, 5).
With the links between Japan’s voluntary sector, its role in times of disaster,
and the stifing legal environment for volunteers already well established, the
Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake provided an important window of opportunity
for the acceleration of legal reforms. Almost immediately after the Great HanshinAwaji earthquake, politicians, bureaucrats and private stakeholders alike, began
lobbying for a more favourable environment for the sector. Political parties rushed
to champion citizen volunteerism, and three years later on 19 March 1998, the
Tokuteihieirikatsudō Sokushin Hōan [Bill to Promote Specifed Not for Proft
Activities] was brought before the House of Representatives for a fnal reading and
was passed into law with a unanimous vote (Kojima 2003, 170). The NPO Hō
subsequently came into force in December 1998.

A Second Learning Pathway
The linking of these two metanarratives contributed to the creation of the NPO
Hō, but that is where analysis tends to end. Further exploration of the post-1995
disaster learning activities shows that the 'impotent government' metanarrative
triggered an entirely separate learning pathway. Following the harsh criticism
towards the various tiers of government for their inadequate response to the 1995
disaster, political leaders vowed to learn from the experience. Prime Minister,
Murayama stressed that he believed that learning from the disaster would be the
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only way to ensure that those who made the ultimate sacrifce did not do so in vain
(Murayama 1995c).
Murayama's pledge was more than simply political rhetoric. In parallel with
the creation of the NPO Hō, the national government set about to identify and fll
the gaps in the Saitai Hō and its associated national and regional disaster
management plans. The outcome of this undertaking was a host of signifcant
amendments to the Saitai Hō and a comprehensive review of the disaster
management plans across all tiers of government.
As the various amendments are too diverse to itemise within the pages of this
thesis, this section focuses on three broad areas of reform that encouraged the
establishment of more deliberate learning approaches following disasters:
1. Reviewing administrative processes to remove impediments to learning,
2. Implementing policies to institutionalise retrospective learning, and
3. Amending laws and policies to further strengthen and promote social
learning processes.
Each of these three areas of reform will be discussed in detail below:
The Removal of Administrative Impediments to Learning
A government review of existing plans and legislation found that there were
signifcant impediments to emergency services and SDF operating eAectively
during times of disaster. As a result, amendments were made to both plans and
associated legislation, that were wide-ranging. Amendments included improved
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education and training of Bōsai Soshiki56 and more freedom for emergency
services and the SDF to operate during times of disaster.
The changes relating to the role of the SDF in times of disaster were
signifcant. SDF vehicles, for example, were included under trafc restriction and
prioritisation laws to enable them to access disaster-impacted areas via designated
roads, and the presence of the police was no longer required when the SDF
accessed private property for the purpose of rescue (Iwate Prefecture Government
Risk Management Ofce 2013; Kōbe Shimbun 2004).
The Saitai Hō was also amended to enable municipal governments (rather
than prefectural governments) to issue requests for assistance to the SDF, and in
extreme circumstances, to enable the SDF to respond without a formal request
from the relevant governments, (Saitai Hō 1961 art. 63 no. 3, art. 68-2 no. 2). Such
amendments enabled the SDF to act with signifcantly greater speed and
autonomy in times of disaster, an area which was subject to criticism following
1995.
A second learning impediment identifed related to the way in which the
regional disaster management plans were reviewed and amended each year. As
outlined in the previous chapter, prior to 1995, the Saitai Hō required regional
disaster prevention plans to be reviewed annually and updated if deemed
necessary. However, if it was deemed by a Municipal Disaster Prevention Council
that their plan needed to be amended, they were to consult with their respective
Prefectural Disaster Prevention Council and ultimately take into consideration the
56

Voluntary disaster prevention organisations generally made up of several local neighbourhood
organisations, which specialised in disaster prevention.
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opinion of the Governor. This was also the case for the Prefectural Disaster
Prevention Councils, which prior to 1995 required the Prime Minister's approval to
make any amendments to their plans (Saitai Hō 1961, arts. 40, 41). This
requirement represented a signifcant hurdle for the lower tiers of government and
was a major reason why plans were rarely reviewed. In this way, structural
arrangements that were implemented in 1961 to promote learning and knowledge
transfer across the vertical scale, did not address the problems they were designed
to remedy.
No plan, be it national, prefectural or municipal had anticipated a disaster of
the scale seen in 1995, and while it was mandated in the Saitai Hō that plans had to
be reviewed annually, it was apparent that such reviews had not been eAectively
carried out. To rectify this problem, and to make the review of plans something
more than a rubber-stamping exercise, the national government provided
signifcant support to subnational governments to improve their planning and
preparedness. Assistance was provided through both fnancial means, from a
budget of approximately 7 billion yen, commencing in the 1996 fnancial year, and
through a national assessment on planning and risk assumptions. This
assumptions exercise resulted in the national government recommending that the
subnational governments consider the following areas when reviewing their plans:
1) damage estimation,
2) staA deployment arrangements,
3) information gathering and transmission arrangements,
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4) support and backup arrangements,
5) accommodation of victims and procurement of relief supplies,
6) promotion of 'disaster prevention friendly' regional development,
7) nurturing of voluntary community fre and disaster prevention groups,
8) development of an enabling environment for the disaster volunteer
activities,
9) countermeasures for people requiring assistance during times of disaster,
and
10) disaster prevention drills. (Sōmushō Shōbōchō 2004, chap. 2 secs 8–2).

The eAorts by the national government to promote the review of subnational
disaster management plans were largely successful, with the majority of
subnational governments implementing many of the recommendations made by
the national government. The red tape involved with amending plans remained,
however, until 2011 when the Saitai Hō was fnally amended with the far less
onerous requirement of promptly reporting any change to a disaster management
plan by a government to the Disaster Prevention Council of the next government
tier, and publishing a summary of those changes (Saitai Hō 1961, arts. 40.3, 42.3
(2011 amendment)). Given the fact that the removal of red tape associated with
reviewing plans did not occur until well after the disasters discussed in this
chapter struck, its impacts cannot be ascertained. Nevertheless, this amendment
remains an important example of learning from 1995 and also demonstrates that
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learning can take time. The outcome of the other reforms that resulted from this
disaster management plan review will be discussed in the below cases.
Retrospective Transfer of Knowledge
As a part of the national government support to subnational governments, a
concerted eAort was made to consolidate the vast amount of literature compiled
on previous disasters. Literally, hundreds of pages were written in the aftermath of
each of the disasters outlined in the previous chapters of this thesis. But Dekker
and Hansén argue, even the availability of information does not guarantee
successful learning (2004, 218). Indeed, at the time of the 1995 disaster, the vast
majority of these voluminous records were probably gathering dust on the library
shelves.
The 1995 disaster can be credited with triggering a signifcant amount of
retrospective interpretation and distillation of records from past disasters into
concrete lessons. Academics and policymakers alike began to look further afeld
for learning opportunities soon after the 1995 disaster, and these records proved to
be a rich resource. Albeit a very crude indicator of such activity, the National Diet
Library holds more books on the topic of earthquakes that were published in the
ten years between 1995 and 2004, than from the 95 years preceding this.57
The retrospective learning that had begun in the years following 1995 was
formalised in February 2004, when Inoue Kiichi, then Minister of State for
Disaster Management, announced his intentions to the Special Committee for
57

A keyword search for 'Shinsai' (Earthquake Disaster) confned to the category of 'Books'
returned 9,521 publications in the 95 years between 1900 and 1994, in contrast to 10,829
publications in the decade between 1995 and 2004. (http://iss.ndl.go.jp/ accessed 17 April 2016)
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Disaster Countermeasures to develop a series of lessons learned documents based
on past disasters:
While our nation has been challenged by a great number of disasters,
we have overcome them. In addition to implementing disaster
countermeasures, it is essential that we pass on our experiences and
wisdom to the next generation. For this reason, I plan to gradually
compile reports on elements of historical disasters of our past,
including the nature of the damage, the response of the government
and the impact on people’s lives so that they can be applied to disaster
management in the future (Inoue 2004).

The proposal received bipartisan support, with politicians such as Kikawada Toru,
Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) member and resident of the coastal City of
Rikuzen Takata in Iwate Prefecture, expressing 'high hopes for the reports, and
looking forward to their application' (Kikawada 2004). A committee of experts was
subsequently established by the Central Disaster Prevention Council, with the
ambitious plan of reviewing the lessons from one hundred previous disasters, over
a period of ten years. The disasters to be covered would include earthquakes,
volcanic eruptions, tsunami, typhoon, heavy rain events, foods, landslides, fres
and marine casualties as a result of meteorological disasters (Naikakufu 2004).
As of March 2016, more than twelve years after the commencement of this
project, the target of 100 disasters had not been achieved. But what had been
achieved was considerable. Between 2003 and 2010, the committee of experts met
formally on 15 occasions, developed 24 reports on 21 diAerent disasters, each
distilled to around 200 pages of information that focused largely on concrete
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lessons. This list of disasters has been subsequently added to and updated, with
two further reports posted in 2013 and 2014 (the 1703 Genroku earthquake and the
1707 Hōei earthquake respectively).
A number of generalised 'lessons learned' documents have also been
produced according to the following four disaster types: 'Wind, Water and Fire
Damage', 'Volcanoes', 'Subduction Zone Earthquakes and Tsunami' and 'Inland
Vertical Thrust Earthquakes'. These documents were also made available on the
Cabinet Ofce disaster prevention information website as downloadable fles in
the Portable Document Format (PDF). In addition, a quarterly magazine 'Disaster
Management News' (Kōho 'Bōsai') has become a regular publication from the
Cabinet Ofce, with each issue including a section dedicated to a one or two-page
account of a past disaster.
Thus, in line with the importance placed on interpreting and distilling
lessons by Dekker and Hansen, drawing from the previously-mentioned, difcult
to access historical records, the committee of experts condensed the vast amount
of information into concrete lessons and policies for government and
communities. All of these documents are easily and freely accessible online and are
also available as hard copies in government ofces throughout Japan. This
information now forms the basis of much of the government’s disaster awarenessraising campaigns, which range from the distribution of educational materials for
Japan’s communities, businesses, primary schools and secondary schools, as well
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as events such as poster competitions, fairs, and conferences (‘Fukyū keihatsu naikaku-fu’ 2016).
The information provided on this website represents a valuable resource for
subnational governments in their development of certain assumptions and
thresholds relating to disasters in their ongoing review of regional plans and also
reminds us that transfer of knowledge across the temporal scale is not a ‘one way’,
‘one-oA’ transaction. Where information is recorded in difcult to access
documents, signifcant value can be attained in investing the time and resources in
re-identifying the lessons and reconsidering causal processes in order to devise,
practice and embed new operational processes.
The Strengthening and Promoting of Social Learning Processes
A third area that underwent considerable review in the aftermath of the 1995
disaster was the heavily criticised horizontal and vertical coordination between
Japan’s governments and other sectors. While Japan did indeed have a
comprehensive set of both vertical and horizontal arrangements underpinning the
coordination of disaster response, the almost complete paralysis of the prefecture
and municipal governments meant that such coordination arrangements
themselves could not be adequately coordinated.
While the agreements did not function as intended in the immediate
aftermath of the disaster, crucial mutual assistance was forthcoming, with
surrounding prefectures stepping in to fll the administrative void left by the
paralysed Hyogo prefectural government, as described in the previous chapter.
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Nevertheless, much of this mutual support was conducted in an ad-hoc way, as the
arrangements that existed at the time did not have suitable triggers to cope with a
disaster the scale of the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake. Consequently, following
the 1995 experience, the need to strengthen the horizontal and vertical linkages
across and between agencies and other stakeholders at the national, prefectural,
and municipal tiers of government was keenly felt by many decision makers.
In the years following the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, multiprefectural and multi-municipal agreements were quickly revised and newly
created. The number and scope of these agreements expanded signifcantly. Such
agreements included the National Prefecture-wide Area Assistance Agreement for
Times of Disaster (Zenkoku todōfuken ni okeru saigai toki-tō no kōiki ōen ni
kansuru kyōtei) in July 1996 and the Hokkaido-Tōhoku 8 Prefecture Mutual
Assistance Agreement for Times of Large-Scale Disaster (Daikibo saigai toki-tō no
hokkaidō Tōhoku 8 dōken sōgo ōen ni kansuru kyōtei) in October 1995
(signifcantly revised in November 2007)(Zenkoku chijikai 1996; HokkaidōTōhoku chihō chiji-kai 1995).
The number of agreements has grown signifcantly in the years following the
1995 disaster. According to the Fire and Disaster Management Agency (FDMA), as
at 1 April 2014, all 47 of Japan’s prefectures had signed up to at least one kind of
multi-jurisdictional mutual assistance agreement (Sōmushō Shōbōchō 2014, 217).
The below table shows the signifcant growth in both number and variety of
mutual assistance agreements at the municipal level.
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Table 6.1: Number and type of mutual assistance agreements
Total

Broadcast

Emergency
Relief

Transport

Disaster
Recovery

Goods

12/1993

53

301

134

196

1/1995

35

236

97

140

1/1996

18

244

69

106

1/1997

27

393

84

141

2/2000

110

588

208

288

390

4/2001

118

666

241

345

480

150

726

253

392

562

4/2005

187

648

270

444

580

4/2006

225

574

267

451

619

4/2007

275

596

292

662

794

4/2008

315

619

319

813

936

Other

4/2002
4/2003
4/2004

4/2009

1800

362

658

355

979

1060

573

4/2010

1750

378

683

376

1052

1125

580

4/2011

1619

376

645

386

1066

1118

615

4/2012

1742

437

719

462

1242

1309

684

4/2013

1742
495
778
519
1318
1412
Source: FDMA White Papers, 2000-2014. (Note, this data does not include
fre-fghting agreements, of which, as of 1 April 2010 there were a total of
2,308 agreements, of which 569 were between municipalities of belonging
to diAerent prefectures.

743

As shown in the above table, by 1993, among the then 3,22958 municipal
governments, there were 700 agreements. This fgure had grown to 2,208 by
February 2000, with 864 of these agreements established between municipalities
located in other prefectures (Jichishō Shōbōchō shinsai taisaku shidōshitsu 2000,
22). Following a series of municipal level amalgamations, the number of municipal

58

The number of municipalities in Japan (Shi-Chō-Son) in 1999, prior to the Heisei
Amalgamations (Sōmushō 2010)
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governments was almost halved to 1,718 municipalities 59. While this impacted the
overall number of such agreements, the percentage of those municipal
governments that had signed up to at least one kind of mutual assistance
agreement continued to climb. In 2004, the coverage was 73.8 percent, and by 2012
this had grown to 94.4 percent (Sōmushō Shōbōchō 2014, 217).
This almost ubiquitous implementation of mutual assistance agreements
across Japan demonstrates the degree to which all tiers of government have
become aware of their limited capacity to mobilise resources in times of disaster
and the importance of sharing risk with other jurisdictions. This ubiquity of
mutual assistance agreements has the added potential of indirectly exposing
jurisdictions to opportunities to experience a greater number of disasters. What
this means for disaster learning will be explored further in the cases below.
In this way, the interaction between these two metanarratives helped to
trigger two separate, albeit important pathways of learning. The frst of these
resulted in the signifcant reform of the legal environment to better support the
voluntary and not for proft sector, with a strong disaster legacy but in reality, a low
degree of focus on disaster-related activities. The second learning pathway, a
longer-term 'laborious process conducted away from the media spotlight and the
turbulence of political and juridical proceedings against top ofcials' (Boin and ’t

59

Note, there is a discrepancy between the number of municipalities and number of agreements.
As at 1 April 2014 there were 1718 municipalities, as a result of an ongoing amalgamation process
(Sōmushō 2016a). The 2013 FDMA White Paper quotes a fgure of 1742 municipalities involved in
agreements. It can be assumed that the number of agreements will contract in accordance with
the decrease in number of municipalities.
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Hart 2003, 548), specifcally focused on improvement of disaster management
arrangements, reduction of red tape and retrospective learning.
These two pathways naturally diverged, as while they were both triggered by
the same event and initially spearheaded by the Prime Minister, the stakeholders
that were ultimately responsible for promoting these two separate agendas were
diAerent. The disaster management councils at each tier of government became
largely responsible for reforms to disaster legislation and plans, the bulk of which
occurred out of the limelight, while the NPO-related legislation remained largely
in the hands of politicians and the not-for-proft sector, and received much more
attention in the media.
The remainder of this chapter will examine what happened when these two
learning pathways reconverged in 2004, and how Japan subsequently overcame
problems this caused. The next section will begin with a brief account of the four
selected cases and a description of the national government response triggered by
each of these disasters. Subsequent sections will then delve deeper into the
subnational responses to the disasters discussed in the four chosen cases, and
explore how the subnational governments learnt from each other and modifed
aspects of their disaster response approaches over time.

Standardising the National Response between 1995 and 2011
Following the disorganised response to the 1995 disaster, how did the national
government respond to the four disasters selected as cases? What changed in the
governments’ responses, and how quickly did these responses change? This
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section will present an overview of each of the four selected disasters within the
context of the response by the national government at the time of each disaster
event.
Case 1 The 2004 Mid-Niigata Prefecture Earthquake
On 23 October 2004, between 5:56 p.m. and 7:48 p.m., Niigata Prefecture was
struck by the Mid-Niigata Prefecture earthquake, which consisted of no less than
12 seismic shocks, all above magnitude 5, with the most violent measuring
magnitude 6.8 and a seismic intensity (shindo) of 7 measured in the town of
Kawaguchi. The next two weeks saw a further 14 aftershocks all above magnitude
5. The disaster resulted in 68 deaths, 4,805 injuries, the destruction of 3,175
buildings and the number of refuge seekers peaking at over 100,000 (Naikakufu
2006, 243).
In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, the nation was captivated by one
particular story of a family trapped in their car in a landslide. Tragically the mother
and daughter did not survive. However, the two-year-old son was pulled out from
the crushed vehicle, uninjured, by the newly formed Tokyo Hyper Rescue team.
This team was established by the Tokyo Fire Department in the 2nd and 8th
District Headquarters in December 1996 following the experiences of the
Hanshin-Awaji earthquake (Tōkyō Shōbōchō 2016). The Hyper Rescue Team were
the heroes of the hour, and the creation of this team was lauded as a positive
lesson learnt from 1995.
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Case 2 The 2007 Niigataken Chūetsu-Oki Earthquake
At 10:13 on the morning of 16 July 2007, the magnitude 6.8 Niigataken ChūetsuOki earthquake hit Niigata Prefecture, resulting in the loss of 15 lives, 2,345
injuries, the destruction or damage to over 40,000 homes, and as many as 12,700
people seeking refuge in evacuation facilities. Over 30,000 homes were left
without water and electricity, and almost 60,000 were without gas. Telephones and
mobile phones were also aAected, and damage was also sustained by public
infrastructure such as schools, welfare and medical facilities, roads and drains
(Naikakufu 2008, 43).
Like the 2004 disaster, within minutes, the Cabinet Ofce had activated its
crisis management room, commenced gathering information from relevant
agencies, and was liaising with the Prime Minister’s Ofce and relevant
government departments. The Prime Minister’s Ofce had activated its crisis
management centre by 10:15 a.m., and an emergency team of senior ofcials from
across government were present soon thereafter. A live video feed and real-time
information were being provided by the Police Agency, FDMA, and the
Coastguard.
Case 3 The 2008 Iwate-Miyagi Nairiku Earthquake
At 8:43 a.m. on 14 June 2008, a magnitude 7.2 earthquake hit the southern region
of Iwate Prefecture, causing damage to areas within Iwate and its neighbouring
Prefecture of Miyagi. The disaster resulted in the deaths of 17 individuals with a
further six missing and 426 injured. Almost 3,000 houses were damaged, of which
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30 were destroyed. At the peak, over 300 people sought alternative shelter. The
earthquake caused numerous landslides in the prefectures of Iwate, Miyagi, Akita
and Fukushima, cutting oA road access in some areas. Some 29,000 dwellings were
without power and gas, water and telephone services were also cut. Damage to
cultural heritage sites, schools, welfare, sporting and cultural facilities was also
signifcant (Naikakufu 2009, 29–30).
Mobilisation of the national government was immediate. Within minutes of
the disaster, the Prime Minister’s Ofce and the Cabinet Ofce had activated their
crisis response centre. The National Police Agency, the FDMA, the Coastguard,
and the Ministry of Defence immediately mobilised to establish crisis
headquarters. By the following day, staA from the Cabinet Ofce had been sent to
the aAected areas to gather information, and over 800 members from the newly
established TEC-Force (Technical Emergency Control Force), 340 police from
surrounding prefectures, and more than 26,000 military personnel were
dispatched to the impacted areas. Coastguard and SDF vehicles, ships and aircraft
mobilised to assist in the rescue, relief and recovery eAorts. The Cabinet Ofce
met on a daily basis with disaster management related agencies between 14 and 26
June 2008 and standing legislation relating to disaster relief was activated by the
impacted prefectures to enable the establishment of temporary emergency
housing and fnancial assistance for those aAected (Naikakufu 2009, 29–30 & 219–
220).
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Case 4 The 2008 Iwate Prefecture Northern Region Coastal Earthquake
On 24 July 2008 at 12:46 a.m., just over a month after the Iwate-Miyagi Nairiku
earthquake, Iwate Prefecture was again struck by an earthquake. The Iwate
Prefecture Northern Region Coastal earthquake was measured at shindo 6.8 and
resulted in the death of one individual, injuries to 211 people, and damage to
approximately 380 homes. Landslides occurred in six locations across Aomori,
Iwate and Miyagi prefectures. Again, this earthquake interrupted the power supply
to over 8,000 dwellings, and gas, water and telephone services were cut, albeit to
fewer locations than the disaster one month earlier. Schools, welfare, sporting and
cultural facilities and cultural heritage sites were also damaged (Naikakufu 2009,
30–31).
Acutely aware of the importance to move quickly, and encouraged by the
success of its rapid response one month earlier, the national government acted
quickly and decisively. According to media reports, within eight minutes, the
Prime Minister’s Ofce Crisis Response Room was operational and had set about
gathering information from the Chief Cabinet Secretary for Towns and Villages. By
3:30 a.m., the Minister of State for Disaster Management, Izumi Shinya had
departed for Iwate on an SDF aircraft with an investigation team (Nittere News 24
2007). Around 380 personnel from the FDMA, and 160 Iwate and Aomori
prefectural police were dispatched to the aAected areas. Within a day, the
Coastguard and SDF had mobilised a combined total of over 50 aircraft, 190
vehicles, 16 ships, and almost 700 personnel (Naikakufu 2009, 220–221).
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As demonstrated by the scale of the response by the national government to
both Iwate disasters, it is clear that crisis response capabilities had been
signifcantly enhanced in the years following the Hanshin-Awaji earthquake.
However, the scale of this national mobilisation was also seen as excessive by the
Iwate prefectural government, which saw these two disasters as a single
continuum, and itself as being entirely capable of managing disasters of this scale
(Iwate Prefecture General AAairs Department Disaster Prevention Ofce 2008).
This case highlights a potential risk of one tier of government becoming overly
sensitised to disasters, and over-reacting as a result. Thus, without adequate
coordination between governments, the response of one tier of government may,
in turn, have an undermining impact on the ability of other government tiers to
respond eAectively.
The Speed and Nature of Change at the National Level
What changed at the national level of government disaster response approach
between 1995 and 2008, and how quickly did such changes occur? To answer the
second question frst, changes to the way in which agencies responded to a crisis
situation were almost immediate, with triggers and mechanisms set up in the
months following the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake. The speed at which these
arrangements were implemented was illustrated in a 2015 television interview with
ex-Prime Minister Murayama, as part of a four-part series on his history as a
political fgure. On 20 March 1995, just over two months after the Great HanshinAwaji earthquake, the Tokyo Subway system was brought to a halt by Sarin Gas
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attacks, and just two months after that, on 21 June 1995, an All Nippon Airways
(ANA) hijacking captivated the nation. On both of these occasions, Murayama
remarked that the government was able to quickly trigger its newly established
capabilities and respond eAectively (‘Murayama Tomiichi (moto naikakusōri
daijin) `shingi o tsuranuki nashitogeta shimei’’ 2015).
Between 2004 and 2008, the diAerences in response within government
agencies were minimal in terms of both the nature and timing of the responses.
The refnement that the national government disaster management arrangements
had undergone between 1995 and 2008 can be clearly seen in the almost
standardised response described in the below table which compares the response
times to disasters by select national government stakeholders.
Table 6.2: Disaster response times for national government stakeholders
Niigata
23.10.2004
5:56 p.m.

Niigata
16.6.2007
10:13 a.m.

Iwate
14.6.2008
8:43 a.m.

Iwate
24.7.2008
12:26 a.m.

Cabinet Crisis
Room:

+ 4min
(6:00 p.m.)

+ 2min
(10:15 a.m.)

+ 7min
(8:50 a.m.)

+ 8min
(12:34 a.m.)

National Police
Agency Crisis
Room:

+ 4min
(6:00 p.m.)

+ 2min
(10:1 5a.m.)

+ 1min
(8:44 a.m.)

+ 8min
(12:34 a.m.)

Fire and Disaster
Management
Agency Emergency
Headquarters:

+ 0min
(5:56 p.m.)

+ 0min
(10:13 a.m.)

+ 0min
(8:43 a.m.)

+ 0min
(12:26 a.m.)

Coastguard
Emergency
Headquarters:

+ 4min
(6:00 p.m.)

+ 2min
(10:1 5 a.m.)

+ 7min
(8:50 a.m.)

+ 4min
(12:30 a.m.)

TEC-FORCE*
N/A
N/A
+ 0min
+ 0min
Dispatch:
(8:43 a.m.)
(12:26 a.m.)
Source: 2005 (58-62), 2008 (253-255) & 2009 (219-221) Disaster Prevention
White Papers (* The Tec-Force was established in April 2008)60
60

(Kokudo Kōtsūshō 2016a)
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Thus, while the failure of the Saitai Hō to function eAectively in the aftermath of
1995 demonstrates that there was a 'dissonance' between the teaching from 1959
and learning in the lead up to 1995, the speed at which the myriad of amendments
were made to the Saitai Hō and subsequently implemented shows that at the
national level, this legislation immediately became a Tatakidai, [learning
springboard]. In other words, in addition to mandating ongoing learning
processes through the development and annual review of disaster management
plans, this legislation also performed the crucial role of a reference point against
which a deliberate learning process could be carried out. Further, the speed at
which this learning was carried out and successfully implemented suggests that
the dual (duelling) metanarratives had little impact on the learning trajectory of
the national government. This is entirely understandable, as it is generally at the
subnational levels, where volunteers and voluntary organisations oAer assistance.
How did the two learning pathways that were triggered by these metanarratives
interact when they suddenly reconverged in 2004? This question will be
considered in the next section.

The Re-converging of Two Learning Pathways
Following 1995, volunteers, buoyed as much by the media attention gained in 1995,
as by the subsequent legislative reforms that led to the NPO Hō, actively sought to
participate in a range of activities. The momentum for volunteers was sustained by
an environmental disaster in 1997, when volunteers focked to Fukui Prefecture to
assist with the clean-up. This human-made disaster resulted from a major oil spill
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oA the coast after the break-up of the Russian Oil tanker, Nakhodka (‘Nahotoka-gō
jūyu ryūshutsu jiko ni tsuite’ 2014). Over the duration of the clean-up, as many as
270,000 volunteers provided assistance (Kankyōchō 1997, 457).
In addition, following the enactment of the NPO Hō, the volunteer sector
saw unprecedented activity, with NPO numbers growing exponentially between
1998 and the end of 2004. During this six-year period, more than 21,000 groups
incorporated as hōjin [legal persons] under this new legislation (‘Ninshō nintei-sū
no sen i’ 2016). General awareness of volunteer activities continued to rise over this
period, with the National Survey on Social Livelihood (Shakai seikatsu kihon
chōsa) showing an across-the-board increase in voluntary activities 61 between 2001
and 2006.62 Volunteering and the establishing of voluntary organisations were
certainly growing trends in the years following 1995.
But despite all of this activity, the unpredictable nature of extreme events
such as earthquakes meant that 2004 was the frst time the two learning pathways
that had been triggered by the ‘impotent government’ and ‘competent volunteer’
metanarratives converged. Following almost ten years of isolated development,
volunteers crossed paths with disaster planners in response to the 23 October 2004
earthquake in Niigata. Approximately 84,000 volunteers converged on the aAected
61

The survey covers nine categories of voluntary activity: Health and Medical Services, Aged Care,
Care for those with Disabilities, Child Care, Sports and Culture, Community Development,
Neighbourhood Safety, Environmental Protection and Disaster Related.
62 Statistics Japan, 2001 and 2006 Social Livelihood Surveys (Tōkeikyoku 2006; Tōkeikyoku 2001).
Note: The Social Livelihood Survey is conducted every fve years. The 1996 Survey did not measure
voluntary activities in the same way. In 1996 a broad category of 'Community Activity' was
measured among other daily activities such as 'relaxing', 'playing sports' and 'watching television'.
The sub categories, also being diAerent, cannot be compared with the subsequent surveys.
Further the loanword ‘Borantia’ (Volunteer) was not used at this time. Instead, the term Hōshi
'Service' was used (Tōkeikyoku 1996).
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areas of Niigata Prefecture in the disaster’s aftermath. Of this number, over 50,000
came from prefectures other than Niigata (Niigata Prefecture Government 2013).
While the number of volunteers who provided assistance in 1995 dwarfs this
fgure, the infux of volunteers clearly took many local government ofcials, who
were charged with managing the disaster, by surprise.
This number of external volunteers also placed additional pressures on
limited accommodation and ablution facilities. In response, the local Council of
Social Welfare (Shakai Fukushi Kyōgikai - ‘Shakyō’), voluntary groups, and local
government agencies attempted to coordinate. However, the situation was chaotic
at best, and resulted in criticism by media and volunteers like those quoted in the
introduction of this chapter.
The infux of volunteers was not the only thing that took planners by surprise
in 2004. In-kind donations came from across Japan, and the local governments
struggled to keep up with the allocation of the goods to those who needed it.
Consequently, a large proportion of the well-intended donations were stockpiled
in storage rented by the prefectural government.
These storage facilities, which included warehouses and gymnasia, were
flled to capacity and even after the relief eAorts had wound-down, signifcant
stockpiles of donated goods remained. According to the Niigata government, a
large proportion of the remaining donations were sold at a fea market, with the
proceeds going to aAected individuals, to assist with rebuilding. The government
ofcials also conceded that an undisclosed portion of the donated goods was
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discarded at the expense of the government (Niigata Prefecture Government
Representatives 2008).
Although there appeared to be an oversupply of volunteers and donations,
there is also evidence suggesting otherwise. One NPO directly involved in the
relief and recovery phases of the 2004 disaster, for example, pointed to a lack of
emergency supplies in the lead up to the disaster. According to the report
produced by this NPO, the stockpiling of food, water, and blankets, was
insufcient to deal with the scale of the 2004 disaster. The NPO also reported that
much of the emergency supplies and donated goods were not eAectively used as a
result of a workforce shortage (Komeri saigai taisaku sentā 2004).
Further, despite volunteers being turned away, there was an
acknowledgement that a workforce was in short supply. There were also reports
claiming that the roads in the region were badly congested due to a large infux of
trucks63 carrying donated goods that converged on the area, with no-one to
coordinate them (Iwate Prefecture Council of Social Welfare 2008).64 Thus, rather
than an oversupply of volunteers and goods, it was a problem of ineAective
coordination, making it impossible to harness the additional resources that were
made available during the aftermath of the disaster.
However, these problems were not new. Indeed, it was recognised following
the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake that coordination of volunteers and
voluntary groups was a problem. The 1997 Disaster Prevention White Paper argues
63

Approximately 500 ten ton trucks according to interviewees
The informant who provided this information was sent from Iwate to Niigata in 2004 to provide
assistance.
64
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that 'one issue we must deal with is the lack of coordinators to organise large
numbers of people (to overcome this) and governments and volunteer groups
(need) to improve their system of coordination' (Kokudochō 1997, 247).
During feldwork conducted in 2008, Niigata prefecture ofcials made
regular reference to 1995 regarding the coordination of volunteers, albeit with the
beneft of hindsight. In Iwate Prefecture also, one representative of the
prefectural-level Shakyō noted that engagement with volunteers from around
Japan in disaster response was something that had already been experienced in the
1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake:
Before 1995, it was seen as normal anywhere (in Japan) for neighbours
to assist each other. Where things changed was the 1995 HanshinAwaji earthquake. It was the most devastating disaster post-war. Given
that it was a disaster that occurred, not in a rural area but in a major
city, it was simply not possible for Kobe City and Hyōgo Prefectural
Governments alone to manage the disaster. This disaster overwhelmed
their response capabilities, and many died. So the conventional
neighbourly assistance was insufcient. So, I think that the infux of
volunteers from outside to assist at this time was the frst real time that
crisis volunteers were really engaged in a crisis response (Iwate
Prefecture Council of Social Welfare 2008).

So why were volunteers not factored into the disaster response plans of Niigata’s
prefectural and municipal governments prior to 2004? Following the experience of
the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, policymakers at all tiers of government
across Japan focused intensely on improving the areas for which they received the
harshest criticism. In addition to embedding more robust learning mechanisms,
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the Saitai Hō and the Basic Disaster Prevention Plan amendments focused on
areas such as improving speed of response, making communications more
resilient, clarifying roles of emergency services (including the SDF), restricting
access to roads during disasters, and entrenching mutual assistance at the
subnational level (Kokudochō 1996b, 36–65).
In contrast, the voluntary sector had been growing in size, confdence and
enthusiasm. Volunteers had experienced two salient events and were lauded by
the media. However, in reality, volunteers remained a largely uncoordinated
resource that had not been factored into government plans. In eAect, the
government and voluntary sectors were on two very diAerent learning pathways,
and 2004 represented their frst reconvergence since 1995. Thus understandably, a
degree of dissonance occurred at the point of reconvergence.

Learning Impediments Peculiar to Lower Level Stakeholders
In addition to the dissonance that resulted when the two learning pathways
reconverged in 2004, causing confusion and frustration between government and
volunteers, subnational governments faced additional learning impediments that
did not aAect the national government. In contrast to the almost standardised
response to the selected cases by the national government, the subnational
governments had widely varying experiences. Although this was the second
signifcant disaster in four years for Niigata, the following account of Nagaoka
City’s disjointed response to the 2007 earthquake highlights the challenges to
standardise responses at lower scales:
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The earthquake struck in the evening. And while there was no
signifcant damage here in this area, the centre of Nagaoka City, there
were no buildings falling over or any major damage like that. But in the
area aAected there was quite a lot of damage such as buildings leaning
over. If an earthquake over seismic intensity (shindo) 5 (strong) occurs,
all government ofcers are expected to come to the municipal
government building and commence emergency operations. And as
the awareness of disasters was quite high here, we had seventy to
eighty percent of the ofcers on site within fve to six hours. We have a
document called the Regional Disaster Prevention Plan (Chiiki Bōsai
Keikaku), which provides guidelines on how people are allocated to
various areas to work, including evacuation centres and emergency
management headquarters. While this document formed the basis for
our operations, it was the frst time it had been triggered, and it did
not work as smoothly as we would have liked in reality (Nagaoka
Municipal Government Representatives 2009).

In the aftermath of the 2008 Iwate disasters also, there were reports of confusion
relating to the line-of-command and a lack of clearly articulated roles and
responsibilities (Koshino 2012, 136–143). Such confusion characterised the
responses both by prefectural and municipal governments, and demonstrate that
lessons drawn from 1995 were not as quickly integrated into the subnational level
planning and response arrangements as compared with the national level. Why
was this the case?
The following section considers this question, exploring, in particular, the
implications of two general challenges facing stakeholders operating at lower
levels when compared with those at the national level. These challenges are frstly,
a greater potential for variability within response requirements, and secondly, a
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generally lower probability of having opportunities from which to learn through
direct experience.
Greater Variability of Response Requirements
During feldwork, it became apparent that the variety of response requirements for
subnational governments, relative to their capabilities, was greater than that of the
national government. While this may be seen as an oversimplifcation of what is,
in reality, a complex role for any level of government, generally speaking the
national level responses tend to be 'high level', with decisions relating mainly to
what resources need to be mobilised, how much money it will cost, and who will
bear the expenses. In other words, for the national level of government, decisions
and responses relating to the majority of disasters tend to be quantitative rather
than qualitative. It can thus be argued that by nature, such responses tend to be
more conducive to the development of standardised approaches.
In contrast, as one moves closer to the lower scales, towards stakeholders
that are directly impacted by a disaster, the variation between disasters becomes
more qualitative. In some circumstances, for example, the frst decision that may
have to be made by subnational actors following a disaster is whether or not the
existing location of the crisis management headquarters can be safely used, as was
seen in the 1995 disaster. Even if a building is safe, furniture and documents may
be strewn across the foor of the designated emergency operations space,
hindering initial activities. Availability of staA to manage the crisis may vary, as
some ofcers may have fallen victim to the disaster themselves. Landslides or food
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may have cut vehicle access. Obtaining information from the areas worst hit, as
well as communicating that information to the outside world may be hindered as a
result of damage to electrical or telecommunications infrastructure. Consequently,
it is often the case (as will be discussed in the next chapter) that those within an
impacted area often have the greatest difculty in obtaining information (Issues
discussed during prefectural and municipal government interviews in August
2008 and October 2009). The nature of such variation at the subnational level thus
means that standard procedures are more challenging to establish.
The Probability of Extreme Events and Learning Opportunities
Fieldwork also revealed that lower tiers of government had fewer opportunities to
experience extreme events directly, and thus less chance to trial their disaster
management arrangements. Between 2000 and 2008, for example, the national
government had triggered one or more components of its disaster relief
arrangements more than seventy times (White Papers on Disaster Management
2000 - 2009). In contrast, Iwate Prefecture had only activated its crisis
management arrangements four times in approximately the same period (Koshino
2012, 136–143) and in Niigata, prior to the 2004 earthquake the plans had never
actually been put to the test. In the words of a Niigata ofcial:
Before, it was quite peaceful here—before 2004 when we had the big
quake and the food—before that, there were almost no disasters here.
About 44 years ago we had a large earthquake in Niigata. But that was
about it, other than aerial bombings during the war. I think it must
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have been peaceful, and everyone took it easy (laugh) (Niigata
Prefecture Government Representatives 2008).

The unpredictability of disasters such as earthquakes means that it cannot be
known when the next opportunity to learn will strike. This tendency is further
compounded by a common, yet often overlooked organisational practice in the
Japanese government and other organisations. Although often depicted as a static
and stable body, those individuals who make up a government, both the politically
elected and the bureaucracy, move between posts regularly.
While staA movement is not unique to Japan, the nation’s almost ubiquitous
adoption of an institutionalised staA rotation system 'Jinji Idō' [staA movement]65
needs to be considered within the context of disaster learning. This is because,
with the regular three to four-year rotation of staA, the organisational makeup of a
subnational government that experiences one disaster is probably not going to be
the same organisation that experiences the next. Disasters occur irrespective of
such rotation schedules, and thus even a relatively short lull between disasters in a
region may lead to a kind of institutional memory loss as a result of two or three
cycles of individuals not experiencing the triggering of disaster management
measures.
It was acknowledged during the Niigata hearing that the high turnover of
staA, due to the practice of Jinji Idō, increased the risk of losing the ability to
respond to disasters eAectively. This awareness in Niigata can be attributed largely
65

This policy of staA rotations is said to have been implemented with the intention of: 1)
broadening the education of the staA, and 2) reducing opportunity for corruption (See for
example ‘Ōsaka Shi shisei keizai senryakukyoku ginō shokuin jinji idō jisshi yōkō’ 2016).
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to the timing of the two major disasters discussed above (2004 and 2007
respectively). The time between these two disasters was right on the cusp of a full
rotation of staA, meaning that potentially nobody who was working in the
department responsible for disaster management in 2004, was there in 2007. As
such, the ‘frst hand’ lessons that are learnt through direct experience are likely to
become ‘second hand’ lessons that are recorded in manuals in a matter of just a
few years.
In this way, subnational governments in Japan have been plagued by
signifcant impediments to learning and developing standardised response
routines to disasters. The frst of these learning impediments—the dissonance
triggered by a reconvergence of two learning pathways—was a one-oA event that
could be mitigated if addressed properly. The latter two of these impediments—
high variability and few opportunities—however, are dictated by circumstance,
and thus their root-cause cannot be changed. A local government, for example,
cannot move its borders to enable it to 'catch' more disasters, nor can a local
government ignore its responsibilities during times of disaster. This being the
case, novel approaches are crucial to overcoming the two latter impediments. The
subsequent sections of this chapter will examine how Japanese prefectural and
municipal governments, with particular reference to those in Niigata and Iwate,
learnt to deal with such challenges.

Overcoming Learning Impediments Associated with Lower Scales
How have the stakeholders operating at the subnational levels in Japan attempted
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to overcome the learning impediments identifed in the previous sections of this
chapter? As discussed above, from 1995 onwards, signifcant thought has gone in
to fnding better ways to learn from experience. Such national-level strategies have
included the removal of administrative impediments, retrospectively drawing
lessons from historical events, and strengthening vertical and horizontal linkages.
At the subnational level, novel solutions have also been devised and
embedded in the regional disaster prevention plans underpinned by the Saitai Hō.
On the day of the hearing with the Niigata Prefectural ofcers, for example, a
number of them had only just returned from being mobilised following a disaster
alert. The ‘disaster’ on this occasion was a rainstorm, which caused no damage, nor
did it result in any casualties. At the time of interviewing, Niigata Prefecture had
commenced the practice of using even small meteorological events for drill
opportunities, as a way of retaining organisational knowledge and creating
opportunities to expose newly rotated ofcers to disaster management
experiences. One ofcer described their approach:
I think any organisation would be the same. When the memory is fresh
people are very aware, but as it becomes a distant memory, so too does
the motivation. However, I think that by conducting training drills, we
can keep it fresh. For example, today when we had the rain alert. It was
not just the disaster response area that mobilised. Every branch within
government was on standby, and although it didn’t amount to a
disaster declaration, we used this event to test our systems. So even
small events like this we respond to with our capabilities (Niigata
Prefecture Government Representatives 2008).
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In addition to this practice of using minor disasters and weather events to test
disaster measures, it has become common practice for prefectural and municipal
ofcials from all around Japan to fock to a disaster-hit region to assist. While such
mutual assistance historically occurred in a largely ad-hoc way, it became
increasingly formalised after the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, through the
establishment of an increasing number of mutual assistance agreements.
In October 1995, both Niigata and Iwate became signatories to the
Hokkaidō-Tōhoku 8 Prefecture Mutual Assistance Agreement for Times of LargeScale Disaster (Daikibo saigai ji-tō no Hokkaidō Tōhoku 8 dōken sōgo ōen ni
kansuru kyōtei).66 This agreement provides a mutual assistance framework for
times when a prefecture’s measures relating to emergency evacuation shelters,
emergency rescue, or other emergency measures to protect the people are unable
to sufciently cope due to large-scale disasters or armed attacks on the nation. The
agreement also paves the way for prefectures to respond quickly and smoothly to
requests for assistance by other prefectures. Because both prefectures are
signatories to this mutual assistance agreement, all four disasters discussed in the
above cases triggered some kind of response by these prefectures through the
agreement.
Mutual support was comprehensive and signifcant. The Shakyō
representatives in Iwate joked that they were responsible for at least some of the
oversupply of donations to Niigata in 2004, sending numerous donation-laden
trucks to the Niigata Prefectural Government (Iwate Prefecture Council of Social
66

Which comprises: Hokkaido, Aomori Prefecture, Iwate Prefecture, Miyagi Prefecture, Akita
Prefecture, Yamagata Prefecture, Fukushima Prefecture and Niigata Prefecture
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Welfare 2008). The Niigata prefectural government also provided assistance to
Iwate following the 2008 disaster as part of the reciprocal relationship between the
two prefectures. Indeed one of the participants at the Niigata prefecture hearing
had only recently returned from providing support to Iwate Prefecture. His below
account also demonstrates the potential of such mutual assistance agreements to
overcome the above-mentioned learning impediments facing subnational levels of
government:
When the recent Iwate-Miyagi Nairiku earthquake struck, I
immediately went there. The Niigata Governor directed me to go at
that time, however, now, whenever there is a disaster in Japan, I always
go. Without fail. And even when they tell me 'it is only a small disaster',
I oAer advice on likely dangers that they may not have foreseen.
Also, during last year’s Chūetsu Oki earthquake, public ofcials came
here from all around Japan oAering assistance—from both the
prefecture and municipal governments. So, from this experience, we
have developed strong horizontal linkages with other prefectures and
other levels of government. In the past, prefectures dealt with other
prefectures, and municipalities dealt with other municipalities, now
when a disaster happens, everyone comes to help.
It is nothing to do with expanding beyond the boundaries of public
administration. Rather, no one knows when a disaster is going to hit
their region. It is this sense of risk that they have. Moreover,
prefectures consciously send staA to aAected regions to learn as much
as they can to take back to their own contexts (Niigata Prefecture
Government Representatives 2008).

It is important to note, however, that while mutual assistance agreements have the
potential to function as a way of exposing subnational government ofcials to
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more crisis learning opportunities, they are primarily designed as a means to share
risk among prefecture and municipal governments and to better manage disasters
that overwhelm a single jurisdiction’s capacity to cope. As such, many of the
lessons that result from the interaction between prefectures and municipalities
may not necessarily be deliberate. Like the pre-1959 disaster management
approach, the process of learning may indeed be peripheral and ad-hoc, with no
mechanisms to ensure that learning is carried out in a way that leads to the
devising, practising and embedding of eAective lessons into subsequent disaster
management routines. The next section will consider some of the possible
limitations inherent in mutual assistance agreements.
The Potential and Limitations of Mutual Assistance Agreements
Ōshū City, a municipality of Iwate Prefecture, seeing the potential of mutual
assistance agreements to provide additional capacity, had entered into a virtual
mutual assistance agreement ‘signing spree’, proudly displaying a list of more than
twenty such documents on their website at the time of the interview.67 But despite
this list, the question of how useful they are in reality, particularly in times of
emergency, remains. This is because, like other disaster-related plans and policy
documents, mutual assistance agreements themselves may be aAected by the
unpredictability of disasters. During an extended lull in the occurrence of
67

As of 1 April 2008, Ōshū City had signed no less than 20 agreements with stakeholders
including the Prefectural Government to provide air-capabilities, food and other essentials, other
municipal governments within Iwate to provide staA and equipment if necessary, radio and
television broadcasters to assist in the delivery of emergency information, a local company to
provide portable toilets and Coca-Cola for beverage supplies during relief eAorts. By October 2014,
this number had grown to 30 and as at December 2015, this number had grown to 34 (Ōshū-shi
2016a).
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disasters, these agreements may indeed become forgotten papers at the bottom of
fling cabinets, or a list of documents on some neglected page of the government’s
website.
Just how forgotten such documents can become is clearly illustrated by the
response of one interviewee who was one of those responsible for disaster
management in Ōshū City during the June 2008 earthquake, and responsible for
compiling a report on the aftermath of the disaster. Keeping in mind that Ōshū
City had, in fact, signed on to twenty agreements by the time of the interview, and
the interview was just over a year after the 2008 earthquake, when asked about the
existence of such agreements, the ofcer initially replied 'No'. However, as he was
ficking through the Ōshū City Disaster Prevention Manual, he expressed surprise
when by chance, he opened to a document attached to the back of the plan:
This is the Disaster Prevention Manual... No... I don’t think we have
such a document...? Oh! Here it is! 'Agreement between Iwate
Prefecture cities, towns and villages for mutual assistance in large-scale
disasters'68 which was established in 1996, the year after the Kobe
earthquake. So we have this kind of agreement, which has quite some
detail (Ōshū Municipal Government Citizen Environment Department
Emergency Management Division 2009).

The document, previously unknown to the ofcial, was the Daikibo saigai-ji ni
okeru Iwate-ken shi-chō-son sōgo ōen ni kansuru kyōtei [The Iwate Prefecture
Municipal Mutual Assistance Agreement for Times of Large-Scale Disasters] and
discovering its existence during our interview had clearly caught him by surprise.
68

Daikibo saigai-chi ni okeru Iwate ken shichōson sōgo ōen ni kansuru kyōtei-sho [Iwate
Prefecture municipalities mutual assistance compact for times of large scale disasters.]
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This agreement had not been triggered by the recent disaster largely because of
the fact that it had been forgotten since its signing on 7 October 1996.
It is important to note, however, that to the credit of the Ōshū City ofcial, as
a result of his recent disaster management experience, he was immediately able to
recognise the potential of such a document, as well as identify some inherent
weaknesses:
...For example, the contact list is based on phones and faxes and may
be cut in the event of an earthquake...

To the ofcial, the agreement was a sensible mechanism to have between
neighbouring municipalities. But after pondering for a moment, the ofcial
commented on the agreement in the following way:
This document might be saying some pretty impressive things,
however, in reality, we won’t know how things work until a disaster
actually happens (Jissaini Okiteminaito Wakaranai). An agreement like
this is worth no more than the paper it is written on if it doesn’t
function—and it may not. After a disaster, if we have to start looking
through a document like this, it is too late. And if asked, did the city
hall function on the day? In reality, it didn’t. It was a holiday. And I
was, in fact, asleep. And by the time I got up, got changed and came to
the ofce, 15 minutes had already passed. While following the
earthquake, there was only one house fre, if there had been a major
fre, tens or hundreds of people could have died in that 15 minutes.
This happened in Kobe. When thinking about it in those terms, you
can see the limits of such approaches (Ōshū Municipal Government
Citizen Environment Department Emergency Management Division
2009).
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Similarly, the Iwate Prefecture Shakyō representative acknowledged that his
organisation had played a central role in establishing a number of mutual
assistance agreements—using the pre-existing Shakyō networks to develop
networks for specifc purposes. When asked about the eAectiveness of these
agreements, in an almost identical way to which the Ōshū ofcial expressed some
doubt over the eAectiveness of the 'newly discovered' document, the Shakyō
interviewee admitted 'Jissaini Okiteminaito Wakaranai' [of course, we won’t know
until we are faced with a disaster whether it will work or not]. He did, however,
consider the agreements to be a step in the right direction, suggesting that:
Until now, it was the government leading the discussion on crisis, but
with this, it will mean that there are horizontal linkages through which
communication can run (Iwate Prefecture Council of Social Welfare
2008).

As outlined earlier in this chapter, literally thousands of such documents exist at
all levels of government, between sectors and across multiple scales. The abovementioned Hokkaidō-Tōhoku Bloc and the Iwate Prefecture municipal
agreements were designed to help prefectures and municipalities share the burden
of larger disasters. However, doubt was expressed by numerous respondents about
the eAectiveness of such documents.
This doubt generally related to the danger of such documents ending up at
the bottom of a pile of other documents, as had happened in Ōshū City. A further
reason for doubting the eAectiveness of mutual assistance agreements revolved
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around inclusiveness in their creation and operation, as was highlighted by an
Iwate NPO representative.
...the reason why I said earlier that I do not think our current network
will work is that we are not carrying out drills. Once, twice or three
times a year would sufce. So that if we do face some kind of disaster,
we would have a pre-existing network through which we could obtain
information... This kind of disaster management ‘test’ isn’t being
carried out. The prefectural government is doing this kind of thing
with its own facilities and equipment. They are not doing a broader
‘public good’ drill to test cross-sectoral linkages. That is why I say we
won’t know whether the networks they have been building will work
until something actually happens (Jissaini Okiteminaito Wakaranai)
(Iwate NPO Centre Representative 2008).

While using the same terminology as other interviewees, his doubts were stronger
than other respondents, arguing that the agreements, which incorporated
stakeholders from a range of sectors, were not refected in actual drills. Given the
eAort put into the creation of such agreements, it is clear that one of the lessons
learnt from the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake was the need to have a clearer
framework within which neighbouring governments could provide assistance to an
area aAected by a disaster, in a coordinated and fast way. Thus, while mutual
assistance agreements were plagued by numerous structural weaknesses in the
aftermath of 1995, they have increasingly become a fundamental component of
subnational disaster planning.
Years, decades and indeed even centuries may pass in which some
jurisdictions do not experience a signifcant disaster. Mutual assistance activities
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mean that subnational jurisdictions that may not normally have the opportunity
to experience governing during times of disaster are able to do so through the
deployment of ofcers to assist other jurisdictions that have been impacted by
such an event. Further, those jurisdictions that have experienced a disaster are in
turn, able to convey lessons from direct experience by assisting jurisdictions that
are subsequently impacted. This may potentially prevent the impacted
jurisdictions from repeating mistakes or from doing what bureaucracy is so good
at—reinventing the wheel.
In this way, these agreements have become identifed as one way of
sustaining knowledge to counter the unpredictable nature of disasters and the
regular turnover of staA. However, in light of the concerns expressed by the
Prefectural Government and Ōshū City ofcials and doubts raised by interviewees
from Shakyō and the NPO sector regarding their eAectiveness, a question that
must be asked is how to keep such documents alive and prevent them from being
simply stapled to the back of another disaster plan as a part of the appendices? In
other words, how can these agreements be protected from succumbing to one of
the very forces they were designed to overcome? 'Time'.
It is clear that for such mutual assistance agreements to become learning
tools for subnational governments, it is essential that the documents themselves
do not become forgotten. To that end, the continual testing of arrangements
underpinned by mutual assistance agreements is paramount. It is thus crucial that
such documents be accompanied by boundary processes such as multi-
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jurisdictional drills, conferences, planning meetings, and reciprocal inspections of
plans and capabilities. One possible solution may be to consider a similar
approach to that which had been adopted by the Niigata prefectural ofcials in
which they would mobilise for even minor rainstorms in order to practice their
emergency drills.
Harmonising the Teaching-Learning Dissonance
As discussed above, the reconvergence of the two learning pathways was a 'one-oA'
event, as it can be argued that the reconvergence itself triggered its own change.
But how was the dissonance that was caused by this reconvergence and that was
manifest in the poor management of volunteers and donated goods in 2004 dealt
with over the longer term? It was seen by policy-makers at the time that
coordination was the key. The question was, who would coordinate?
Shakyō had been actively involved in recruiting and training volunteers for a
range of welfare-related activities as far back as the 1960s (see Zenkoku
Shakaifukushi kyōgikai 1968 for example). It was thus seen as a natural ft for
Shakyō to take on the role of coordination of volunteers during times of crisis.
Following the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, in March 1996, the National
Council of Social Welfare (Zenkoku shakaifukushi kyōgikai - ‘Zen-Shakyō’) released
a manual which set out the role of its subnational branches, volunteers, and
several other related welfare institutions (Zenkoku Shakaifukushi Kyōgikai 1996).
This manual sets out the role of the local Shakyō branch as a coordinator for
volunteers wishing to assist in disaster recovery activities, advocates the notion of
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each branch becoming involved in the government disaster prevention plans to
clarify their role and line of reporting, and outlines a framework for the training of
'disaster volunteers' as an ongoing responsibility of Shakyō during normal times.
In the words of an Iwate Prefecture Shakyō representative:
…from that point, the role of Shakyō became one of coordinating
volunteers following disasters. Subsequently, Shakyō worked with the
government to coordinate volunteers in Niigata and Hokkaido, and the
ship that went down in the Japan Sea and spilt lots of oil along the
coast. We acted as an intermediate coordinator for those domestic and
international volunteers wishing to assist in the clean-up.
Coordinating the eAorts to ensure that the process went smoothly…

He continued:
…While it was not Shakyō’s original mission to fulfl this role of disaster
volunteer coordinator, the organisation has that 'personality'
[appropriate skill-set] to be able to function in times of disaster.
Following such experience, the government considers it the role of
Shakyō to manage volunteers and following these recent disasters
requested that we perform this role. The government of Iwate, and
throughout Japan I think, now recognises the role of Shakyō as a
coordinating body during times of crisis (Iwate Prefecture Council of
Social Welfare 2008).

Thus, in the years following 1995, volunteers and volunteer groups had become
well recognised as being able to provide governments with 'surge capacity' for
disaster relief eAorts, and Shakyō (as a national body) was known to possess the
capacity and experience to coordinate both the voluntary sector and donated
goods. And yet, even though following the 2004 disaster there was a clear need for
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additional human resources and supplies to augment existing arrangements,
somehow subnational government planners within Niigata Prefecture had
succeeded in overlooking these concerns when developing the regional disaster
plans prior to 2004. How could this have happened?
As described above, for governments, rather than 'Year One of the Volunteer
era', 1995 represented the beginning of a massive revision of disaster legislation
and planning. The year 2004 represented the frst time the two learning pathways
that were triggered by the dual metanarrative following the 1995 disaster,
reconverged and it was the frst time that responders and the volunteers were
required to work together since the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake. It was
following this experience that subnational governments frst started devising ways
to work with the volunteer sector and thus, while volunteers continue to be
celebrated on the anniversary of the 1995 disaster, it was the 2004 experience that
really entrenched volunteers in the process of government disaster planning.
The impact that 2004 had on making subnational governments realise the
need to engage with volunteers was signifcant. Before 2004, for example, the
Niigata Governor allegedly did not see the importance of Shakyō, suggesting it be
terminated. However, the confusion in the coordination of volunteers, and in the
receiving of massive amounts of in-kind donations in 2004, resulted in a renewed
sense of urgency for coordination. Consequently, Shakyō, already earmarked for
this role elsewhere, was formally handed the role in Niigata’s crisis management
plans (Niigata NPO Chiikizukuri Shien Sentā 2008).
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Similarly, following the 2004 disaster, there was a signifcant change in
sentiment towards the voluntary sector, with both the prefecture and municipal
governments within Niigata acknowledging the importance of non-governmental
stakeholders. Subnational governments revisited their community engagement
practices and structures, realising the importance of community as the frst line of
defence in times of crisis (Nagaoka Municipal Government Representatives 2009).
This, in turn, led to the municipal and prefectural governments working to
improve their capacity to interface with, and promote, the activities of volunteers
and voluntary organisations, with 'Citizen Participation Promotion' divisions
(Shimin sanka suishin-ka) being established or expanded (Niigata NPO
Chiikizukuri Shien Sentā 2008). This acknowledgement of the community sector
is refected in the words of a local government ofcial from Nagaoka City:
I think the government realised that there is a large portion of disaster
response and recovery that they cannot cover alone and must rely on
civil society to help (Nagaoka Municipal Government Representatives
2009).

Representatives from the Niigata prefectural government held a similar position:
In terms of individual needs following a disaster, the Self Defence
Forces, Police, the Fire Brigade and other similar emergency agencies
cannot cater for the individual needs of victims following a disaster. It
is here that we ask volunteers to step in (Niigata Prefecture
Government Representatives 2008)
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Interviews with government ofcials from Iwate Prefecture also demonstrate that
the 2004 Niigata earthquake became an important benchmark against which
prefectures further afeld measured the success of their own activities:
Some organisations have the capability to quickly mobilise in times of
crisis. Domestically and abroad, in times of crisis, it becomes a
competition for 'who does what'. In the case of Iwate-based NPOs, I
don’t think this is the case. But it is possible this will happen in the
future. If, for example, the disaster is on a bigger scale, it is entirely
possible that such competition will occur. This has been reported to
have occurred in Niigata following its disaster. The Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake also. In these places, there was no one around to
coordinate eAorts, resulting in confusion. In Iwate, Shakyō is fulflling
the role of coordinator, which is how the Prefectural Disaster
Management Plan has been structured. And it has been in accordance
with this plan that disaster management has been conducted, with few
problems to date, in an 'ofcial' sense (Iwate Prefecture General AAairs
Department Disaster Prevention Ofce 2008).

Four years after the 2004 Niigata earthquake, when the two Iwate earthquakes
struck, the Iwate prefectural government and Shakyō were keenly aware of the
problems that their Niigata counterparts had confronted. The role of Iwate Shakyō
was set out in the Iwate Prefecture Regional Disaster Prevention Plan within the
prefecture’s overall crisis management framework. Under this plan, broadly
speaking, Shakyō was required to perform two key roles, 1) the promotion of
volunteer activities in normal times, which, according to the interviewee, they
achieved by organising certain activities and then encouraging people to join in;
and 2) during a disaster, the municipal and prefectural Shakyō would both
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establish headquarters, and act as an intermediary between the government and
volunteers by coordinating the relief and recovery eAorts. On occasions where
external volunteers turned up to help, Shakyō were to establish volunteer centres
to receive these volunteers and provide information to help ensure that the
provision of assistance was carried out in a coordinated way.
According to prefectural ofcials, the voluntary participation in the Iwate
earthquakes was successfully coordinated. In all likelihood, however, the confusion
that was seen in 1995 and 2004 was prevented before it could occur in 2008.
Following a joint decision by Iwate’s Shakyō and the prefectural and municipal
governments that volunteers were not required, a public announcement was made
through the Shakyō website. In addition to acting quickly to control the fow of
volunteer trafc, Shakyō was instrumental in stemming the tide of donations,
advertising that if people wanted to donate something, money was preferred. Bank
details were provided on the website, with no postal details (Iwate Prefecture
Council of Social Welfare 2008). Following such lessons, Iwate Prefecture Shakyō
established an ongoing website for children, providing information on the kinds of
donations that would be appreciated, and ways in which old clothing could be
donated.
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Caption: 'Your good intentions of sending your unneeded clothing may
not be welcome by the recipient. So that the recipient can happily wear
the clothing, let’s be sure to send it as if it were a gift. To that end, frst
let’s consult thoroughly, then act.' (‘Zuppari borantia Iwate Iwate-ken
shakai fukushi kyōgi-kai borantia shimin katsudō sentā’ 2013)

In this way, 2004 became a signifcant benchmark for learning how to manage the
surge of volunteers and donations that accompanied disasters. It became standard
practice for Shakyō in disaster-aAected regions to post information on websites
and other media to try and prevent volunteers from converging on a place until
they were needed. Once allowed in, volunteers were managed through registration
and distributed to where they could be of most use. In other words, volunteers
were largely seen as trafc that needed controlling and donations were also treated
in a similar way. What impact this, albeit pragmatic approach, had on volunteer
turnout will be explored in the next two chapters.

Implications and Discussion
This chapter has argued that despite the popular belief that volunteers found their
place in disaster response and relief following the Great Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake, it was not considered the case by the subnational governments. This
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chapter has shown that it was, in fact, the 2004 disaster experience in Niigata,
which fnally embedded the role of volunteers in disaster response planning. A
major reason for this was the development of duel metanarratives in the aftermath
of 1995—the ‘impotent government’ and the ‘competent volunteer’.
Although these two metanarratives were often (and continue to be)
mentioned in the one breath, this chapter argues that they actually triggered two
separate learning pathways. These learning pathways continued within their
separate policy domains, only reconverging approximately ten years later,
following the 2004 Mid-Niigata Prefecture earthquake. When these pathways
reconverged, they did so in a dissonant way, with the sheer number of volunteers
and in-kind donations from the general public taking subnational policy-makers,
who had been busy with other lessons, by surprise. The result was confusion and
frustration that was expressed by volunteers when they were not seen to be
welcomed nor appreciated in the immediate aftermath of this disaster.
Despite these reports of confusion and frustration, the 2004 disaster also
shows us that signifcant changes in government response had already become
embedded at the national level. However, it was less the case for subnational
stakeholders due to what I have argued are 'natural impediments' to learning at
this level—a greater diversity in the response requirements of subnational
governments relative to their capacity to implement such responses; and the fewer
opportunities to test disaster management arrangements compared to their
national counterparts.
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Following the 2004 disaster, there were numerous opportunities for
subnational governments to implement a policy that would remedy these
identifed impediments. The three subsequent disasters analysed in this chapter
support the argument in the previous chapter that the Saitai Hō and its associated
plans meant that 1995 represented a ‘watershed’ in disaster management and
disaster learning. This is because this legislation facilitated the establishment of a
learning framework within which all tiers of government could evaluate their
actions, something which was unprecedented in crisis learning in Japan. The cases
analysed also suggest that the true value in the Saitai Hō lay in its role as a
tatakidai - a basis or a reference point from which to learn.
Using this tatakidai and following the repeated disaster experiences between
2004 and 2008, the Niigata and Iwate Prefecture governments and their
municipalities continued to refne their disaster response routines. While the root
causes that increased the diversity of response requirements and at the same time
limited learning opportunities for subnational levels could not be addressed, novel
solutions to these problems were subsequently developed.
One such example is the ongoing development of mutual assistance
agreements. In addition to providing subnational governments with greater access
to resources, enabling them to address issues related to the diversity of their
response requirements, these agreements show promise in promoting social
learning through the boundary processes they rely on to function eAectively. Such
boundary processes include inter-jurisdictional staA dispatch during times of
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disaster, and planning fora, conferences and disaster drills during normal times.
All of these boundary processes have helped to provide subnational governments
with a signifcantly greater opportunity to experience disasters and to learn from
the experiences of other jurisdictions.
This chapter has also argued that mutual assistance agreements have helped
to promote the development of communities of practice, which in turn have
formed broader networks that function as pathways through which knowledge—
such as strategies for dealing with an infux of volunteers—can be more eAectively
transmitted. In this way, such agreements may help to mitigate against the
recurrence of multiple learning pathways following an extreme event. Repeated
experience made it essential that governments in both Niigata and Iwate learnt
how to learn, and through the framework underpinned by the Saitai Hō,
governments were able to make signifcant improvements to their disaster
response arrangements. In the case of Iwate Prefecture, these repeated disasters
placed the prefecture in a far better position to respond to the Great East Japan
earthquake and tsunami, as will be discussed in the next chapter.
During the feldwork for this thesis, interviewees regularly answered
questions regarding the eAectiveness of their crisis management measures with
Okiteminaito Wakaranai [we won't know unless one happens]. What initially
appeared to be a direct contradiction to the argument that Japan now had a frmly
embedded learning framework in its disaster planning arrangements, deeper
consideration of this response suggests that there may be a close link between
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experience and the acceptance that a trial and error approach was really the only
way responders could properly test their disaster arrangements. Thus, rather than
representing a failure to learn, Okiteminaito Wakaranai may demonstrate a
transition away from 'superstitious learning', towards a deliberate approach to
learning in which connections between actions and outcomes are better specifed.
The next chapter will explore this idea further, within the context of the 2011 Great
East Japan earthquake and tsunami.
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Chapter 7
The Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami Response
Overlearning and competency traps

Introduction
Tsunami Prevention Town Declaration
The town of Tarō was devastated by numerous tsunami, such as those
of 1896 and 1933, and many precious lives and belongings were lost.
However, through the fortitude and love of the local area by our
ancestors who lived here, they were able to overcome adversity,
achieving what is close to a miracle in the reconstruction of our town.
This legacy is the cornerstone of our town today.
In 1944, to mark the rebirth of Tarō, in memorial of the recovery from
the tsunami, Tarō transitioned from village to town, and to this day we
have continued carrying out tsunami evacuation drills. Further, we
have built tsunami seawalls that are unparalleled by any other in the
world and prepared the latest disaster prevention information system.
We will continue to hold the many lessons obtained from tsunami
disasters close to our hearts, not forget the history of tsunami disaster,
not rely on modern equipment, strive to improve our local disaster
prevention capabilities and hand on our accumulated wisdom to the
next generation. We oAer a Requiem to the Spirits, and pledge that
such a calamity never repeats, so that our town will become a source of
courage, where all townspeople are united to challenge the tsunami
that will without a doubt come. On this day, seventy years after the
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Shōwa Sanriku tsunami I declare this place the 'Tsunami Prevention
Town' (Yamashita 2003, 165).

The Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami easily usurped both 1959 and 1995
as the worst post-war disaster. Combined, the previous two chapters highlighted
the 1995 experience as a ‘learning watershed’ for Japan, arguing that the disaster
had forced the government to learn how to learn. It also argued that the lesser
disasters between 1995 and 2011 presented important testing opportunities for
post-Hanshin-Awaji earthquake lessons, and proposed that the Saitai Hō and its
associated plans were key to improving the capability of stakeholders to learn from
experience. But like the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, the 2011 disaster once
again represented an event that was beyond anything that had been experienced
since Japan's implementation of the Saitai Hō.
So how well did these arrangements function in the 2011 disaster’s aftermath?
This chapter will build on the four cases in the previous chapter, and examine how
Japan’s experience from past disasters had been integrated into disaster
management routines prior to 2011, and the extent to which they infuenced the
response eAorts in the aftermath of the disaster. The chapter will focus particularly
on the eAectiveness of mutual assistance agreements, and the roles and
responsibilities of crisis management stakeholders that had evolved since the 1995
earthquake, and how the 2011 event impacted these components of Japan's disaster
management response arrangements.
Adopting a similar approach to the previous chapters, this chapter
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commences with a background to the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and
tsunami and a critical the national response. Based on feldwork conducted in
2013, the chapter will examine the experiences of Iwate Prefecture and its
municipalities (see below, Figure 7.1). The focus will be on both how these
subnational jurisdictions coped with the disaster, and how the 2011 event
subsequently impacted their disaster management routines and the boundary
processes that supported social learning, such as the mutual assistance
agreements described in the previous chapter.
Figure 7.1: The municipalities of Iwate Prefecture mentioned in this chapter

Map sources: (GADM 2015; Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and
Tourism 2017)

It is important to note here that while this thesis acknowledges the
signifcant support provided by the U.S. Navy through Operation Tomodachi,
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which comprised of an unprecedented deployment of personnel and hardware
capabilities by both the U.S Military and the Japanese SDF (Tōhoku Bōeikyoku
2013), the emphasis of this thesis is the process of learning by stakeholders,
particularly at the lower scales. Therefore, an analysis of the actions of, or lessons
learned by the SDF or the U.S. Military in the aftermath of the 2011 disaster is
beyond the scope of this thesis. This chapter will, however, consider how the
interaction between the SDF and subnational governments changed between 1995
and 2011, as a result of experiences during this period, and how these changes
played out in the aftermath of 2011. For further reading on the signifcant role
played by the Japanese SDF and the U.S. Military following the 2011 disaster, see for
example Kersten (2016, 42–58) and Samuels (2013).

Background
On 2 March 2003, to mark the 70th Anniversary of the 1933 Shōwa Sanriku
earthquake and tsunami, the declaration quoted in the opening of this chapter
was etched into a stone block that was unveiled in front of the Tarō Town Ofce.
As a part of the anniversary, two days of events followed, which included
presentations by university professors and a wreath-laying ceremony at sea
(Yamashita 2003, 165). The community of Tarō showed a remarkable degree of
awareness that a tsunami would come again and demonstrated resolve to
withstand whatever the ocean could throw their way.
This resolve was evident immediately after the 1933 tsunami, with the town
investing heavily in disaster prevention measures. In 1934, just a year after the
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And yet, on 11 March 2011, just after 2:46 p.m., Japan was struck by a catastrophic
chain of events, triggered by the Great East Japan earthquake (Higashi Nihon
Daishinsai). The earthquake was a massive magnitude 9.0 with its epicentre
approximately 70 kilometres oA the north-eastern coast of Japan. It was one of the
largest that had ever been recorded; so strong, in fact, that it was felt as far away as
Russia and China. The earthquake is said to have shifted the earth's axis and
changed the length of the day by about 1.8 microseconds. Parts of Japan jumped as
far as four metres closer to the United States, and a 400km stretch of the coastline
dropped in altitude by approximately 60cm (Buis 2011).
The quake displaced a vast amount of seawater, causing a series of tsunami,
which came crashing into the Japanese coastline around 30 minutes later. Between
70 and 80 percent of Tarō's buildings were destroyed and 185 of the town's
population of 4,434 were killed (Miyako-Shi 2011, 2). The Asahi Newspaper
reported eyewitness accounts of the tsunami that estimated it being 'twice the
height of the Great Wall of Tarō' (Asahi Shimbun 2011a, 28). Indeed, the largest of
the tsunami that struck the town were later estimated to be 38-metres high, and
thus the walls that were built to withstand the ten-metre-high waves of the 1933
event were no match for what happened in 2011.
Extending well beyond the Great Wall of Tarō, the tsunami impacted the
entire stretch of Japan's east-facing coast and engulfed entire coastal towns and
villages in the north-eastern region. Already facing the most devastating post-war
disaster, the Japanese government soon had another major crisis to deal with,
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because those waves had also severely damaged the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear
power station, triggering a catastrophic meltdown. Approximately 110,000
residents were displaced as a result of the meltdown alone. As of 8 March 2017, a
total of 19,533 deaths had been attributed to the 2011 disaster, with 2,585
individuals still missing and 6,230 recorded injuries (Shōbōchō 2017). In addition,
the disaster resulted in the destruction of over 120,000 dwellings and a further
270,000 were partially destroyed, with many of these also needing to be
demolished (Naikakufu 2013).
A cursory examination of the 2011 event, including the tragic example of
Tarō, would suggest that Japan did not fare very well in the disaster's aftermath,
and by extension, this would indicate that overall, Japan had not learnt much from
past experience. Newspaper reports tended to support this view. The New York
Times, for example, reported that the Great Wall of Tarō 'oAered a false sense of
security' (Onishi 2011). There were other reports that asked why Japan had not
learnt from its past experiences, heavily criticising Prime Minister Kan Naoto for
his handling of the disaster (Bloomberg 2011; Fortune 2012).
However, a closer examination of individual cases, such as that of Tarō,
reveals a much more interesting story. The 'Great Wall' was just one aspect of the
Tarō's mix of disaster prevention strategies, which also included evacuation drills
and other awareness related activities. A simple comparison between the 1896,
1933 and 2011 tsunami shows the signifcance of these strategies.
The below table clearly shows that even though the wave reached more than
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35 metres in height along this particular stretch of coast in 2011 (Jishin Chōsa
Kenkyū Suishinhonbu 2011, 10)—more than double the estimated height of the
1896 tsunami, and triple that of the 1933 tsunami—and despite the almost
complete destruction of the town of Tarō, the number of deaths (both in total and
in terms of percentage of the population) was dramatically lower.
Table 7.1: Tsunami-related casualties in Tarō – 1896-2011
Disaster

Date

Population of
Tarō

Tarō Deaths

Percentage of
Tarō Population

Meiji Sanriku
tsunami

15 June 1896

3,745

1,859

50%

Showa Sanriku
tsunami

3 March 1933

5,120

911

18%

4,434

185

4%

Great East Japan 11 March 2011
earthquake and
tsunami
Source: (Komatsu 2011, 1)

Thus, even though the 2011 disaster had overwhelmed even one of the most robust
seawalls along the Tōhoku coast, the fact that it resulted in the deaths of just four
percent of Tarō's population provides strong evidence that something had been
learnt from past events, other than reinforcing everything with steel and concrete.
This observation is consistent with that made by political scientist Allan
McConnell, who suggests:
Crisis management outcomes will often justifably warrant the terms
‘success’ or ‘failure’, but many outcomes will also lie somewhere inbetween. The real world is often messy. Success can co-exist with
failure, sometimes dominating the failures and at other times being
small comforts among much more signifcant faws (McConnell 2011,
71).
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Dismissing the entire response to the Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami as
a failure, risks the loss of important learning opportunities from this signifcant
event. To ensure that examples of successful learning are not overlooked, and that
we can gain a better understanding of where and why breakdowns in the response
to this disaster occurred, it is thus essential that the responses by each spatial scale
are frst examined in isolation. Before considering subnational government
preparations and responses, the next section will explore the national
government’s response to the event.

National Response The Limitations of a Standardised Response
As was the case in the 1995 disaster, when discussing the response to the Great East
Japan earthquake and tsunami, the focus tends to fall on the actions of the
national government. The general narrative relating to the Japanese Government's
response to the disaster was that it was in disarray. Prime Minister Kan was
portrayed as meddlesome in aAairs that should have been left to others, and
decisions that should have been made by the Prime Minister were not made, due
to Kan being anywhere but where he should have been (Kadota 2012). When Kan
ultimately stepped down from the prime ministership in September 2011, he was
characterised as a 'beleaguered Japanese Prime Minister […] fulflling a promise to
critics […]' for his 'befuddled response to the nation's dual economic and nuclear
calamities triggered by the March 11 earthquake and tsunami' (Glionna 2011). Like
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the Tarō case, these portrayals of Japan alone would suggest that Japan's planning
had once again failed to scale to meet the demands of that particular disaster.
Yet, despite its scale, operations went largely according to plan in the initial
hours following the disaster. National mechanisms were triggered, and the
response followed existing plans. Aircraft were aloft soon after the quake,
providing the world with live video feeds of the tsunami as it crashed into the
coastline. The SDF responded immediately, providing essential search and rescue
capabilities through its deployment of more than 100,000 personnel,
approximately 540 aircraft, and 60 boats and ships. It was an operation estimated
to be fve times the scale of that following 1995 (Bōei-shō 2011, 3).
In accordance with the Government’s existing plans, within minutes, the
central government had established the situation room and gathered an
emergency response team. By 3:15 p.m., approximately 30 minutes after the initial
earthquake, and as the tsunami had only just started crashing into the coastline,
the Saitai Hō had been activated, enabling agencies to assemble and mobilise their
response capabilities. At 4:55 p.m., just over two hours after the disaster, the Prime
Minister released a statement announcing the establishment of the ‘frst-tier’
emergency headquarters (Kan 2011a). Kan’s response was reassuring, promising
that the government would make every possible eAort to ensure the safety of the
public and minimise damage, and asking the public to remain calm but vigilant,
resulting in Kan receiving a temporary bump in his lagging popularity. 69
69

The Asahi opinion polls showed that after Kan’s approval rating had dropped to 18.6 percent by
February 2011, in April 2011 it had jumped to 25.1 percent where it remained close to for the next
two months, before plummeting to 16.4 percent in August, just before his stepping down. (Hōdō
sutēshon terebi Asahi 2010; Hōdō sutēshon terebi Asahi 2011)
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However, that all changed as the situation regarding the Dai-Ichi nuclear
power station in Fukushima deteriorated, and more became known about the
seriousness of the situation. The portrayal of the decisive response by the
government also deteriorated as the focus shifted to the confusion surrounding the
management of the nuclear meltdown. Suddenly, the standardised approach that
had been devised in the aftermath of 1995 and embedded in disaster management
processes at the national level were unable to cope with the situation.
The disaster management processes relied heavily on the free, real-time fow
of information between the impacted regions and the Prime Minister’s Ofce.
However, on this occasion, information that was crucial for decision-making was
withheld from the government. Indeed, subsequent investigations declared the
Fukushima meltdown component of this triple event a ‘man-made’ disaster
(NAIIC 2012, 9, 16, 21),
Frustrated by the lack of information being provided by Tokyo Electric Power
Company (TEPCO), Kan broke from standard emergency procedures, and despite
protests from within government, insisted on visiting the nuclear power plant in
person. Kan arrived at the power station in an SDF helicopter at 7:11 am on 12
March, where he stayed until approximately 8:00 a.m. The rapidly overheating
plant was vented at 9:15 a.m., soon after the Prime Minister’s departure, but the
venting could not avert the eventual meltdown of the Dai-Ichi nuclear power
plant.
Kan’s break from standard procedure left him open for criticism for his
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perceived interference with the disaster. His visit to the power station alone
resulted in him being blamed for the meltdown. A senior TEPCO ofcial publicly
declared that the visit from Kan 'wasted their time' (Daily Yomiuri 2011), and
promoted the narrative which suggested that had Kan not visited the site, the
meltdown could have been averted. Indeed the Fukushima Nuclear Accident
Independent Investigation Commission Report (NAIIC Report) concurred in part
with this narrative, concluding that that the unprecedented intervention by the
Prime Minister 'diverted the attention and time of the on-site operational staA and
confused the line of command' (NAIIC 2012, 18).
Kan had made the mistake of departing from the well-established
procedures set out in the nation's Bōsai Kihon Keikaku [Basic Disaster Prevention
Plan], and although his actions may have been triggered by a lack of information
from TEPCO, they made him an easy target for blame. The government found
itself commencing a downhill slide into political irrelevance. Under increasingly
intense criticism from within his own party, the opposition parties and the media,
Kan announced that he would step down in a televised announcement on 26
August 2011. In this announcement, Kan remained defant, outlining his
achievements during his slightly more than two years in ofce. In his speech, Kan
also attempted to shift the focus of blame away from himself and his party,
lamenting on his inability to communicate the government's signifcant
achievements in the post-2011 disaster recovery due to a nejire kokkai [twisted
parliament]70 (Televised Speech Asahi Shimbun 2011b).
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A situation where the houses of the Diet are controlled by diAerent parties
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Noda Yoshihiko became the next leader of the Democratic Party of Japan
(DPJ), but the party was unable to recover from the damage that the disaster had
inficted on their reputation. The DPJ paid heavily in the December 2012 elections,
losing two-thirds of its seats along with its political viability at the hands of Abe
Shinzō and the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). It is ironic that the LDP won so
convincingly, particularly considering Abe's campaign slogan, the backwardslooking71 'Nihon o torimodosu' [Get Japan Back] (Jimintō 2012), which conjured up
images of a return to the ‘good old days’ under the LDP dominance of the 1955
system during which time all 50 of Japan’s viable nuclear reactors were built
(Kingston 2012).
While the NAIIC report was scorching in its criticisms of the overall response
to the Fukushima incident, the committee also pointed the blame more broadly at
a 'collusion between the government, the regulators and TEPCO' (NAIIC 2012, 16).
Given the LDP’s deeply intertwined history with the nuclear power industry in
Japan, it is thus surprising that Abe and the LDP managed to avoid blame for the
incident and ultimately win the 2012 election.
So, what does this outcome tell us about the national level disaster
management arrangements and what warnings does it hold regarding the process
of learning from experience? Firstly, it demonstrates what can happen when the
government loses control of the metanarrative of a disaster. In this case, the
opposition was able to create a narrative to its advantage, despite the fact that it
71

Some commentators critique Abe’s slogan - asking 'Returning Japan to What Era?' - Suggesting
that Abe has no right to lead, particularly in relation to his visit to Yasukuni shrine (Asahi dejitaru
2013).
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played a signifcant role in causing the problem. Secondly, as found in the NAIIC
report (2012, 21), existing institutional frameworks can undermine the ability of
emergency measures to operate under certain conditions. On this occasion,
institutional arrangements enabled individuals to justify or hide their own actions,
preventing crucial information from getting to where it was needed, and in turn
crippled the ability of the national government to function in accordance with its
standardised disaster management routines. It can be argued that this inability of
the national government to function eAectively in 2011, particularly following the
incident in Fukushima, resulted in the complete undermining of its ability to be a
‘trusted source of information’, which is considered ‘the most important resilience
asset an individual or group can have’ (Norris et al. 2008, 140).
And thirdly, past success may have contributed to the government’s poor
response to the Great East Japan disaster. As discussed elsewhere, at the national
level, the response mechanisms had settled into a set of standardised routines that
diAered little in terms of speed and nature of the response from one disaster to the
next. Like previous disasters, immediately after the 2011 disaster, in accordance
with the Saitai Hō, emergency situation rooms were operational immediately after
each disaster, ministers and personnel were dispatched to the impacted areas, and
decisions were made based on the real-time exchange of information.
From the time these standardised routines were established following 1995,
they were seen to function eAectively in the aftermath of each subsequent disaster.
There was thus little incentive to modify these routines until they unravelled in
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the confusion following the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami. In
terms of organisational learning, Levinthal and March describe this kind of
phenomenon as a ‘competency trap’, in which knowledge gained, and use of old
competencies inhibited eAorts to change capabilities (Levinthal and March 1993,
102). In a similar way to lessons of the 1959 Ise Bay Typhoon not being suitable for
the circumstances of the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, the standardised
approach that had been devised following 1995 was unable to deal with the
complexities of the 2011 disaster.
Seeing the national government fall into this type of competency trap
following both 1995 and 2011 strongly suggests a weakness in its approach to the
temporal transfer of knowledge. From the perspective of learning, it can be said
that the successful execution of the standardised approach following 1995 led to a
stagnation of the learning process. Without experiencing failures to drive learning,
the national government’s reliance on previously learnt competencies prevented it
from ensuring that these competencies continued to possess the dynamic
attributes of ‘robustness’, ‘redundancy’, and ‘rapidity’ (Norris et al. 2008, 130).
Without such dynamic attributes, the national arrangements proved to be
vulnerable in the face of a disaster that presented a greater complexity of
challenges. Thus, it may be the case that repeated experience of success in the
implementation of disaster response measures prior to 2011 contributed to the
mishandling of the Fukushima meltdown. Additionally, as can be seen in the
aftermath of the 2011 disaster, the confusion exhibited by government as a result of
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its apparent vulnerability to such a complex event, only helped to undermine its
crucial role as a trusted source of information for the broader community.
In the case of the national government, the standardised pattern of response
resulted in an inability to adapt to a situation that demanded a diAerent approach.
Did this failure through past successes also apply to the lower levels of government
on this occasion? As argued in the previous chapter, subnational governments are
generally required to respond to a greater diversity of problems when coping with
a disaster. They also tend to be more incentivised to learn from other jurisdictions
due to the generally fewer opportunities to learn directly from such events within
their own borders. The next section will consider whether the subnational
governments also fell into similar ‘competency traps’ seen at the national level, or
whether their diAerent set of circumstances resulted in their ability to cope better
with variation.

Iwate Prefecture’s Prior Experiences and their Efectiveness in 2011
How did prior experience impact Iwate Prefecture's capacity to respond to the 2011
Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami? In the ten years preceding 2011, there
had been eight disasters that triggered crisis management arrangements, of these,
four had occurred in the three years immediately preceding the 2011 disaster.72 In
light of the standard three to four-year staA rotation system within government
(Jinji Idō), described in the previous chapter, the disasters during the period from
72

The four disasters in the years immediately preceding the 2011 disaster were: the April 2008
mountain fres around Kamaishi City, the June 2008 Iwate-Miyagi Nairiku earthquake, the July
2008 Iwate Northern Coastal Region earthquake and the February 2010 Chile earthquake and
tsunami.
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2008 to 2011 provided a broad cross-section of personnel within the Iwate
prefectural government with the opportunity to experience the triggering of
disaster response arrangements frst-hand. The experience of these four disasters
also exposed numerous shortcomings in the existing crisis arrangements (Koshino
2012, 136–143).
Identifcation of the shortcomings in crisis management arrangements, in
turn, provided an opportunity to implement and test new processes. One key
example was the implementation of signifcant organisational change within the
prefectural ofces between 2008 and 2011. The change broadly consisted of an
expansion of both the size and the number of operational teams within the
emergency management headquarters. As a part of this expansion, the
headquarters added a central coordination team which would be the core point of
liaison with the Prefectural Governor. The roles and responsibilities of each
section, and indeed each individual, were also clarifed. It was hoped that the
clarifcation of roles and responsibilities would empower individuals to operate
with certainty and relative autonomy, within a defned framework during times of
disaster (Iwate Prefecture Government Risk Management Ofce 2013; Koshino
2012, 136).
Indeed, in the aftermath of the 2011 disaster, the changes made to Iwate
Prefecture’s disaster management arrangements appeared to have enabled the
responders to perform their roles more eAectively. According to the
Superintendent of Iwate Prefecture’s Crisis Management (Bōsai kiki kanri kan),
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Koshino Shūzō, the organisational changes that were made and subsequently
consolidated through regular drills and desktop exercises, enabled individuals to
perform their roles with certainty, and although Koshino was away from the
prefecture at the time of the 2011 disaster, on his return late that evening, he noted
that 'everything that could have been done, had been done' by his team (Koshino
2012, 137; Iwate Prefecture Government Risk Management Ofce 2013).
The repeated disaster experiences that Iwate faced between 2008 and 2011
meant that there were multiple opportunities for stakeholders to trial solutions, a
process that involved making some errors. For example, during feldwork
conducted in 2013, it was found that the prefectural government and the SDF faced
signifcant coordination problems in the response to the June 2008 Iwate-Miyagi
Nairiku earthquake that were a legacy of operational changes made following 1995.
These changes included legislative amendments that were intended to enhance
the ability of the SDF to respond more eAectively in the aftermath of disasters.
These operational changes meant that the SDF was able to liaise directly with
municipal governments, and following the June 2008 earthquake established their
divisional headquarters within municipal facilities in Ōshū City. As only a liaison
ofcer was stationed within the Iwate prefectural government, there were cases
where SDF rescue helicopters were dispatched without the knowledge of the
prefectural ofcials (Iwate Prefecture Government Risk Management Ofce 2013).
These arrangements resulted in poor coordination of resources and adversely
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impacted the overall rescue and relief operation that extended beyond Ōshū’s
municipal borders (Koshino 2012, 18–19).
Following the 2008 experience, it was decided that in times of subsequent
disasters, the SDF would be co-located within the prefectural ofces. These new
arrangements with the SDF became an integral component of the prefectural
government’s disaster management plans and were exercised in subsequent
disaster drills (Koshino 2012, 18–19). Armed with such preparations, along with the
recent memory of disasters, Iwate Prefecture saw itself as being well prepared for
the future disasters.
As a result of the opportunity to test arrangements that had been developed
after 1995, the prefecture was able to establish routines that proved eAective in
coordinating the 2011 response. When the tsunami struck the coastline, for
example, the SDF quickly dispatched a team to the Iwate Prefectural ofces, where
they operated from an ofce space that had been set aside on the 12th foor of the
building. This co-location and the additional communications capabilities it
brought, proved essential to enabling the prefecture to gather information and
coordinate resources (Iwate Prefecture Government Risk Management Ofce
2013).
But despite the prefecture's emergency operations being well tested, the
sheer scale of the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami took all by surprise.
Some things they were prepared for—electricity was cut, for example, but the
prefectural ofces were able to rely on auxiliary power supplies to enable the
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continuation of their critical operations. But even with a redundant power supply
within the prefectural ofces, the crisis planners had not anticipated that their
ability to gather real-time, or even near real-time, information of the crisis
situation would almost entirely be wiped out.
The disaster management plan relied heavily on the ability to receive live
video broadcasts from helicopters fying over the aAected areas. This capability
was seen as crucial for responders to assess the situation and make informed
decisions. However, the scale of the disaster rendered much of the essential
broadcast infrastructure inoperable. Consequently, the only video the operations
centre was able to obtain was via videotape, handed to them each time a helicopter
returned from the coast for refuelling (Iwate Prefecture Government Risk
Management Ofce 2013).
The scale of the 2011 disaster meant that shortfalls in plans that had been
based on the experiences of much smaller disasters were going to be unavoidable.
An interviewee from the crisis management team within the Iwate Prefecture
Government conceded that there were many problems. The biggest problem,
however, was the degree to which the intensity of the earthquake and tsunami had
been underestimated. Thus, despite the prefectural government relatively recent
experience in dealing with disasters, this underestimation exposed limitations to
the scalability of disaster planning.
This limitation in scalability can be attributed in part to the qualitative
diAerences brought on by larger disasters, as discussed elsewhere in this thesis.
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Many of the problems identifed by the Iwate Government were triggered by these
qualitative diAerences, including: limited communications and information
gathering capabilities due to widespread power outages and damage to
infrastructure; and a failure to carry out planning around administrative support
arrangements for situations where municipal governments ceased to function
(Iwate Prefecture Government Risk Management Ofce 2013). Further, as a result
of the widespread damage to road and rail infrastructure, and regional ports, oil
refneries and storage facilities, the response and recovery eAorts were hampered
due to both an inability to access the impacted regions and fuel shortages (Iwateken sōmu-bu sōgōbōsai-shitsu 2014).
The Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami event was clearly beyond the
capacity of any single government at any tier to eAectively manage. It thus
demanded a response that comprised stakeholders that spanned both the
horizontal and vertical scales. The additional capabilities brought to the impacted
region by the SDF were just one of the many forms of external assistance provided.
Particularly since 1995, the development of Japan’s disaster planning approach had
been consistent with Bissell’s assertion of the importance of incorporating multijurisdictional planning (Bissell 2013, 89).
Indeed, following the 1995 disaster, there was a concerted eAort across Japan
to establish broader networks that could be called upon to provide a redundant
surge capacity for communities overwhelmed by extreme events. By 2011, there was
an almost universal membership by all tiers of governments to mutual assistance
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agreements. But as forewarned in the previous chapter, the sheer number of such
agreements increased the risk of them becoming lost among the many other
documents and plans that existed within each jurisdiction, potentially rendering
them ineAective. So how did these very documents that were designed for times
when jurisdictions became overwhelmed by an extreme event contribute to the
capacity of the impacted regions to respond to the Great East Japan earthquake
and tsunami?
Mutual Assistance Compacts Learning about limits
As discussed elsewhere, by 2011 mutual assistance agreements existed between
prefectures, amongst municipalities and between sectors. At the national level,
mutual assistance agreements had been credited in various government white
papers as being key to the eAective response to a number of natural disasters
following 1995, and their development had thus received ongoing government
support (see Naikakufu 2005, Ch. 3-12 for example). While mutual assistance
compacts are not unique to Japan, nor are they a recent development, their sheer
number may be seen as a unique feature of Japan's post-1995 crisis management
landscape.
However, as also discussed in the previous chapter, despite Ōshū City having
only recently experienced a disaster, and despite the city’s possession of 20
agreements at the time of the 2008 earthquakes, a key stakeholder within the local
government was not aware of their existence until questioned during case study
interviews. The eAectiveness of such agreements was also something that none of
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the interviewees showed any degree of confdence in, suggesting that 'we won't
know until one happens' (Okiteminaito Wakaranai).
On 11 March 2011, one did happen, and it thus provides an opportunity to
consider this question once again. The remainder of this section will, therefore,
consider how eAectively two key mutual assistance agreements helped to facilitate
the response to the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami—The National
Governors’ Association Mutual Assistance Agreement, and The Iwate Prefecture
Municipal Government Mutual Assistance Agreement.
The National Governors’ Association Mutual Assistance Agreement
In Iwate Prefecture, with all eyes on the coast, the overwhelmed prefectural
government was unable to fulfl other roles it needed to play and was consequently
unable to trigger key mutual assistance agreements that would have provided the
coastal towns devastated by the disaster with much-needed assistance. One key
agreement was the Zenkoku todōfuken ni okeru saigaiji-tō no kōiki ōen ni kansurukyō kyōtei [National Governors' Association mutual wide area assistance
agreement for times of disaster] (‘the National Governors’ Agreement’), which was
signed by all prefectural governors in July 1996 and subsequently revised in 2007.
As a rule, this agreement was to be triggered by the aAected prefecture, but it
remained inactive until the Chair of the Governor's Association activated it on
behalf of the aAected prefectures (Uchida 2013).73
Once triggered however, the National Governors' Agreement, along with a
73

A presentation to the Cabinet Ofce by Uchida Takehiko, head of the National Governors’
Association investigation into the Response to Major Disasters.
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range of other similar agreements, functioned to provide the impacted regions
with relief supplies such as food, blankets and fuel, as well as personnel, vehicles
and other resources to help cope with the situation (Sōmushō Shōbōchō 2012,
chaps 1–4). For the National Governors' Agreement, its success lay largely in the
fact that it existed as an agreement between members of an existing association,
rather than forming the basis for an association itself. This meant that the
agreement possessed redundant coordination capacities within the Governor's
Association that were able to act as a proxy when the impacted prefectural
governments were unable to perform that role.
The redundancy built into the National Governors' Association Mutual
Assistance Agreement enabled it to be used to great eAect, both in the immediate
aftermath of the disaster, and in the longer term. For example, to help with the
additional administrative workload that recovery and rebuilding brings, a
combined 455 prefectural government ofcers from around Japan provided longterm assistance to Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima in 2011, a further 463 did the same
in 2012 (Zenkoku chijikai 2011; Zenkoku chijikai 2012b).
In addition to the support these ofcers provided, this exchange of personnel
also provided an important learning opportunity for other prefectures. In the
aftermath of the 2011 disaster, for example, a review of the National Governors'
Agreement was conducted, which led to its revision in May 2012. The revisions
included the introduction of redundant triggering mechanisms, a greater role for
regional bloc associations, and an agreement to establish a National Governor’s
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Association emergency headquarters during times of disaster to coordinate
prefectural-level assistance (Zenkoku chijikai 2012a). This shared learning
experience at the prefectural level had a nation-wide impact, with regional or
‘bloc’ governors’ associations as far away as Kyushu, carrying out similar
amendments to their regional agreements (Kyūshū Chihō Chjikai 2016).
Iwate’s Municipal Government Mutual Assistance Agreement
At the municipal level, the triggering and coordination of such agreements
presented similar, albeit more serious problems. Under the Daikibo saigai-ji ni
okekeru Iwate ken shichōson sōgo ōen ni kansuru-kyō kyōtei [Iwate Prefecture
Municipal Government Agreement on Mutual Support for Large Scale Disasters]
(‘the Iwate Prefecture Agreement’), it was largely up to the prefectural government
to trigger and coordinate operations. But with all focus directed towards the
coastal areas, this agreement was never formally triggered following 2011 (Ōshū
Municipal Government Citizen Environment Department Risk Management
Division 2013). In addition to the failure of the triggering mechanism, with the
prefecture’s resources concentrated on the coastal regions, there was also nobody
to coordinate the response by the municipalities.
It was clear that the scale of the 2011 disaster meant the mechanisms
designed for the triggering and coordination of the Iwate Prefecture Agreement
were unable to function as intended. However, this was not the only impact the
scale of this disaster had on the arrangements underpinned by this agreement.
Under the Iwate Prefecture Agreement, for example, each municipality was
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allocated a number of specifc neighbouring municipalities, for which they would
either take the lead or act as a 'deputy' in the provision of support (Morioka Shi
1996, 316). If the agreement had functioned as intended, Ōshū, for example, would
have led or played a deputy role in the municipal level assistance for the cities of
Tōno, Kamaishi, Ichinoseki, Ōfunato and Rikuzentakata, and the towns of
Ōtsuchi, Hiraizumi, Fujisawa and Sumida in accordance with the below table:
Table 7.2: Assistance responsibilities under the municipal agreement
Region Name

Kamaishi
Ryoban
Kessen

Municipalities within
Region

Supporting Municipality
Main
Tono City

Tono City, Kamaishi City,
Ōtsuchi Town
Ichinoseki City, Hiraizumi Ōshū City
Town, Fujisawa Town
Ōfunatō City, Rikuzen
Ichinoseki City
Takata City, Sumita Town

Assisting
Ōshū City
Rikuzen Takata City
Ōshū City

Source:(Morioka Shi 1996)

However, without coordination, the municipalities were unable to obtain
information about the situation and guidance as to what assistance they could
provide, Ōshū and its agreement counterparts were left in the dark. It was the very
weakness that had been identifed by the Ōshū Municipal ofcer in 2009—the
agreement's reliance on faxes and telephones (see Chapter 6). Although identifed
as a problem well before the 2011 disaster, it had not been remedied, and
consequently, the coordination of the municipal agreement became an almost
impossible task.
While geographic proximity is considered an important element of mutual
assistance agreements, on this occasion the scale of the disaster rendered the
274

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

agreement almost useless. The earthquake registered Shindo 6 in Ōshū, injuring
six people and damaging around eighty dwellings. Over 240 public facilities,
including schools and government buildings, were also damaged. An aftershock on
7 April 2011 injured a further 15 people, destroyed 42 dwellings and damaged
approximately 2,500 others. Further, immediately after the 2011 disaster, Ōshū was
one of the many areas subject to the region-wide power outage, which lasted for
approximately 35 hours, the water supply was cut for approximately six days,
communications were severely disrupted and as many as 23 roads were closed due
to damage (Ōshū-shi 2016b). Thus, despite the role that Ōshū was expected to play
during extreme events, given that the city was itself a victim of the 2011 disaster, it
was limited in its ability to respond to the needs of the harder-hit neighbouring
municipalities.
In the absence of a coordination framework, municipalities such as Ōshū
commenced relief operations independently and in an uncoordinated way. It was a
number of days before attempts to coordinate assistance were made, and the
attempt came from the Municipalities rather than the Prefecture. An Ōshū
government ofcial explained:
We actually mobilised immediately. However, we basically decided in
an uncoordinated way where we were to go… Initially, we went to
Rikuzen Takata City. However, that city is further south than Ōshū
City, so Ichinoseki ended up going there, and we ended up assisting
Ōfunatō City…
In reality we didn't look at the agreement and base our operations on
it. We heard on the news that a large tsunami had hit the coastal
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region and so we immediately began discussing what we could do to
assist. I think it was about four days after the disaster when a request
was put to the prefecture to decide on which municipality was to assist
in which area…
(Ōshū Municipal Government Citizen Environment Department Risk
Management Division 2013)

Ōshū City remedied the communication problems by sending an ofcial to
Morioka by car. Two round-trips each day provided Ōshū City with the only
reliable and most current information it was able to obtain. A similar strategy was
also adopted by other municipalities, which led to the reestablishment of a
coordinated approach to the provision of assistance four days after the event. The
solution of which inland municipality would assist which coastal region was not
based on the municipal level agreement, rather it was determined by geography. It
was agreed that each inland municipality would provide assistance to the coastal
region at roughly the same latitude (Ōshū Municipal Government Citizen
Environment Department Risk Management Division 2013).
The municipal level agreement failed in almost every way. Triggers were
vulnerable, and there was no redundant coordination mechanism to cope during
times when the prefectural government was unable to perform this role.
Communications also proved vulnerable, impeding coordination of the agreement
and the municipalities themselves also became victims of the 2011 disaster,
limiting their capacity to provide assistance. In contrast to the Iwate Prefecture
Agreement, while the National Governors' Agreement was not triggered in the
expected way, the existence of an overarching governing body provided a
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redundant mechanism within the agreement for its triggering and coordination.
This meant that the National Governors’ Agreement was able to function largely as
intended even when the expected body charged with these responsibilities became
paralysed through a disaster.
So, what do these experiences mean regarding future disaster planning? The
exponential growth of mutual assistance agreements across Japan happened
largely through a process of cross-referencing across and between horizontal and
vertical levels of government. Municipalities borrowed ideas and processes from
other municipalities, and prefectures borrowed from prefectures, and indeed,
municipal agreements share many similarities with prefectural and national
counterparts. But as can be seen by the similar triggering and coordination
mechanisms between the national and subnational agreements suAering from
diAering degrees of vulnerability during the 2011 disaster, there appears to have
been some signifcant contextual diAerences that were overlooked when crossreferencing between government tiers.
This case thus shows that solutions at one tier of government—such as
similar agreements between prefectures, may not automatically scale up or down
to other tiers of government. Here, the close proximity of agreement members,
including the trigger and coordinator, meant that on this occasion, many had their
own problems to deal with, and were thus less able to provide assistance outside
their jurisdiction. Thus, rather than geographic proximity being a strength of the
municipal agreement, the sheer scale of the 2011 disaster rendered it a weakness.
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This is not to say that as a concept, the provision of mutual assistance at the
sub-prefectural level was without merit. To the contrary, when I interviewed
ofcials in Kamaishi City, one of the worst-hit coastal towns in the prefecture and
a 'should-have-been' recipient of assistance under the Iwate Prefecture
Agreement, one ofcial commented that he thought the agreement operated
reasonably well, and much-needed assistance was provided by neighbouring
municipalities (Kamaishi Municipal Government Representatives 2013). Amid the
turmoil of the 2011 disaster, the Kamaishi ofcials were unaware of the fact that it
was an ad-hoc response.
Even though the mutual support provided by surrounding municipalities
was not the result of adherence to the agreement, it was seen by stakeholders as
having been carried out in the ‘spirit of mutual assistance’. Ōshū ofcials
suggested that the act of negotiating the municipal agreement in the frst place
played a part in the ad-hoc provision of support from surrounding municipalities
(Ōshū Municipal Government Citizen Environment Department Risk
Management Division 2013). It can thus be said that at least one element of the
Iwate Prefecture Agreement functioned—the formal and informal boundary
processes that were harnessed and strengthened through the negotiation and
creation of the agreement itself. Thus, although the Iwate Prefecture Agreement
did not function as intended, the response by municipalities shows that the
promotion of boundary processes between jurisdictions through collaborative
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exercises such as the creation of mutual assistance agreements, can in turn help
facilitate adaptation to circumstances that exceed planned responses.
Like its national counterpart, the 2011 disaster also triggered a signifcant
reconsideration of the municipal-level agreement in Iwate. It was proposed by
Ōshū ofcials during hearings that the Iwate Prefecture Agreement needed to be
changed in three main ways: Firstly, they argued that the triggering mechanisms
needed to be automatic rather than manual, and rely on predetermined thresholds
(such as seismic intensity or wind speed); Secondly, communications failed on this
occasion, and while the frst solution would go some way into resolving the
second, they believed it essential that this be rectifed. At the time of the
interview, the municipality was participating in a prefecture-wide roll-out of
redundant communications capabilities, including digital transceivers and
satellite telephones that could operate independently from the existing
telecommunications infrastructure; Thirdly, they believed the scale for the
municipal level mutual assistance agreements was wrong, arguing that the close
proximity of members made the agreement vulnerable to larger disasters (Ōshū
Municipal Government Citizen Environment Department Risk Management
Division 2013).
To reduce this last identifed vulnerability, municipal governments have been
actively revising their disaster management arrangements since the 2011 disaster.
One solution has been to increase the number of mutual assistance agreements.
As of March 2016, for example, Ōshū City has expanded its collection of assistance
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agreements to 34, each advertised on their website. To overcome the risk
associated with geographic proximity, Ōshū City has also signed agreements with
two jurisdictions outside Iwate Prefecture—Nagai City, Yamagata Prefecture and
Shiroishi City, Miyagi Prefecture (Ōshū-shi 2016a). But is the creation of more
agreements the answer?
If a key document like the Iwate Prefecture Municipal Agreements can be
forgotten, as was seen in 2008, how much more likely is it that an agreement with
a beverage manufacturer or a distant municipality will be forgotten in the middle
of a crisis? The cities of Nagai and Shiroishi are approximately 200 kilometres away
from Ōshū—roughly a three-hour drive—and the costs associated with
maintaining such agreements through regular drills and desktop exercises may
eventually prove prohibitive. Further, while such agreements may overcome
vulnerability associated with proximity, they do not overcome the burden that the
coordination of such agreements would place on communications that may be
disrupted following a disaster.
Such agreements also lack external coordination arrangements, such as that
which exists within the National Governor’s Agreement and similar ‘bloc’
agreements throughout Japan. Even the Iwate Municipal Agreement had such a
body—the prefectural government—although proximity to the 2011 disaster meant
that it was paralysed in the immediate aftermath. Thus, if the bilateral agreements
with Nagai and Shiroishi Cities were ever triggered, the question of 'who
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coordinates?' could become a problem to agreements already facing challenges
associated with the ‘tyranny of distance’.
It cannot yet be known whether this is a case of ‘overlearning’ or
‘overreacting’ when confronted with what was a very signifcant natural disaster.
Nor can it be known yet whether the longer-term outcomes of the 2011 experience
undermine lessons drawn from earlier disaster experiences. But what it does
suggest is that despite the well-entrenched disaster learning framework that exists
in Japan, it is not unusual that the experience of a high impact event like the Great
East Japan earthquake and tsunami can change the trajectory of an existing
learning process, sometimes signifcantly. Thus, without careful consideration of
the causal processes, there may still be a risk that misinterpretation or
overreaction may result in the undermining of lessons that had been embedded in
disaster management routines through previous experience. The next section will
explore this interaction of multiple experiences on the process of learning.
‘Crying Wolf’ - How Experience can Undermine
This thesis has considered how experience may lead to greater community
resilience. But can repeated experience also result in the undermining of lessons
and the erosion of resilience? As mentioned previously in this thesis, there had
been three major tsunami impacting the region in a little over a century before the
Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami. But in many of the impacted towns, the
height of the 2011 tsunami were seen to exceed the height of even those that struck
the coast in 1896.
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At the other extreme, however, just one year prior to the 2011 disaster, a
tsunami alert was issued, calling on all individuals along the coast to evacuate. The
community had ample warning of the tsunami in 2010, given the time it took for
the wave to travel around the globe from Chile. The distance the tsunami had to
travel also meant that there was a long wait for evacuees and when the wave fnally
hit it ranged in height from 40 centimetres in Miyako City, to 1.2 metres in Kuji
City (Kishōchō 2010). Even before this tsunami arrived, many individuals who had
initially evacuated had already gone home, and those who remained in the
evacuation centres joked about the size of the waves (Iwate Prefecture
Government Risk Management Ofce 2013).
A survey of evacuees by the Iwate Prefecture Government following the 2010
tsunami supports this narrative of the event. Following the tsunami alert, 60.8
percent of individuals along the coast were found to have evacuated. This may at
frst appear to be a reasonably good outcome. However, of this fgure, only around
35 percent of those who evacuated made their way to designated evacuation
points. To make matters worse, as many as 20 percent of the evacuees had already
returned to their houses prior to the frst wave hitting and a further 30 percent
returned the moment they heard that the wave was not as high as had been
anticipated (Iwate-ken sōmu-bu sōgōbōsai-shitsu 2010).
What impact did these events—at both extremes—have on the response to
the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami? The 2011 disaster saw many tragic
cases where people evacuated to higher ground, but the ground they evacuated to
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was not high enough. Many who failed to evacuate to suitable areas in 2011 relied
on the 2010 experience. In the words of two separate interviewees: 'It was a bit like
Ōkami shōnen [the boy who cried wolf]' (Iwate Prefecture Council of Social
Welfare 2013; Iwate Prefecture Government Risk Management Ofce 2013).
In some regions, this reliance on past experience resulted in a signifcant
number of deaths. Kamaishi City was one such region where many individuals had
fed to a newly completed kōminkan [community centre], which was located at the
base of a slope, approximately one kilometre from the coast and just a few metres
below the designated evacuation point. Inside the building, a horizontal bulge in
the wallpaper approximately two metres from the foor indicated the height to
which the wave came at this point. The unprecedented height of the 2011 tsunami
caught many of the evacuees by surprise and although confdent that they had
evacuated to a safe place, as many as four hundred individuals lost their lives in
that building (Kamaishi Fieldwork 31 October 2013).
Surveying the town in 2013, it was unsurprising that people did not see the
need to evacuate any further. While the centre of the town is situated less than one
kilometre from the ocean, it is not possible to see any part of the ocean. The reason
for this is the Kamaishi Grain Terminal, a massive structure that was over 500
metres long, as well as other structures, elevated roads and seawalls obstructing
the view. Thus, despite living so close to the ocean, it had become something that
residents had grown accustomed to not looking at every day (Kamaishi Fieldwork
31 October 2013).
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The importance of being able to see the ocean was articulated by an Iwate
prefectural government ofcial from the risk management and disaster planning
section. He argued that because of the seawalls, it was not possible to see the
ocean receding before the tsunami struck. He explained, 'You will be able to know
how big a wave will be by the degree to which the sea recedes (hiki nami) prior to
the tsunami striking the coast. So, for example, in the Meiji Sanriku tsunami, there
was a receding ocean, and many fsh were left high and dry. And when people went
out to get the fsh, the wave came' (Iwate Prefecture Government Risk
Management Ofce 2013).
Not being able to see the ocean, however, is only part of the problem caused
by the seawalls. As described in Chapter 4, towns were relocated away from the
coast following both the 1896 and 1933 tsunami, Sekihi memorials warning people
not to build in harm's way were erected, and memorial halls were built along the
coast to serve as a reminder of these disasters. But as also discussed in Chapter 4,
people gradually moved back to the coast as it was key to their livelihoods.
Moreover, memorial halls that were erected as a reminder of the disasters were
gradually re-purposed or knocked down and forgotten, and seawalls were erected
along the coast, only justifying the decision of people to rebuild in harm's way.
There is little doubt that trust placed by communities in the infrastructure
such as seawalls exacerbated the death toll on this occasion. While the millions of
tonnes of concrete serve a very real purpose of protecting the population from
tsunami and storm surges, it also, however, encourages people to live within an
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arm's reach of the seawall itself with little concern for the need to coexist with
potential hazards. There are numerous examples of video footage of the disaster,
freely available on YouTube and other internet video streaming services which
show people standing at the base of seawalls or nearby hills, watching the spray as
the frst waves crash into the concrete barriers. These videos also show how close
houses had been built to the seawalls and how presumably well-drilled individuals
ignored tsunami warnings.74
At numerous hearings and interviews, the informants commented on the
complacency of the coastal communities prior to the 2011 disaster. The general
feeling was that the wave would only be one or two metres high. Following the
experience of 2010, individuals were seen returning to their homes to check on
damage immediately after the frst tsunami hit, only to be washed away by a
second (Kamaishi Shi 2013). Much of this complacency was attributed to the 40centimetre tsunami that barely left a mark on the 10-metre-high seawalls one year
earlier.
It was a key example of how existing prevention measures can assist in the
‘undoing’ of learning. On this occasion, the seawalls obstructed views of the threat
(in this case the ocean) and encouraged the development of overconfdence in the
safety the seawalls would provide. Thus, in answer to the question, how did such
experiences impact the response to the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami?
Although much was learnt in previous disasters, the example described here
demonstrates that, in some circumstances, past experience, over-reliance on
74

Many such examples are available on the Fuji TV FNN Archive youtube site: (Fuji TV 2016).
Particularly relevant examples are: (Fuji TV 2011a; Fuji TV 2011b)
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physical disaster prevention infrastructure and overzealous use of disaster warning
systems can also erode learning.

The Changing Landscape of Community Sector Support
As has been discussed throughout this thesis, community-based organisations
have played a crucial role in the aftermath of natural disasters. How did these
sectors change in the lead up to 2011 and what impact did the Great East Japan
earthquake and tsunami have on them? Following each disaster discussed in this
thesis, community-based organisations and volunteers played important roles in
response and recovery. The eAorts of these organisations and individuals were
often lauded in the media.
Following a relatively long lull in large-scale disasters after the 1959 Ise Bay
typhoon, the importance of these groups and individuals was ‘rediscovered’ in
1995. This rediscovery, as discussed in Chapter 6, led to 1995 becoming known as
‘Year One of the Volunteer era’, and every year thereafter, on 17 January, the
anniversary of the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, ‘Volunteer Day’ has been
held. However, as argued in Chapter 6, it was not until the 2004 earthquake in
Niigata that subnational governments started seriously considering the role of the
voluntary sector within their disaster plans.
As a part of this development, Shakyō came to be seen as the coordinating
body for volunteers during times of disaster. This role helped raise the
organisation's lagging profle, and Shakyō subsequently became an important
aspect of disaster response and recovery plans across Japan, at all tiers of
286

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

government. However, taking on this coordinating role was far from a smooth
process.
Interviews during the 2008 and 2009 tranches of feldwork in Iwate
Prefecture clearly showed that tensions existed between the government, Shakyō
and the NPO sector. These tensions were centred on the fact that although NPOs
had existed for approximately ten years, they were still very much on the periphery
of disaster planning activities. One interview in particular, with a representative of
an intermediary support NPO in Iwate, highlighted the NPO sector’s peripheral
role. The NPO representative described his sector as being disenfranchised during
the process of preparations for crises, which included the development of the crisis
networks and emergency contact lists (Iwate NPO Centre Representative 2008).
During the interview, the NPO representative expressed his dissatisfaction with
the minor role that he and his NPO colleagues had been entrusted with,
suggesting:
It is not clear what the government expects of NPOs… Our only job as
an NPO was to contact the NPOs around Iwate to confrm that they
were OK. However, following these disasters, it was agreed (amongst
the NPOs) that we needed to consider what other kinds of functions
we could perform (Iwate NPO Centre Representative 2008).

When raising this issue with Shakyō, however, they saw little problem with the
minor role set aside for NPOs and suggested ulterior motives were behind their
wish to play a more central role:
Neighbourhood associations and local Shakyō are the ones in charge,
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and those individuals and organisations that choose to enter a disaster
area to assist must act in accordance with these coordinating bodies or
risk worsening the situation. To put it crudely, these NPOs that deal
with crisis management are relatively new and want to build their
portfolio. Consequently, they are eager to become involved with any
crisis. They move very quickly as an organisation, which is often
something that the local Shakyō struggle to deal with (Iwate Prefecture
Council of Social Welfare 2008).

The prefectural government of Iwate also expressed a degree of frustration with
NPOs, suggesting that they were difcult to engage with. An Iwate Prefecture
ofcial described the difculties his division had faced in obtaining information
from the NPOs:
…The government is reluctant to ask them for information as NPOs
would probably not like it. They would feel that we are trying to
interfere. The reason for this is because the NPO law was built on the
idea that organisations incorporated under this law would be diAerent
to other 'public beneft organisations'. The law was created in a way
that would minimise government scrutiny and control. So, even the
reports that organisations are required to submit, if we were to go and
question something about them, the NPOs would treat us with a great
deal of suspicion.
As a matter of fact, two years ago (2006) we tried to convince NPOs
that because we were considering working more closely with them and
fund their activities, we would need to get a better picture of their
situation. This was met with a real backlash. That is the case for Iwate,
I don't know what other regions are like, but that is what it is like here
(Iwate Prefecture General AAairs Department Disaster Prevention
Ofce 2008).

It is clear that NPOs were treated with caution by the prefectural government and
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a certain degree of contempt by Shakyō. In their role as volunteer coordinator,
Shakyō made little distinction between individuals and NPOs wishing to assist
(Iwate Prefecture Council of Social Welfare 2008). While this may not be
representative of other activities jointly performed by these stakeholders, the
relationship between government, Shakyō and NPOs in Iwate Prefecture around
2009 certainly exhibited low levels of trust regarding activities associated with
disaster management planning. What impacts did their relationship have on the
roles they performed in the aftermath of the Great East Japan earthquake and
tsunami, and in what ways did this disaster impact these roles in the years
following?
The NPO Sector in the Post 2011 Context
The Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami disaster resulted in an
unprecedented response by the NPO sector. Many NPOs joined forces to form
broad NPO national and regional consortia. The Higashinihon daishinsai fukkō
NPO shien zenkoku purojekuto [Great East Japan Earthquake Recovery NPO
Support National Project], and the Japan Civil Network (JCN) were two major
national consortia, with the latter comprising of 712 organisations (Osa, Sagara,
and Ishiwatari 2012).
In each of the three aAected prefectures, an NPO was newly established, or
an existing one nominated to act as a local coordination body. The headquarters of
the national consortium would then serve as an ‘introductory agency’, working
with the relevant local coordination body and subnational governments to
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ascertain the needs of the victims. The headquarters would then connect these
needs with member NPOs that possessed the appropriate skill-set to assist
(‘Higashinihon daishinsai fukkō NPO shien zenkoku purojekuto - Soshiki
Nitsuite’ 2016).
There was a need for the NPO consortia to work closely with the
governments of the impacted regions. However, prior to 2011, few of the municipal
governments along the Tōhoku coast interacted with the NPO sector to any
signifcant degree. Indeed, Kamaishi City ofcials conceded that the response and
recovery eAorts presented the frst opportunity for them to deal with the very
small NPO sector in their jurisdiction.
One of the few NPOs in Kamaishi was NPO@Rias, which had been
established in 2003 to reinvigorate the commercial district of the city (‘NPO@Rias
NPO Support Center’ 2016). According to local government ofcials, before 2011
this NPO operated independently and had few dealings with the government but
as NPOs from around Japan converged on Kamaishi, NPO@Rias became their frst
point of contact (Kamaishi Municipal Government Representatives 2013). The
coordinating role played by NPO@Rias was the catalyst for the organisation
establishing a closer relationship with the municipal government.
In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, the active role played by the NPO
sector was not recognised by the overwhelmed municipal government. According
to Kamaishi City ofcials, for a number of months following the disaster, they
struggled to just get through the mountain of work that piled up in front of them
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each day. Consequently, in the words of one ofcer, 'In the frst instance, as we
were in a situation where there was simply too much to do, the NPOs came in and
worked independently' (Kamaishi Municipal Government Representatives 2013).
It was not until August 2011, approximately fve months after the disaster,
that the NPOs began to reach out to the municipal government. The emergency
relief and post-disaster clean up were beginning to transition to longer-term
recovery operations. The NPOs that had been working in the region initiated a
meeting with the Kamaishi government, fnally establishing a formal forum
through which collaborative activities between the government and the NPOs
could be coordinated. This meeting became a regular event that was chaired by
NPO@Rias and focused on exchanging information on activities, setting priorities,
and avoiding overlap (Kamaishi Municipal Government Representatives 2013).
The clean-up had all but been completed by the time of the 2013 feldwork,
and many organisations that were not originally based in Kamaishi had returned
to their respective homes. But importantly, the linkage that had developed
between the local government and the NPO sector through this experience had
survived, at least in the medium term, with NPO@Rias maintaining regular
contact with the Chiiki fukushi-ka [Regional Welfare Division] of the municipal
government. The meetings between government and the NPO sector continued,
albeit at a reduced frequency, and NPO@Rias continued to provide secretariat
support for these meetings (Kamaishi Municipal Government Representatives
2013).
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The independent activities carried out by NPOs and volunteers in the
immediate aftermath of the 2011 disaster, and the proactive engagement with the
local government to coordinate activities, suggest important changes in the way
this sector operated as a whole. In contrast to the 2008 disasters when many NPOs
channelled their support through the Shakyō volunteer centres, in 2011 the NPO
sector acted in an independent, yet coordinated way through nationally
established NPO consortia, which coordinated with locally based NPOs and
worked closely with local governments.
Given the signifcant change in approach to the provision of assistance by
NPOs, does the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami mark the maturation of
the NPO sector? It is possible that this is indeed the case, but before making any
conclusion, other factors also need to be considered. As discussed further below,
to a large extent, the local government and Shakyō were themselves victims and
were not in a position to refuse any assistance, regardless of where it came from. In
addition, in the aftermath of the 2011 disaster, the NPO sector was very well
funded by the national government to carry out relief and recovery activities.
Such national funding may also be considered evidence that demonstrates a
maturation of the NPO sector, but it must also be noted that the funding provided
to the NPO sector by the national government following the 2011 disaster was not
‘new money’. As part of the election campaign which saw the Democratic Party of
Japan (DPJ) win convincingly against an unpopular Liberal Democratic Party in
July 2009, the leader of the DPJ announced a comprehensive Manifesuto
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[Manifesto] containing election commitments that spanned over twenty pages.
One of these undertakings was the promise to 'realise a society in which citizens
are responsible for the public interest'.75 This promise was to be achieved through
the support of the NPO sector and carried with it a pledge of approximately 10
billion yen (Minshutō 2009, 20). Following their successful campaign, the DPJ
honoured this commitment and provided a signifcant portion of this 10 billion
yen pledge to the NPO sector over a period of three years.
In 2011, the original pledge in the DPJ Manifesto had entered its third and
fnal year, and it was this money, already earmarked for the NPO sector that was
redirected to the NPOs providing assistance in the disaster-aAected areas
(Permanent adviser of the The Great East Japan Earthquake Recovery NPO
Support National Project 2013). Thus, while certainly playing a signifcant role in
the aftermath of the 2011 disaster, it is difcult to ascertain whether the sector as a
whole has in fact matured to the stage of being self-sustaining. During subsequent
discussions with Iwate Prefecture ofcials, for example, concern was expressed
regarding the decline in fnancial support for NPOs, both as a result of the
expiration of the original DPJ commitment and the commencement of the newly
elected Abe government, which was signifcantly less supportive of the not-forproft sector (Iwate Prefecture Government Risk Management Ofce 2013).
Considering the activities of the NPO sector alone does not provide
conclusive evidence of maturation of the sector as a whole. Nor does an
examination of the funding arrangements between the sector and the national
75

Commitment 34 of the Manifesto. ‘Shimin ga kōeki o ninau shakai o jitsugen suru’
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government. The extent to which Shakyō’s perception of the NPO sector changed
in the aftermath of 2011 disaster must also be considered. Did Shakyō still consider
the NPO sector as simply a collection of volunteers, as they did in 2008, or did they
start to see the sector in a diAerent light? Before addressing these questions, it is
frst necessary to consider the role of Shakyō in the aftermath of the Great East
Japan earthquake and tsunami and the impact that this experience had on the
organisation as a whole.
Shakyō and 'Voluntours'
Following the 2011 disaster, 111,500 volunteers registered with Shakyō on the
Tōhoku coast over the frst month (11 March – 11 April 2011), and the next month
saw this fgure peak at 180,900 (12 April – 11 May 2011) (Zenkoku shakai fukushi
kyōgikai 2011, 21). From this peak, Shakyō recorded a month by month decline in
volunteer numbers. But the support provided by volunteers was long-term, with
14,600 volunteers registered in the period between 12 January and 11 February 2012,
almost 12 months after the disaster. The support provided by volunteers was
indeed signifcant, with the total number reaching almost 1.5 million by the end of
May 2016 (Zenkoku shakai fukushi kyōgikai 2016).
By 2011, the coordinating role of Shakyō in times of disaster had become well
entrenched, and the ongoing coordination of volunteers following the 2011 disaster
was again performed largely by Shakyō. The scale of the disaster called for a
national response, and demonstrating the organisational capacity and reach of
Shakyō, within days a total of 196 volunteer centres had been established across
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Japan by the various Shakyō chapters. Of this number, almost half were outside
the aAected region and focused largely on coordinating the registration of
volunteers and collection of donations to send to Tōhoku (Zenkoku shakai fukushi
kyōgikai 2011, 9).
But management of volunteers following disasters is just one of the many
welfare activities conducted by Shakyō. How did this sustained eAort to coordinate
such large numbers impact Shakyō in the longer term? At the time of the 2013
feldwork, Shakyō was again engaged in the coordination of volunteers following a
volcanic eruption on Izu Oshima Island. When discussing problems that were
often faced by Shakyō while coordinating volunteers, one of the Iwate Prefecture
Shakyō representatives paused for a moment and then related Shakyō’s most
recent experience to that of the 2011 disaster:
…Well the recent Izu-Oshima disaster,76 they still haven't found all of
the bodies. So, we limit the number of volunteers that are able to go to
the island at one time to help clean up. Moreover, we restrict where
these people are allowed to walk as they may walk on yet to be
discovered bodies. Because it is an isolated island, there are no places
for volunteers even if they go there, to stay, and of course, they also use
toilets and need to eat… Those kinds of facilities do not exist on that
island, so the only way we could cater to such people would be to
anchor a ship at the harbour for people to use, which, of course, we
cannot do.
Similarly, after the 2011 disaster in Iwate, we sent out the message that
we were not accepting volunteers from outside the Prefecture for the
same reason. A major diAerence between the weather of Miyagi and
76

A landslide on the Izu Oshima Island in October 2013 which resulted in 39 dead or missing
(Nihon Keizai Shimbun 2014).
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Iwate is, in Miyagi, even if it snows, it will not snow that much, and the
roads generally won't freeze. So, for example, in Ishinomaki, you could
still pitch a tent if you prepared like you would for a mountain
climbing expedition. However, in Iwate, the roads freeze over, and the
temperatures are also lower than Miyagi, and so it is not really possible
for people to stay outdoors. This brought a degree of criticism from our
national body (Zen Shakyō), and other places. But this was the reality
of the situation (Iwate Prefecture Council of Social Welfare 2013).

It was clear that volunteers, while seen as an essential workforce following a
disaster, were also perceived as a burden that needed to be managed. Shakyō’s role
of the trafc controller was also a source of criticism. This was something that was
repeatedly experienced by Shakyō and was a legacy of the 2004 Niigata
earthquake. Shakyō often found itself in a difcult position as the need for
volunteers and the popularity of volunteering were overshadowed at times by the
very real problem of an inability to cater for them.
Along the coast, following the 2011 disaster, even the basic requirements such
as toilets were unavailable as all sewerage treatment plants had been damaged by
the tsunami. Problems continued for Shakyō even as spring came and the
temperatures warmed up, fnally making camping an option. The Shakyō
representative described:
…from around April, parks and other vacant areas around the coast
were set aside for the construction of temporary emergency housing.
So even though it became more practical for those willing to camp to
do so, these areas were no longer available (Iwate Prefecture Council of
Social Welfare 2013).
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Nevertheless, there was still a need for volunteers, and from early April 2011, a
volunteer bus 'Borabasu' was established by Shakyō. This was also a lesson based
on the experiences of the Niigata 2004 and 2007 disasters, where it was learnt that
volunteer buses were a useful means for getting volunteers in and out of disasterhit areas while minimising their impact on limited resources and facilities.
The Borabasu was a service that was provided by Shakyō to the aAected
regions but only upon their request. This service enabled volunteers to depart
from Morioka (the capital city of Iwate Prefecture) frst thing in the morning,
carry out their volunteer work on the coast during the day, and then return to
Morioka by bus that evening. A number of organisations joined Shakyō to provide
similar services to fll the demand. But while this service successfully relieved the
burden that would have been placed on the resources and facilities of coastal areas
following the 2011 disaster, it was not a cheap undertaking. The service provided by
Shakyō alone, funded by Shakyō’s kyōdō bokin [community chest fund] that was
set aside for disaster situations, for example, cost over 30,000,000 yen (over
AUD300,000) just for the bus.
The conditions for those busing out to the coast were far from comfortable.
One of the Shakyō representatives recalled his experiences with the Borabasu:
There were some volunteers that came from as far away as Tokyo. They
came by overnight bus. On arrival in Morioka, they got on the
volunteer bus, worked all day on the coast, went back to Morioka that
night, and returned to the coast the next day or went back to Tokyo.
In some areas, the fsh processing plants were destroyed, and small
and large fsh were all over the place. Smaller fsh would dry out
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quickly in the cold and not rot. The bigger fsh, however, like sake
(salmon), would rot before they dried out and as a result, that year
there were many fies. Volunteers who went out to the coast to clean up
would end up with clothes that smelt like you wouldn't believe! So,
volunteers would end up having to throw away their clothes after a
day’s work.
They couldn't get rid of the smell no matter how much they washed
their clothes! Moreover, when they were on the bus home, particularly
on a colder day, and the heaters were turned on… People would
complain of feeling sick just riding on the bus because of the smell!
(laugh) (Iwate Prefecture Council of Social Welfare 2013).

Through the hearing conducted with Iwate Prefecture Shakyō, it became apparent
that the management of volunteers was seen as a signifcant resource burden on
the organisation. The resource burden on Shakyō meant that it could only oAer the
bus service until September 2011, although even during feldwork conducted in
2013 the Kitakami City77 chapter of Shakyō was providing a similar bus service for
Rikuzen Takata, one of the worst-hit cities in 2011. In contrast to the funding
model adopted by the Iwate Prefecture Shakyō, Kitakami Shakyō had modifed its
approach over time and by 2013, the service was provided for people willing to pay
the bus fare, bring their own drink and food, and pay their own insurance (Iwateken shakai fukushi kyōgi-kai 2013). The approach taken by Kitakami Shakyō may
have made the provision of such a service sustainable, but it also begs the
question, were they actually oAering a volunteer transportation service, or were
they conducting tours? The answer to this question is—they were probably doing
both—an answer that will be clarifed in the next section.
77

Located in Iwate Prefecture
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Shifting Interests, Returning to Business, or the Unravelling of
Learning?
Following the 2011 experience, it is clear that the Shakyō representatives were left
with a mixed sentiment towards volunteers. As discussed in the previous section,
the burden on Shakyō was signifcant, both in terms of its human and fnancial
resources. In addition to the burden resulting from coordinating volunteers, it is
proposed here that Shakyō’s mixed sentiment towards volunteers was the result of
three additional factors.
Firstly, there had undoubtedly been a degree of slippage in both the number
and image of volunteers since 'Year One of the Volunteer era' back in 1995. While it
took only two months for the number of volunteers to reach 1.2 million following
the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake (Pekkanen 2000, 113–114), the frst two
months following 11 March 2011 saw only approximately 292,000 volunteers arrive
in the Tōhoku region. Indeed, to reach the 1.2 million fgure seen in the frst two
months after the 1995 earthquake, it took approximately twenty months in 2011
(Zenkoku shakai fukushi kyōgikai 2011, 21; Zenkoku shakai fukushi kyōgikai
2016).78
Concern was expressed when the number of volunteers that actually turned
up to assist during May 2011—a month that generally sees higher numbers due to
the nation’s ‘Golden Week’ holidays—was lower than expected. This was, in fact,
one of the problems raised in a testimony to the Great East Japan Earthquake
78

This fgure is based on the volunteers who registered through the Shakyō network. There were
also signifcant numbers of volunteers who worked with NPOs during this time. Nevertheless, the
estimated number of volunteers remained signifcantly lower than that of 1995.
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Reconstruction Special Committee, by Kurita Nobuyuki, Director of the disaster
relief NPO, Rescue Stock Yard (Kurita 2011). This decline in volunteers was also a
concern for Shakyō, but what factors may have contributed to it?
As discussed in Chapter 6, one of the major roles of Shakyō during times of
disaster was that of ‘trafc controller’. They saw it as their role to stem the surge of
volunteers and donations by placing restrictions on when volunteers would be
accepted, what kinds of activities they could participate in, and where they would
be sent. Shakyō also became prescriptive of the kinds of donations that would be
welcomed in times of disaster. So, did Shakyō do too good a job at playing ‘trafc
controller’, inadvertently contributing to this decline in volunteer numbers? Based
on the information obtained during the 2013 feldwork, it was not possible to make
any conclusions, but this possibility could also not be ruled out. This question will
be revisited in Chapter 8.
The second factor proposed here as contributing to Shakyō’s mixed
sentiment towards volunteers was a frustration regarding the work ethic of some
of those who oAered assistance. One representative suggested that the real
difculty in managing volunteers was weeding out those who did not really want
to work. The representative provided a candid account of his experiences with
many volunteers who clearly signed-up just so they could say they had been there,
and suggested that for some volunteers, it was more a matsuri [festival] than a
hard day's work (Iwate Prefecture Council of Social Welfare 2013; see also Mehl
2012; Cho 2012; and Cho 2013 for examples).
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The festivalisation of volunteering did not go unnoticed by tour companies,
who identifed disaster tourism as a lucrative market. While the term 'Voluntours'
had been used in other countries since the 1990s (Douglas and Greenhill 2017), it
was the 2011 disaster that saw the concept gain popularity in Japan, with
organisations oAering a range of volunteer experiences, which included
sightseeing opportunities in the devastated areas. Below is an excerpt from a
website oAering such an experience:

[CAPTION]
'Bus and Accommodation and Volunteer—Let's go to Tōhoku by
Voluntour'
Volunteering seems too hard! I feel anxious that I have no experience. I
wouldn't know how to apply in the frst place… If this is you, we
recommend a voluntour that includes transportation and
accommodation. By participating in a tour, you will reduce the burden
on the local volunteer coordinators and ease trafc congestion more so
than if you go individually to the location. We will fnd a volunteer
opportunity that suits you with options such as 'Just for the weekend'
or 'Sightseeing Included', so that you can participate with ease. OK,
let’s volunteer. Voluntour Tōhoku (‘Fukkō shien jōhō saito tasuke ai
Japan borantiatsuā boshū jōkyō’ 2014).
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A third reason for Shakyō’s shift away from its inherited role during disasters was
the direct and traumatic experiences associated with the Great East Japan
earthquake and tsunami by the organisation and the staA it coordinated and
administered on an ongoing basis. Shakyō is largely responsible for the
coordination of Minsei-iin [district welfare commissioners], and its staA work in
close collaboration with these individuals, holding regular meetings and working
together on community-related problems.
But of the approximately 805 Minsei-iin who were resident in the coastal
towns of Iwate at the time of the disaster, 26 Minsei-iin, or more than one in eight,
died as a direct result of the tsunami. Of this number, 11 lost their lives in the
devastated town of Rikuzen Takata alone. Those that survived were just as much
victims as the other survivors, with many losing their homes and belongings.
Indeed, over 260 had their houses destroyed or badly damaged. (Iwate-ken minsei
iin jidō iin kyōgi-kai 2013, 1–2).
A further 33 Shakyō staA lost their lives on that day, 13 of whom were from
Rikuzen Takata. Many other Shakyō staA lost members of their families (Iwateken Shakai Fukushi 2013, 7). This high casualty rate, according to the Shakyō
representatives, was the result of Minsei-Iin and Shakyō staA remaining to help the
elderly and physically impaired to evacuate despite tsunami alerts. Many waited
until the very last moment, which for some, was too late. In the words of one of
the Shakyō representatives:
The Minsei-Iin went around telling people to evacuate to higher
ground. Many of the elderly said that they could not. On their second
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patrol of the area, they found that doors were closed and locked. In
some cases, the elderly managed to fee as far as the local tsunami
Sekihi (memorials erected that indicated how high the 1896 and 1933
tsunami came). However, as the height of the 2011 tsunami was
signifcantly greater than the previous two disasters, the Minsei-Iin also
ended up being swept away (Iwate Prefecture Council of Social Welfare
2013).

For those who survived, many did so with a feeling of guilt, regarding both the loss
of their colleagues and the loss of those they were unable to help evacuate. The
interviewee continued:
These kinds of experiences will remain with the Minsei-Iin forever. In
many cases, the Minsei-Iin were the last to see some of these people
alive, and they feel a sense of guilt, thinking that if only they had been
more forthright when telling them to evacuate, they would have
survived… This is the kind of thing they are going through now. And
something that will probably remain with them (Iwate Prefecture
Council of Social Welfare 2013).

The very nature of the Minsei-Iin role made such lessons particularly hard for
those aAected. This is because individuals who take up this role do so largely as a
volunteer, and tend to be long-time community members with close personal
connections to the community. To make matters even more painful for the MinseiIin, it was reported that some members of the coastal communities showed anger
towards this group, accusing them of running away from the tsunami. It was
argued that it was the duty of Minsei-Iin to stay behind until the last person had
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been evacuated. While certainly a difcult accusation to accept, the Shakyō
representatives suggested that this anger was understandable after such a tragedy:
2011 was a natural disaster, and there was no one for these victims to be
angry at. It would be pointless for these individuals to stand at the
coast and shout angry words at the ocean, so instead, they often
expressed their anger at the Minsei-Iin (Iwate Prefecture Council of
Social Welfare 2013).

Despite themselves being victims of the disaster, and facing anger by other
victims, Minsei-Iin continued to play a role in the immediate and longer-term
recovery of the region. Being part of the communities, they moved into the
evacuation centres, and later the temporary dwellings. Many of these individuals
re-assumed their role as community leaders and became managers of the
evacuation centres, with many taking on the role of counsellor (Seikatsu shien
sōdan-in) for the people living in the temporary housing. The Minsei-Iin were also
active in assisting with the transition from evacuation centres to temporary
housing and beyond (Iwate Prefecture Council of Social Welfare 2013; Iwate-ken
minsei iin jidō iin kyōgi-kai 2013, 9, 29).
It is clear that this experience has left the Shakyō representatives questioning
both their role and the role of Minsei-Iin in times of disaster. When asked if there
were elements of the response and recovery eAorts that needed to change with
regards to the Minsei-Iin, the informants responded
…the Minsei-Iin need more of a role directing, coordinating and
teaching, rather than doing. You have to understand, many are in their
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60s, almost the same age as those who needed their help, and they
should be seeking the help of younger people in times like this.

One Shakyō interviewee noted the Shakyō/Minsei-Iin mantra: Hitori no fukō mo
minogasanai [Do not overlook even one person's misfortunes].79 The interviewee
continued:
And based on this principle, their thinking is to save as many
vulnerable people as possible. But rather than doing it themselves, the
Minsei-Iin need to direct people to do so. So youths, for example,
Minsei-Iin need to direct them to save the elderly lady down the road...
So their role should be one of conveying information, and leaving the
actual saving to the emergency services and the younger able-bodied. I
think it is essential that the Minsei-Iin should not have to end up
tomodaore [falling together] in a disaster as a result of trying to help
others escape' (Iwate Prefecture Council of Social Welfare 2013).

This particular Shakyō representative stressed that a change in the Shakyō/MinseiIin culture would not be easy. He argued that the reason why individuals carried
out this kind of job was that they cared about the community and it would not be
possible to stop them. In an attempt to trigger behavioural change within Shakyō
and the Minsei-Iin, a booklet was subsequently produced which set out the
experiences of surviving Minsei-Iin. The Shakyō representatives intended to
circulate copies of this document around Japan to educate Shakyō staA and the
Minsei-Iin in better ways of managing crisis situations.
It is here where the previously described maturation of NPO’s becomes
signifcant for the future coordination of volunteers. The experience of the 2011
79

This is a standard mantra used throughout the Shakyō network. See for example the Aomori
chapter: http://aosyakyo.or.jp/movie/一人の不幸も見逃さない/
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disaster demonstrated to Shakyō representatives that the burden associated with
volunteer coordination during times of disaster took them away from their main
mission of protecting the interests of the socially disadvantaged, and ensuring the
wellbeing of their own staA—responsibilities that do not go away during disasters:
We have many staA associated with social welfare activities and many
jakusha [disadvantaged people] who use our services. So, in times of
disaster, there is a job of confrming the welfare and safety of our staA
and service users. So, for example, when we are hit by a Magnitude 5
quake, all staA should gather… and then fnd out if the service users are
safe, if the Minsei-iin are safe… and other related people are safe… We
are currently reviewing our activities and developing a manual to carry
out such activities during times of disaster (Iwate Prefecture Council of
Social Welfare 2013).

The management of volunteers was something that the Shakyō representatives
were all too happy to hand over to NPOs, suggesting that they were better placed
to perform such a role and acknowledged that coordinating volunteers was
something that NPOs were entirely capable of doing. This is a fascinating
departure from the position held by representatives of the same organisation in
2008 and 2009, and it suggests the role of Shakyō may have come full circle in how
they view their role in disaster management.
As described previously, Shakyō can attribute a large portion of its positive
standing in society to the credibility it earned through its role in disaster
management. This role was formalised in many of the disaster management plans
that were developed by prefectures and municipalities following 1995. Their role
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was then put to the test in Niigata in 2004, where it was found that arrangements
did not function as well as hoped. Since that time, Shakyō had continued to hone
its approach to managing volunteers over subsequent disasters, and yet following
the 2011 experience, representatives of Iwate Prefecture Shakyō seemed eager to
offload the responsibility of managing volunteers onto the NPO sector. This
eagerness to hand over to the NPO sector is also an interesting change of position
by Shakyō, given the low level of trust demonstrated between these two sectors
just a few years earlier.
Whether this indicates a maturation of NPOs, or it is simply an indication
that Shakyō has simply had enough of working in this space is hard to say.
However, combined with the national coordination seen in the immediate
aftermath of the 2011 disaster, the national government funding, and the way in
which NPOs initiated engagement with local government certainly presents a
strong argument for its maturation.
This section has frstly shown that during the response to the Great East
Japan earthquake and tsunami, Shakyō performed its role of volunteer coordinator
—as it had in the past, NPOs operated as a broad network—a departure from the
past, and volunteers showed signs of decline—a trend consistent with the post
1995 landscape. Secondly, this section suggests that the 2011 experience triggered a
shift in the relationship between government, Shakyō, NPOs and volunteers.
Shakyō clearly began perceiving volunteers as a burden and saw NPOs as a possible
substitute to take over the volunteer coordination role. Further, considering the
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unprecedented formation of national consortia, the way the NPO sector was
funded by the national government and how it interacted with local government,
it is fair to say that the government saw the sector as a serious counterpart in the
relief and recovery eAorts.

Implications and Discussion
So how are we to make sense of the cases discussed in this chapter? This chapter
has revealed numerous problems and points of concern that occurred during or
after the 2011 disaster, including: mutual assistance compacts that lacked the
dynamic attributes of robustness and redundancy and were therefore vulnerable to
disasters, seawalls that did not protect (and may have, in fact, undermined past
learning), a voluntary sector that exhibited signs of decline and a shift in interest,
and Shakyō considering the possibility of walking away from its disaster
management responsibilities. Given that the feldwork was conducted just over
two years after the disaster, and rebuilding was only just getting underway in some
regions, it was clear that those interviewed were still trying to make sense of the
disaster themselves.
During discussions of the problems faced during the Great East Japan
earthquake and tsunami in the 2013 feldwork, it became apparent that on many
occasions lessons were quickly identifed, but solutions were quickly proposed
without causal processes being fully considered. One solution that was quickly
implemented was the construction of even bigger seawalls. However, given the
erosive eAect they have had on disaster awareness for many, what will be their
308

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

longer-term impact? Higher seawalls may protect people from a future tsunami,
but it will also make people less engaged with the dangers facing them.
Communities living right by the ocean will be even less likely to have an ocean
view.
To overcome such problems, one Iwate Prefecture risk management ofcial
jokingly suggested that they could set up cameras showing the ocean so that
people the other side of the wall could see if the waves were coming. He also
mentioned that if such remedial actions were to be considered, the costs would be
prohibitive. But one must also be reminded that the success rate of the seawalls
was not high in 2011, with only one village out of twelve coastal municipalities in
Iwate, the Village of Fudai, being in the right location relative to the tsunami for
its seawalls to defect the waves. For other success stories, such as Tarō and
Kamaishi, success can be attributed to a mix of existing disaster prevention
infrastructure along with well-drilled evacuation procedures that just happened to
be eAectively implemented on the day. It is this mix of measures that needs to be
the focus of learning, armed with the knowledge that some measures may
undermine others.
Following the disaster, mutual assistance agreements and roles of
community sector stakeholders were in the process of being reconsidered. But is
the creation of even more compacts, with municipalities even further afeld, the
answer? Certainly, proximity was one of the problems associated with the Iwate
Prefecture Agreement. But it can also be argued that proximity has been one of the
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strengths of such agreements. Further, coordination and communication were also
identifed as problems facing responders following the 2011 disaster, and thus the
act of creating bilateral compacts with cities three hours away would only place an
additional burden on communications and coordination channels. For such
agreements to function in times of disaster, other factors such as redundant
coordinating bodies, for example, national mayors’ associations or similar regional
bloc associations, will also need to be considered in the mix of solutions.
As suggested by Shakyō, the task of coordinating volunteers may indeed be
something that the NPO sector can do during times of disaster. However, as
described above, the ability of the national Shakyō body to mobilise local chapters
and within days establish almost 200 volunteer centres across Japan is beyond the
ability of almost any organisation, let alone a devolved group of NPOs. In contrast
to Robert Pekkanen’s characterisation of chōnaikai [neighbourhood associations]
being generally small, geographically delimited, with membership based on
residence and performing multiple activities (Pekkanen 2006, 87), Japan’s NPO
sector tends to be interest based, with organisations and their membership less
geographically delimited and ranging widely in sizes. There is also no hierarchy
within the NPO sector, which would make large-scale mobilisation a challenge,
without establishing an umbrella organisation. Thus, the dissimilarity between
NPOs, and the absence of a national coordinating body would cast immediate
doubt on the viability of the Shakyō proposal of handing over the coordination
role of volunteers to this sector. Further, shifting this task onto NPOs could
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undermine the very characteristics that enabled this sector to play a major role in
2011.
The Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami was by far the largest post-war
disaster to have impacted Japan, and it is clear that at the time of conducting the
feldwork for this chapter, stakeholders were still attempting to come to terms with
what they had experienced and how to integrate that experience into disaster
management routines. It also appeared as if some of the stakeholders were
considering retreating from their role in disasters. Through an examination of the
response to the 2016 Kumamoto earthquake, the next chapter will consider how
the extreme event of 2011 infuenced the response in Kumamoto, and whether any
of these ‘retreats’ from the frontline were indeed executed.
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Chapter 8
The 2016 Kumamoto Earthquake
— Lessons from afar —

Introduction
In Kumamoto Prefecture, there are many active fault lines, including
the Futagawa and Hinagu fault lines […] that crisscross the prefecture,
and it is estimated that there is a zero to six percent probability that an
earthquake will occur in the next 30 years. Further, as described in the
Cabinet Ofce’s 'Technical Documentation for the Creation of
Earthquake Disaster Prevention Maps', if one of the 'vertical-thrust
earthquakes that could occur anywhere in the country' (magnitude
6.9) were to hit Mashiki Town, a maximum shindo of between 5
(strong) and 7 has been forecast. Given that large-scale earthquakes
have hit areas where it is said that earthquakes are rare, such as
Fukuoka Prefecture, it is desirable that earthquake measures be
promoted swiftly (Mashiki Machi 2016, 1).

So reads the purpose statement of the March 2016 amendment of the Mashiki-chō
kenchikubutsu taishin kaishū sokushin keikaku [Mashiki Plan for Promotion of the
Seismic-Retroft of Buildings] (the ‘Mashiki Plan’). While the Mashiki Plan was
highly detailed, describing the more than 2,000 fault-lines crisscrossing the
nation, and drawing heavily on experiences from the Great Hanshin-Awaji
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earthquake, the city, like the prefecture within which it was located, had not
directly experienced a major seismic event since 1889. Less than one month later,
commencing on 14 April 2016, Kumamoto Prefecture was struck by a series of
intense earthquakes over a period of 24 hours, with Mashiki bearing the brunt of
much of the devastation. While the Mashiki Plan predicted, with astonishing
accuracy, the magnitude and location of the earthquake epicentres, as well as the
damage that the town would be subject to, how eAective had this wealth of
transferred knowledge been in preparing the region for such an event, and in the
immediate aftermath? More broadly, what can the Kumamoto earthquake tell us
about Japan's ability to learn from disasters and then subsequently transfer this
knowledge to other contexts, and what factors may be impeding this process?
This chapter will frst explore the impediments to the transfer of knowledge
identifed in previous chapters, and the extent to which they infuenced the 2016
Kumamoto earthquake response. The chapter will then examine reasons for
impediments remaining despite Japan’s ongoing eAort to improve its learning
capacities. Finally, the chapter will examine whether Japan's experiences between
1995 and 2011 resulted in the learning pendulum swinging too far, with the salient
experiences of the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami undermining lessons
learnt from earlier experiences.

Experts, Predictions and Planning
Certainly, much had been learnt in the almost twenty years between the Great
Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, and the fnalisation of the Mashiki Plan in March
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2016. But had too many lessons been drawn? A closer examination of the above
opening passage of the Mashiki Plan enables us to focus on specifc advice
provided by experts. On the very frst page of the very document that was intended
to help promote compliance with Japan's seismic building standards, it was
announced that the likelihood of an earthquake striking Mashiki was a very low
zero to six percent within the next 30 years (Mashiki Machi 2016, 1, 8). To put this
probability of an earthquake hitting Kumamoto Prefecture into some kind of
perspective, the same government institute that made this prediction suggests a
70% likelihood of a much larger magnitude 8 to 9 Nankai Trough earthquake
hitting the heavily populated eastern coast of Japan within the same 30-year
timeframe (Jishin chōsa kenkyū suishin honbu jimukyoku 2016).
But at 9:26 p.m. on 14 April 2016, it was not the highly anticipated and feared
Nankai Trough earthquake that struck, on this occasion the epicentre of the
earthquake was in the low probability region of Kumamoto Prefecture (See below,
Figure 8.1). A Magnitude 6.5 earthquake (shindo 7 at its epicentre) centring on the
town of Mashiki struck the region, with a strong aftershock occurring just thirty
minutes later at 10:07 p.m. (shindo 6 ‘weak’ at its epicentre) and another just after
midnight on 15 April (shindo 6 ‘strong’ at its epicentre) (Hijō saigai taisaku honbu
2016, 2). As each aftershock struck the region, emergency alerts rang out across the
country on television, radio and mobile telephones.
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Figure 8.1: Location of Mashiki Town in relation to Kumamoto City

Map sources: (GADM 2015; Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and
Tourism 2017)

Within minutes of the frst earthquake, news stations crossed live to local
reporters wearing hard-hats and to video feeds of the damage. The nation's wellrehearsed emergency response procedures were triggered, with the national
government mobilising immediately. A meeting was called at the Prime Minister's
Ofce Crisis Management Centre within minutes, and a national government
team was dispatched to Kumamoto two hours later (Heisei 28-nen Kumamoto-ken
Kumamoto chihō o shingen to suru jishin hijō saigai taisaku honbu 2016).
The earthquake was signifcant, disrupting trains, derailing a shinkansen
[bullet train] approximately 1 minute after leaving the Kumamoto Station
(Mainichi Shimbun 2016e), and leaving many stranded, with no way of returning
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home that day. Aftershocks continued, and many people converged on
predetermined evacuation shelters. Prefectural data shows that by approximately
9:00 am on 15 April, 44,908 individuals had found shelter in 505 of these locations.
All in all, though, disruption to critical infrastructure, such as electricity, gas and
water was minimal.
However, this extreme event was not yet over. Within the frst 24 hours of the
initial earthquake, the region experienced twelve aftershocks above shindo 4. The
aftershocks continued throughout the day, but many thought the worst was over,
so the number of evacuees quickly plummeted to 7,262 individuals, with many
returning to their regular daily routine or to commence the task of cleaning up the
damage (Hijō saigai taisaku honbu 2016; Kumamoto saigai taisaku honbu 2016, 7).
Then the unexpected happened—at 1:25 am on 16 April, the same region was
struck by a magnitude 7.3 earthquake (shindo 7 in Mashiki). This quake disrupted
electricity, gas and water, derailed a local train on its way back from Mount Aso
(Gotō 2016), triggered landslides that cut oA access to numerous towns within the
Mount Aso caldera, and badly damaged important cultural heritage structures
including parts of Kumamoto Castle and Aso Shrine (Sankei West 2016). And
signifcantly, many of the houses that were still standing after the 14 April were
completely fattened, with 8,549 dwellings, 243 government buildings and 2,329
other buildings destroyed across Kumamoto Prefecture. A further 27,728 dwellings
were damaged beyond repair, and 131,163 others sustained signifcant damage (Hijō
saigai taisaku honbu 2016, 4–5).
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While many of those who initially evacuated remained cautious, staying in
the evacuation shelters, many more individuals returned to their homes by the
evening of 15 April to commence the task of tidying up, and sleep in a comfortable
bed. It was a decision that was to prove fatal. As of 1 August 2016, the total number
of deaths caused by the earthquakes had reached 64, which included 15 'indirect
deaths' through related injuries and sicknesses,80 and a further 2,000 sustaining
injuries of varying degrees of seriousness. But it was found that of the 50 directly
related deaths, only nine could be attributed to the 14 April earthquake. The
remaining 40 casualties, as well as many of the injuries, resulted from the
earthquake in the early hours of 16 April, with the majority of the victims
comprising those who had prematurely decided to return home (Asahi Shimbun
Dejitaru 2016a).
In two ways, this disaster was without modern precedent. The second of the
two back-to-back earthquakes resulted in buildings, which were structurally
damaged by the frst earthquake, toppling over. The after-shocks of this disaster
also continued long after the second earthquake with a total of 2,098 aftershocks
above shindo 1 recorded as of 16 September 2016, with 97 of these above shindo 4
(Kishōchō jishin kazan-bu 2016). The ongoing seismic instability within the region
only added to the difculties faced by emergency workers, impeding both the
rescue eAorts and the transportation of supplies to emergency shelters.
But despite the challenges brought by the twin earthquakes and ongoing
80

As at 16 October 2017, the total number of deaths had reached 249, which includes 194
indirectly related deaths, 50 directly related deaths, and 5 deaths resulting from subsequent heavy
rainstorms in conditions exacerbated by the earthquake (Sōmushō Shōbōchō ōkyū taisaku-shitsu
2017)
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aftershocks, watching the national response to this disaster unfold in real time, via
television and Internet, demonstrated that, at least within the media, response to
disasters was well rehearsed. Immediately, experts appeared on news programs
and discussed the likely problems that the victims would face, including food
poisoning and deep vein thrombosis, as a result of the conditions associated with
evacuation centres (Nihonhōsōkyōkai 2016b). Well aware of such problems, the
Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare circulated a letter to the directors of
prefectural and municipal health centres within the region, which set out the
appropriate steps to avoid food poisoning (Anzen-bu kanshi anzen kachō 2016).
Television stations drew heavily on past disaster experiences, including the Great
Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, when discussing the situation in Kumamoto, and
hazard maps which accurately displayed seismic fault lines were shown on
television and published in print media.81
As the many stakeholders mobilised following this series of earthquakes, it
was clear that at the national level, the degree of disaster preparedness and
awareness was high. However, there were also clear gaps in the nation's
preparedness measures, particularly at the local level. The next section will explore
these gaps and identify possible causes for this apparent failure in knowledge
transfer.
Inefective Public Messaging?
Following the 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake, new building regulations were
implemented across Japan. As a part of these changes, a national mandate was
81

A personal account of 2016 Kumamoto earthquake.
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issued in 2005 for the establishment of plans to promote the seismic retroftting of
existing dwellings and ofce buildings. In accordance with this mandate,
Kumamoto prefecture released its prefecture-wide plan for building standards in
2007 – The Kenchikubutsu no taishin kaishū no sokushin ni kansuru hōritsu' ni
motodzuku Kumamoto-ken kenchikubutsu taishin kaishū sokushin keikaku
[Kumamoto Prefecture Plan for Promotion of the Seismic-Retroft of Buildings
based on the 'Act for Promotion of the Seismic-Retroft of Buildings']. This plan
required Kumamoto’s municipalities to play a central role in promoting awareness
of building standards and seismic reinforcement requirements. Specifcally,
according to this plan municipal governments were expected to:
…undertake earthquake prevention measures together with local
communities and to carry out disaster awareness campaigns for house
and building owners, through linkages such as voluntary disaster
prevention organisations, it is essential for municipalities to carry out
the following measures: 1) reinforce municipal-owned buildings; 2)
appropriately operate their respective municipal building earthquakeresistance improvement promotion plans; 3) create a regional disaster
prevention map; 4) in collaboration with the prefecture, promote the
seismic reinforcing of houses and buildings; 5) provide guidance and
advice regarding the seismic diagnosis and seismic retroftting of
buildings; 6) conduct awareness-raising activities through engagement
with neighbourhood associations and municipal newsletters; and 7)
establish a consultation service (Kumamoto-ken 2016, 5).

The Mashiki Plan was developed to comply with the requirements set out in the
Kumamoto Prefecture plan, and was frst released in 2012, and subsequently
amended in March 2016. The plan set out with clarity the danger the town faced,
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showing maps of Mashiki town and the precise locations of fault lines running
through it. The plan also described the more than 2000 fault lines crisscrossing
the whole of Japan, echoing what has become almost a national catch-cry—
Zenkoku doko demo okori uru chokka no jishin [vertical-thrust earthquakes that
can occur anywhere in the country]82 and predicting that an earthquake of
Magnitude 7.2 to 7.9 would hit immediately below the town, probably along either
the Futagawa or Hinagu fault lines (Mashiki Machi 2016, 1).
The Mashiki plan was released just one month before the 2016 Kumamoto
earthquake. It provided fndings that the seismic retroftting of buildings and
housing in Kumamoto Prefecture, and particularly Mashiki was lower than the
national average. As of 2012, it was found that the percentage of houses that were
compliant with national disaster building standards was 63.3 percent in Mashiki,
compared with 68 percent across Kumamoto Prefecture and 75 percent nationally.
While this fgure had improved to approximately 69.9 percent by the time of the
disaster, it remained well below the national levels (Mashiki Machi 2016, 14–18).
The town of Mashiki bore the brunt of the earthquake, with almost one-third
of all recorded deaths and destroyed buildings originating from this jurisdiction. A
report to the Mashiki Recovery Planning Committee sets out the scale of the
devastation with 2,692 of the town's 10,317 dwellings destroyed, a further 763
suAering ‘signifcant damage’, 2,063 partially destroyed, 4,642 partially damaged,
and only 157 escaped without damage (Mashiki-chō fukkō keikaku sakutei iinkai
2016, 1, 10).
82

This phrase is also used in the Kumamoto Prefecture plan (Kumamoto-ken 2016, 1).
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While almost all households sustained some damage, there was a clear
delineation of the degree of damage between the newer houses and the old, nonseismically compliant structures, of which there were still many in Mashiki.
Despite the requirement of municipalities to provide public messaging and
consultation services to those yet to seismically reinforce their dwellings, why had
many in Mashiki town not complied with such requirements? A Kumamoto City
survey on why people chose not to carry out such retroftting, showed that 53.9
percent of respondents indicated that the costs were prohibitive,83 a further 14.7
percent indicated that they did not trust builders to do a good job, and a further
12.7 percent stated that retroftting was either too much of an inconvenience or too
onerous (Kumamoto Shi 2016, 4).
While these responses may not be entirely the same for the neighbouring
Mashiki town, they imply that the individuals made their decision not to retroft,
based on some kind of cost-beneft analysis that relied on whatever information
they had available. However, there was an additional, and signifcant fnding in
this survey. It was reported that as many as 75.5 percent of Kumamoto residents
were not aware of the availability of government incentive schemes, which cover
approximately 10 percent of the overall costs for seismic retroftting. This fnding
strongly suggests a breakdown in Kumamoto municipal government messaging
and promotion of public awareness, which was seen as a top priority in the
prefectural and municipal plans. Given the even lower seismic reinforcement
83

For example, in the Japan Building Disaster Prevention Association found that the majority of
owners of wooden framed houses the association surveyed paid between 1,500,000 and 3,000,000
yen (Zaidanhōjin nihonkenchiku bōsai kyōkai 2010) ($20,000 - $40,000 (AUD) based on the
average RBA exchange rates of June 2010 (Reserve Bank of Australia 2014))

322

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

compliance rates in the neighbouring Mashiki, it is highly likely that similar
problems exist there also.
What factors may contribute to this breakdown in messaging? One factor
may be the wording adopted in the Mashiki Plan itself. Returning to the opening
excerpt in this chapter from the Mashiki Plan, the very document that
underpinned the promotion of seismic retroftting of buildings in the town, what
purpose does mentioning that there was close to a zero percent chance of an
earthquake hitting the region achieve? Combining this low probability that is
based largely on inaccurate modelling (2014b, 8) with the statement suggesting
that earthquakes can occur anywhere in the country, does nothing but send a
confused message. In a similar way to the mixed messaging that undermined
lessons in the past, such as decisions to move back to the coast following the
construction of seawalls, this unintentional undermining of lessons can again be
seen here.
It is also important to point out, however, that while the ‘low likelihood of an
earthquake occurring’ may seem to be the key undermining message in the
Mashiki document, the second message—Zenkoku doko demo okori uru chokka
no jishin [vertical-thrust earthquakes that can occur anywhere in the country]—
may also be problematic. This phrase has become a part of baseline assumptions
for regional disaster plans and establishes a magnitude 6.9 earthquake as the
benchmark for which all jurisdictions are expected to prepare—a direct learning
from the 1995 disaster. However, as can be seen in the below graph showing word
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frequency in Asahi newspapers between 1984 and 2016 on the search terms 地震
'jishin' [earthquake], どこでも 'dokodemo' [anywhere] and 起 'ki (or o[kori])
[occur], variations of this phrase have become increasingly used since around
2004.

Source: Kikuzo Database accessed 15 September 2016 (Note the 2016 fgure
represents the word frequency use between 15 March and 15 September)

The phrase 'Zenkoku doko demo okori uru chokka no jishin', or variations of it, are
now regularly used in government documents relating to disasters. The phrase has
also become increasingly used in the vernacular, particularly following the 2011
Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami. But it was its extensive use on television
and in newspapers following the Kumamoto earthquake, that announced its
arrival as somewhat of a ‘catch-cry’ for disaster preparedness.
In the immediate aftermath of the Kumamoto disaster, articles started
appearing in newspapers with titles such as Shindo 7 wa doko demo okoru, tsugini
kiken'na `katsu dansō' toppu 20 wa [Seismic intensity 7 earthquakes can happen
anywhere, the next most dangerous 'active faults' top 20] (Nikkan gendai dejitaru
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2016), and disaster experts interviewed for articles such as Dō miru Kumamoto
Jishin [How are we to view the Kumamoto earthquake], often reiterated this
phrase, or a variation of it (Mainichi Shimbun 2016b). In just the fve months
between the Kumamoto disaster and the creation of the above dataset, the use of
the phrase Zenkoku doko demo okori uru chokka no jishin had already outstripped
its use in the twelve months of 2011, during which time the Great East Japan
earthquake and tsunami occurred.
Concerns about the overuse of this phrase have been raised within Japan.
Tōda Shinji, Professor of the International Research Institute of Disaster Science,
Tōhoku University, for example, suggested that if the idea that earthquakes could
happen anywhere in Japan was overly used, it might result in a fatalist attitude
within the population, thus undermining peoples will to prepare for something
they feel would not change the inevitable (Nihonhōsōkyōkai 2016a). Moreover,
when combined with messaging that conveys an almost zero probability of an
earthquake occurring, the sum total of these two seemingly contradictory
messages may, in fact, be worse than each on its own.
As discussed in previous chapters, mixed messaging was in no way unique to
the Kumamoto earthquake, and like the Kumamoto example, results from
messages that seemingly contradict previous learning outcomes, creating a
dissonance and often resulting in one undermining the other. Examples
throughout this thesis suggest that these dissonances may include: a ‘dissonance
between interests’, where government ofcials or companies with vested interest in
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the recovery of a town encourage individuals to return to regions despite their
reluctance; ‘internal dissonance’, where decisions to move away from the coast
clash with the economic costs associated with doing so; a ‘narrative dissonance’
resulting from duelling metanarratives, as we saw immediately after 1995 as
described in Chapter 6; or an ‘experiential dissonance’ resulting from a ‘boy who
cried wolf’ experience such as that seen in the year before the 2011 tsunami, which
undermined the credibility of the tsunami alert system, as described in Chapter 7.
As discussed elsewhere, increasing resilience at one scale can reduce
resilience at other scales and can result in a ‘resilience trade-oA’ (Walker 2010, iii;
Chelleri et al. 2015). A similar trade-oA can occur when one experience or message
is inconsistent with another. As was seen in multiple examples set out in this
thesis, the consequences of such trade-oA can be very signifcant. From the
perspective of Norris’s resilience framework, such trade-oA through inconsistent
messaging can erode trust in sources of information, something that is considered
to be 'the most important resilience asset that any individual or group can have in
times of surprise' (LongstaA 2005b, 59).
Clearly, a lot of science had gone into the creation of the information
contained in the Japanese government's awareness campaigns, but there are clear
inconsistencies within the messaging which have the potential to undermine what
may have been life-saving lessons. The comparatively low seismic-compliance
rates and the high percentage of buildings destroyed following the Kumamoto
earthquake suggest that messaging used in Mashiki and Kumamoto Prefecture has
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not been a success. The inconsistent messaging may have in fact undermined any
sense of urgency for such retroftting to be carried out, and thus undermined
learning processes.
As messaging and awareness campaigns are essential channels for the
transfer of experience and knowledge across jurisdictions, between tiers of
government and sectors, and to stakeholders who have yet to directly experience a
disaster, these fndings suggest weaknesses associated with the spatial transfer of
knowledge in Japan still exists. The next section will explore messaging and its
impacts further in the context of Shakyō's management of volunteers.
Messaging and Volunteer Turnout
Following the frst of the Kumamoto earthquakes, individuals and organisations
within the impacted region quickly mobilised. Those considering themselves to be
at risk followed government warnings and immediately relocated to
predetermined evacuation facilities such as schools, gymnasia and public halls. In
addition, as had become common practice following the 2004 Chūetsu
earthquake, centring on Niigata Prefecture, Shakyō quickly mobilised, publishing
on its website and in newspapers information that would stem the anticipated
infux of volunteers and donations (see Mainichi Shimbun 2016a for example).
As described in the previous chapter, there was a lower than expected
turnout of volunteers following the 2011 disaster, and indeed it took almost two
years to reach a similar cumulative turnout to that which was achieved in the frst
two months following the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake. While one cannot
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place the entire blame of this comparatively low turnout on the 'trafc controller'
approach adopted by the subnational tiers of government and their Shakyō
counterparts, there is mounting evidence that suggests this has acted to
disincentivise volunteers. What was the nature of the messaging provided to the
general public, regarding the call for volunteers, by the subnational governments
in Kumamoto and Shakyō following the Kumamoto earthquakes, and how did this
impact volunteer numbers?
Within approximately twenty minutes of the frst earthquake, an article
appeared in the Mainichi Newspaper online edition entitled Kumamoto Jishin:
Borantia Busshi, Aseranaide [Kumamoto Earthquake: Volunteers and Goods, no
rush] (Mainichi Shimbun 2016a).84 This article was revised early the next day to
read:
From dawn on the 15th of April, the day after the Kumamoto
earthquake, Kumamoto Prefecture and the Kumamoto Prefectural
Council of Social Welfare received numerous inquiries from people
across the country saying, 'I want to volunteer' and 'I want to send
relief supplies'. Preparations for setting up volunteer centres and
accepting volunteers and goods has begun, but those in charge are
thanking all for their kindness, but calling for people to 'wait until the
local acceptance preparations are complete.'

84

The frst version of this article appeared on the Mainichi News website at 9:46pm on 15 April,
and was subsequently updated the following morning at 9:44am.
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The article announced that the Shakyō had established a volunteer centre, but its
personnel had been dispatched to the worst-hit town of Mashiki to conduct a
needs assessment for volunteers, and were thus unavailable. Not only did the
article state that volunteers were not yet needed, there was also an air of exclusivity
regarding the kinds of volunteers that would be prioritised, with the head of the
volunteer centre quoted as saying:
I’d like to note that because there is also a risk of secondary disasters,
recruitment might initially be limited to cheerful people from within
the prefecture (Mainichi Shimbun 2016a).

Towards the end of the article, a link was provided to the Kumamoto Prefectural
Shakyō website for further information. The Shakyō website provided ongoing
updates on the disaster, but for approximately eight days following the disaster it
maintained a banner stating Genzai mo `jinmei kyūjo' no sagyō ga saiyūsen
sareteimasu [At present 'rescue operations' are the top priority]. Kumamoto
Prefectural Shakyō fnally announced via its website that it had commenced
accepting volunteers on 22 April, in parallel with the formal opening of the
Kumamoto-shi saigai borantiasentā [Kumamoto City Disaster Volunteer Centre].
But even when the website fnally indicated that volunteers were welcome, it
carried the caveat of several warnings and requirements. Firstly, the website
warned that:
In the aAected areas, some of the roads have become narrowed due to
the collapse of houses and other structures. There are also many places
that cannot be traversed. In addition, as there are many cracks and the
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ground is uneven, access to the aAected areas is very slow, and there is
signifcant trafc congestion (Kumamoto-ken shakai fukushi kyōgi-kai
2016a).

For volunteers wishing to travel to Kumamoto to provide assistance, they were
requested to read a list of points to be considered before signing up. This included
information on accommodation and food, items to bring, transportation,
volunteer insurance requirements, age limits for volunteering and the kinds of
work that would be involved. The last item on the list was Toiawase no Manā ni
tsuite [Manners to observe when making inquiries], which read:
Please refrain as much as possible from simply contacting the city halls
and other government ofces of the aAected areas. This is because
there is a danger that victims of the disaster will have difculty getting
through with queries such as 'please help'. As emails also take time and
eAort to respond to, they are even more likely to become ‘annoying’
(meiwaku). For this reason, when seeking information about the
aAected areas, frst of all, please be sure to thoroughly consult the
home-pages of the city halls, government ofces, Shakyō, and disaster
volunteer centres of the aAected areas.

The instructions continued:
In disasters following the Great East Japan earthquake, because
computers became unusable as a result of power outages and fooding,
the transmission of information by mobile devices such as cellular
phones and smartphones has become increasingly implemented. In
particular, Twitter and Facebook have been used for the timely
transmission of disaster support information relating to requests for
volunteers and supplies, so make use of these sources for gathering
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information. And only if these methods for obtaining information are
insufcient, please inquire by telephone.

These instructions then concluded with the statement, Dekiru kagiri denwa
yamēru o shinai to iu `hairyo' mo borantia katsudō no hitotsudesu [Consideration
by 'refraining' from using telephone and email as much as possible is also one kind
of volunteer activity] (Kumamoto-ken shakai fukushi kyōgi-kai 2016c).
It was not the most welcoming message to potential volunteers, and it came
eight days after the initial earthquakes. There were also hurdles placed in front of
potential volunteers, who were encouraged to read the more than 100 page-long
Shichōson Saigai Borantiasentā Manyuaru [Municipal Disaster Volunteer Centre
Manual] which, while available online, could only be accessed as a series of almost
one hundred Word documents and jpeg fles, rather than as a single, easy to access
PDF or similar format (Kumamoto-ken shakai fukushi kyōgi-kai 2016a).
It was also made clear that only volunteers covered by appropriate insurance
would be accepted (Kumamoto-ken shakai fukushi kyōgi-kai 2016), and there was
a preference for people who were able to perform specifc duties, including the
operational support of evacuation centres, and the cleaning of victims' homes,
which also included the ability to help move furniture. Further, it was announced
on the website that Shakyō was looking for people who had helped in the
management of disaster volunteer centres in the past and who could volunteer for
more than fve days during the Golden Week period (Kumamoto-ken shakai
fukushi kyōgi-kai 2016b).
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Of course, the concerns about secondary disasters were valid, between the
initial earthquake and 1 August 2016, Kumamoto experienced as many as 112
aftershocks above shindo 4 (Hijō saigai taisaku honbu 2016). But it is also
important to note, as pointed out in previous chapters, that since the aftermath of
the 2004 disaster, it had become standard practice for Shakyō to immediately
attempt to stem the surge of volunteers through similar messaging strategies. The
requests and requirements put forward by Shakyō regarding when volunteers were
welcome, the kinds of volunteers that were needed and the length of time
volunteers would be wanted, were also pragmatic and grounded in past disaster
experience. But while rooted in pragmatism, what impact did waiting for almost
ten days before inviting volunteers to oAer assistance, and the other trafc-control
strategies by Shakyō, have on the overall turnout of volunteers after the Kumamoto
disaster?
Before addressing this question, it is important to consider what impact the
passage of time has on public interest. The correlation between media coverage,
public interest and the amount of relief support provided following a disaster is
well established (Eisensee and Strömberg 2007, 722; Simon 1997). However, media
coverage soon turns to other news and public interest tends to be feeting. Using
Google Trends data, which provides the frequency of words searched since 2004,
as a crude proxy for public interest, it is possible to see the speed at which public
interest decays, following the initial surge in interest after all post-2004 disasters
that are discussed in this thesis. In the below graphs (Figure 8.3), 100 signifes the
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8.4) shows, the numbers spiking signifcantly on weekends. Daily fgures peaked at
3,951 on the 4 May public holiday and steadily declined over the next three months
(Kumamoto-ken shakai fukushi kyōgi-kai 2016e). But like the 2011 disaster,
numerous stories appeared on television, in newspapers and online regarding the
low turnout of volunteers. The Hufngton Post ran an article entitled 'Kumamoto
Earthquake volunteers not nearly enough, a serious shortage of personnel, what is
being sought now?' (Yoshikawa Kei 2016). Asahi News ran a similar article entitled
'Reconstruction work on the increase but ... Volunteers in short supply,
Kumamoto', pointing volunteers to the Shakyō website for further information
(Asahi Shimbun Dejitaru 2016b). Following Golden Week, Yomiuri news reported
that there was a 'volunteer shortage following the end of the long holidays'
(Yomiuri Online 2016), and the Mainichi newspaper suggested that there was not
only a shortage of volunteers, there were also shortages of local government staA
(Mainichi Shimbun 2016d). As Shakyō prevented volunteers from entering the
disaster-hit areas in the immediate aftermath of the Kumamoto earthquake, it is
almost certain that the organisation's approach had some negative impact on the
overall volunteer turnout.
While the Kumamoto Prefectural Shakyō did not specifcally address the
lower-than-anticipated turnout, it did trigger a shift in the tone of language used
on its website regarding volunteers. In stark contrast to its early announcements,
on 1 September 2016, for example, at a point when the number of volunteers had
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dropped to well below 100 per day, the following announcement was posted in very
polite Japanese:
To ensure that mutual support is provided and sustained in the longterm in accordance with the needs of each and every victim, it is
essential that time is taken for specifc activities during the phase of
livelihood support. Such day-to-day support activities include
interaction, protection and shopping errands centring on people
within the community. These activities can prevent isolation and
withdrawal of victims of disasters that can result from a change in their
environment. To all volunteers, we humbly ask that you kindly
continue to extend your good will to the recovery of Kumamoto over
the longer term (Kumamoto-ken shakai fukushi kyōgi-kai 2016d).

This change in tone suggests some degree of awareness by Shakyō, that its trafccontroller approach may have worked too well at stemming the infux of
volunteers. The evidence is compelling. As a result of past experience to disasters,
it appears as though Shakyō now over-reacts in its messaging strategies in the
immediate aftermath of disasters, which impedes the spontaneity of volunteers
and in turn results in their under-participation.

Overcoming Knowledge Transfer Impediments Vertical
Integration of Mutual Assistance Agreements
As argued elsewhere in this thesis, the 'ad-hoc' approach to disaster learning,
which was characteristic of pre-1961 Japan, and which often resulted in the failure
of knowledge transfer across spatial boundaries, was remedied over time, through
the enactment and ongoing amendments to the Saitai Hō. One of the many
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purposes of this legislation was to formalise both vertical and horizontal linkages
in disaster planning. These linkages should have formed pathways through which
the transferral of knowledge between tiers of government and between
jurisdictions could be carried out more eAectively, but the experience of 1995
proved that this had not yet happened.
Experience gained through subsequent disasters, underpinned by the
establishment of a multitude of mutual assistance agreements between
jurisdictions, sectors and government tiers, led to much closer cooperation and
coordination in preparation for, and response to disasters. As described in
previous chapters, while these mutual assistance agreements have not been
without problem, they have resulted in a far greater exchange of government
personnel before, during and after disasters, thus facilitating boundary processes
conducive to social learning. Consequently, these arrangements have paved the
way for greater opportunities for subnational government actors to gain direct
experience in disaster management, and return to their respective jurisdictions
with this knowledge in hand.
Indeed, following the 2011 disaster, mutual assistance agreements continued
to be developed and refned. One such agreement, which was triggered following
the Kumamoto earthquake was the Kyūshū Yamaguchi 9 Ken Saigai-ji Ōen Kyōtei
[the Kyushu-Yamaguchi 9 Prefecture Mutual Assistance Agreement for Times of
Disaster] ('Kyushu-Yamaguchi Block Agreement'), which had been signed by the
Governors of the Kyushu-Yamaguchi Prefectural Bloc85 in October 2011. This
85

Consisting of Fukuoka, Kagoshima, Kumamoto, Miyazaki, Nagasaki, Oita, Okinawa, Saga and
Yamaguchi Prefectures
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agreement was a direct lesson from the 2011 disaster and was based on similar
principles to the agreements discussed in previous chapters. A permanent Kyūshū
Yamaguchi 9 Ken Hisai-chi Shien Taisaku Honbu [Kyushu-Yamaguchi 9 Prefecture
Disaster Relief Headquarters], headed by the Chair of the Kyushu-Yamaguchi bloc,
was also established as a part of this agreement. Also as a part of this agreement, a
'counterpart' method was established that was similar to that which had been
developed and integrated into the Hokkaido-Tōhoku Bloc Agreement.86 The
counterpart method entailed each member prefecture being allocated the
responsibility for taking the lead in response eAorts for another member
prefecture during times of disaster.
At the same time the Kyushu-Yamaguchi Bloc Agreement was signed, a
broader 'bloc-to-bloc' agreement87 (the 'Kyushu-Kansai Agreement') was also
established by the Kyushu-Yamaguchi Governors Association and the Kansai Kōiki
Rengō [the Union of Kansai Governments] (Kyūshū Chihō Chjikai 2016). This
agreement consists of the Fukui, Mie and Nara Prefectural Governments and the
municipalities of Kyoto, Osaka, Sakai, and Kobe (‘Kōiki Rengō iinkai, Kansai kōiki
rengō’ 2015). These agreements have been designed to be triggered in times of
disaster in accordance with the size of the event and capability of the impacted
prefecture or region to respond. They also dovetail into the National Governors
Association mutual assistance agreement that was subsequently amended on 18
86

Consisting of Akita, Aomori, Fukushima, Hokkaido, Iwate, Miyagi, Niigata and Yamagata
Prefectures
87 The Kansai Kōiki Rengō to Kyūshū Chihō Chjikai to no saigai-ji no sōgo ōen ni kansuru kyōtei
[The Mutual Assistance Compact in the event of a disaster between the Kansai Union and the
Kyushu Governors' Association].

338

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

May 2012, to operate better as an overarching framework for the smooth and
prompt coordination of such bloc agreements (Kyūshū Chihō Chijikai Jimukyoku
2016, 2).
As can be seen in this creation of hierarchy between mutual assistance
agreements, following the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami, the mutual
assistance agreements, which functioned as boundary processes to facilitate the
learning across horizontal networks, also underwent a signifcant degree of
vertical integration. This vertical integration and the embedding of the
counterpart approach were done as a means to making the triggering and
coordination mechanisms of these agreements more robust and redundant.
In the aftermath of the Kumamoto earthquake, the support provided under
these mutual assistance agreements was broad and signifcant. Through the
Kyushu-Yamaguchi Bloc Agreement, the Kyushu-Kansai Agreement, and the
National Governors' Association Agreement, as of 28 August 2016, over 53,000
'work-days',88 had been provided. While the majority of work-days were provided
by municipal and prefectural government ofcials dispatched from within the
Kyushu-Yamaguchi, over 11,000 work-days were dispatched through the National
Governors' Agreement and over 7,000 from the Kyushu-Kansai Agreement
(Kyūshū Yamaguchi 9 ken hisai-chi shien taisaku honbu 2016b). Emergency
supplies were also provided through these agreements including drinking water,
food, blankets, plastic sheets and portable toilets (Kyūshū Yamaguchi 9 ken hisaichi shien taisaku honbu 2016a).
88

This is a cumulative total of days worked by dispatched government ofcials between 15 April
and 28 August 2016.
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In the aftermath of the Kumamoto disaster, these agreements were successful
in their triggering and operation, and provided a vital surge capacity to the
aAected areas, enabling them to cope better with the crisis at hand. Further, while
the above fgures do not represent an absolute number of ofcials from other
prefectures who came to provide assistance in Kumamoto, it provides some idea as
to the number of additional people that have the opportunity to directly
experience the management of disasters through such arrangements.
The importance of experiencing a disaster in developing the capacity to cope
with such an event can be seen by the nature and level of specialised support
provided through these agreements by the prefectures that had most recently
experienced disasters. Iwate Prefecture, for example, dispatched its infection
control and disaster medical teams early in the disaster, and later specialist
psychological, pharmaceutical and welfare teams went to Kumamoto. Similarly,
Miyagi Prefecture provided a wide range of services including medical support,
and assistance with temporary housing and waste disposal (Iwate-ken sōmu-bu
sōgō bōsai-shitsu 2016; Miyagi Prefecture 2016).
In contrast, following the 2011 disaster, Kumamoto City, one of Japan's 20
seirei shitei toshi [government-ordinance designated cities]89, among the nonimpacted designated cities, dispatched the lowest number of ofcials to the
Tōhoku region (Sōmushō 2013, 5). Further, when comparing support from the
prefectural level, again using the 'number of dispatched ofcials' as a proxy, of the
47 prefectures, Kumamoto was equal seventh lowest contributor with a total of ten
89

Major cities in Japan with a population greater than 500,000 (Sōmushō 2016b).

340

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

ofcials. In contrast, Niigata was the equal thirteenth largest contributor with 15
ofcials dispatched, and Hyogo was the second largest with 57 behind Tokyo's 94
(Sōmushō 2013, 4).90
Like the active support provided by the governments who had recently
experienced a disaster, the volunteers from these regions were also highly active.
While a prefectural based breakdown of information on volunteers is not
available, newspapers provide evidence of the degree of their activity. The Kobe
Newspaper, for example, ran an article entitled Miyagi no hisai-sha `Kumamoto no
chikara ni' Hyōgo no borantia ni dōkō [Disaster victims from Miyagi accompany
Hyogo volunteers in a show of strength for Kumamoto] (Kobe Shimbun Next 2016).
Moreover, Mainichi News published an article entitled Kumamoto jishin: Hirogaru
tasukeai no wa, zenkoku kara zokuzoku borantia [Kumamoto Earthquake: The
spread of the circle of mutual aid, one after another, volunteers come from all over
the country], which discussed the growing reciprocity of disaster volunteers, with
specifc reference to the response by volunteers from the Tōhoku region (Mainichi
Shimbun 2016c). Thus, despite the lower than forecast turnout overall, evidence
suggests that empathy expressed through donations and support by areas with
past experience of disasters remained high.
These (albeit anecdotal) observations are consistent with the fndings by
Sattler, Adams and Watts, who suggest that people with disaster experience may
provide assistance to others when the situation warrants such action (Sattler,
90

This is but one proxy for 'support provided', others include goods provided, fnancial donations
and in-kind donations. Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures also dispatched signifcant
numbers of ofcials, however these fgures have been omitted as all ofcials were internally
dispatched (within each prefecture).
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Adams, and Watts 1995, 896). These fndings also provide additional weight to the
importance of mutual assistance agreements in a national approach to disaster
resilience. They are not merely a ‘surge capacity’ for overwhelmed prefectures, nor
are they just an opportunity for government ofcials from non-aAected regions to
learn—‘a learning tool’. Mutual assistance agreements are also a potential
'pathway' through which the expertise gained by government ofcials and other
stakeholders from one disaster impacted region can be conveyed to ofcials and
stakeholders aAected by a subsequent disaster—in other words, 'a teaching tool'.

The Limitations of Spatial Transfer of Knowledge and Experience
Following the Kumamoto earthquake there were numerous reports of building
codes not being upheld, and bullet-train lines not being retroftted with
derailment-prevention measures quickly enough. But all in all, there were no
dramatic stories about government mishandling. Further, in general, the media
reported positively on the way the government handled the situation.
There were, however, a number of areas that did gain media attention and
which mirrored errors made in past disasters. These include the mishandling of
emergency supplies by local government ofcials, which led to the stockpiling of
some goods, and the transportation of supplies to places where they were not
needed. In some cases, evacuation centres were given double their quota and thus
had too much food, with other non-designated evacuation centres being left with
no supplies. There also were stories of individuals loading excess goods into their
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private vehicles to transport it to places where it was needed, as government and
SDF ofcers were unwilling or unable to do so.
The low level of disaster preparedness, as refected in the lower-thannational average of compliance with seismic retroftting standards and the
comparatively low levels of support to other disaster events discussed above can be
attributed to the fact that earthquakes were considered rare in the region.
Although Kumamoto had faced 14 earthquakes above shindo 4 since the
implementation of the Saitai Hō and a total of 23 since the turn of the century
(Kumamoto-ken bōsai kaigi 2015), including fve earthquakes shindo 5.7 or greater
between 1968 and 2016, no deaths had resulted from an earthquake since 1987, and
none of them had anywhere near the destructive impact of the 2016 disaster
(Mashiki Machi 2016). The belief in the rarity of earthquakes was also clearly
compounded by the messaging around the zero to six percent probability of an
earthquake occurring in Kumamoto, a fgure that had been issued by Japan’s
Headquarters for Earthquake Research Promotion. As shown in the opening quote
in Chapter 1, not even the Governor of Kumamoto thought a disaster of this
magnitude was going to happen.
Newspaper articles consisting of interviews with seismic and disaster
specialists echo this tendency of denial. The Sankei newspaper, for example, ran
an article entitled zenkoku no yaku 900 man-ko wa kumamotojishin-kyū no yure
de tōkai no osore doko de okite mo okashikunai mazuwa midjikana taisaku kara…
[about 9 million buildings throughout the entire nation at risk of collapse
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following an earthquake of the class experienced in Kumamoto that can happen
anywhere, we must frst start at prevention measures in our immediate
surroundings], in which specialists argued that it was the recent rarity of
earthquakes in Kumamoto that had led to the low degree of preparedness (Sankei
nyūsu 2016). Such tendencies illustrate that, even with an extensive hierarchy of
mutual assistance compacts and a complex web of individuals and organisations
now in Japan with frst-hand experience, direct experience within a jurisdiction
still has a far stronger impact on learning.
Based on past trends, future disasters throughout Japan will no doubt see a
greater contribution by Kumamoto Prefecture and its residents. But despite the
greater impact that direct experience has on preparing a jurisdiction for future
disasters, the formal and ongoing exchange that occurs through the web of mutual
assistance compacts, and the ongoing review and increased integration of disaster
management planning that is underpinned by national legislation and supported
by a growing body of increasingly reliable scientifc data and historical
information, each disaster experience now presents more learning opportunities
than ever before. Thus, although even recent experience shows us that Japan
continues to deal better with disasters when they are able to rely on knowledge
that has been transferred between generations within a fxed area than when
relying on knowledge that has been transferred across spatial boundaries, one can
argue that the diAerence traditionally seen between the eAectiveness of spatial and
temporal knowledge transfer is becoming less pronounced.
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Concluding Remarks
This chapter has explored a range of previously identifed factors that
facilitate and impede the transfer of knowledge across spatial boundaries within
the context of the 2016 Kumamoto earthquake. Here it has been found, that while
some limitations remain with ‘frst timer’ jurisdictions (a category which, it can be
argued, Kumamoto belonged to), the gap between frst-timers and 'old hands' is
becoming less and less. This thesis attributes this trend to the mutual assistance
compacts that have promoted the development and strengthening of border
processes such as ongoing dialogue through regional bloc associations and metaregional linkages.
The chapter also examined a number of unintended impediments, including
the undermining of learning through confused messaging and the
‘disincentivising’ of volunteers through the timing and nature of messaging. Again
we see how governments can inadvertently undermine their crucial role as a
trusted source of information and its potential impacts on community resilience,
an ongoing theme throughout this thesis. The chapter also considers some
remaining problems associated with the transfer of knowledge across spatial
boundaries, and a remaining reliance on past experience. While some of the
problems faced within each of these cases have been the result of the inexperience
of Kumamoto Prefecture stakeholders, the impediments identifed in this chapter
show how easily resilience trade-oA can result in the inadvertent undermining of
learning processes associated with disaster-related experiences.
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Through its response to the Kumamoto disaster, Japan has demonstrated
that mutual assistance compacts have played an important role in improving the
transfer of knowledge across spatial boundaries. But it needs to be reiterated that
dissonance remains between what has been learnt and how these lessons are
communicated to the general public, undermining community trust in
government as a source of information. It is thus essential that a review of the
messaging strategies set out in this chapter be carried out in the lessons learned
activities following the Kumamoto disaster.
What are the theoretical implications of these fndings, and how can other
countries beneft? The next chapter will consider these questions within a broader
discussion of how the repeated experience of disasters has infuenced Japan’s
approach to disaster learning and what this might mean for future research.
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Chapter 9
Discussion and Conclusions
Implications for learning and transferability of knowledge

Introduction
Based on the fndings of this thesis, the assumption that the repeated experience
of disasters leads to learning appears to be justifed in the case of Japan. However,
it is important to point out that the process through which experience translated
into learning was not simply a matter of accumulating information and
knowledge. In 1961, following a period of more than ffty years that was repeatedly
punctuated by extreme events, Japan commenced the transition from a country in
which attempts at learning occurred in the absence of formal institutions, to one
where learning was underpinned by an overarching law that governed the
management of disasters. These ongoing changes in Japan’s approach to learning
from disasters demonstrate that central to the process of learning from experience
has been a process of developing the tools and skills with which to make sense of
such experiences.
But as highlighted in Chapters 7 and 8, despite these changes to the
approach of learning from the experience of disasters in Japan, there is an
underlying tendency for policies implemented either as a response to a disaster or
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for other reasons to inadvertently result in the ‘over fxing’ of a problem, or the
undermining of the resilience resource (a term synonymous with adaptive capacity
(Norris et al. 2008, 131)) at another scale. These observations demonstrate that
there is a need to understand how the diAerent adaptive capacities interact with
each other within and between scales to understand how they may reinforce or
undermine community resilience.
This chapter frstly discusses the fndings of the thesis and how they
contribute to understanding the interaction of adaptive capacities across scales. It
will then discuss the limitations of this study. Following this, the chapter will
consider implications of the fndings and make some recommendations that will
better link boundary processes associated with social learning, to central processes
associated with policy creation. Finally, the chapter will propose directions for
future research

Findings
Through an analysis of selected extreme events between 1923 and 2016, this thesis
has proposed that 1961 represents an important turning point in Japan’s approach
to learning from disasters. This thesis has highlighted the tendency that prior to
the implementation of the Saitai Hō in 1961, lessons were less readily transferred
across space than time, meaning that opportunity to learn from the experience of
other jurisdictions was readily lost. To some extent, community tradition, folklore
and word-of-mouth were able to act as a ‘proxy’ for a learning framework within
geographically confned areas, and as was often the case in Japan, local experience
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of disasters tended to remain alive within communities for decades, if not
centuries.
However, the absence of any institutionalised learning framework in Japan
resulted in an environment where metanarratives that evolved to make sense of a
situation such as a disaster, bore little relationship to the event itself, laws were
enacted on an ad-hoc basis that at times conficted with existing legislation and
policy, and there were no mandates or benchmarks to trigger or facilitate formal
learning processes in the aftermath of a disaster. Consequently, the learning
processes were ad-hoc and lacked consistency across scales, which in turn often
resulted in something being broken during the attempt to fx something else.
While the temporal transfer of knowledge was seen to be more successful than
spatial, it too was prone to such undermining, as was seen with the communities
choosing to return to the coast after government-initiated relocation attempts
following the 1896 and 1933 tsunami, described in Chapter 4.
Following a historical account of Japan’s approach to learning from disasters
from 1923 to 1959, this thesis has highlighted both the successes and some of the
ongoing challenges facing Japan since the implementation of the Saitai Hō in 1961.
The 1995 Hanshin-Awaji earthquake was the frst of the post-Saitai Hō extreme
events examined in this thesis. In an apparent contradiction to the argument
regarding 1961 and its importance for disaster learning, Chapter 5 highlighted the
government’s failure to implement eAective learning processes in the lead up to
the Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake. It then points out, however, that as 1995 was
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indeed the frst major extreme event following the implementation of the Saitai
Hō, it was the frst time this legislation had been triggered in full. This implies that
the 1995 response exhibited signifcant path dependance on pre-1961 response
approaches, which were, in fact, drawn from experiences in the absence of any of
the formal learning mechanisms outlined above.
This thesis has therefore argued that the lessons drawn from, and prior to the
1959 Ise Bay typhoon that led to the creation of the Saitai Hō did indeed play an
important role in subsequent disasters. But while the expectation was for the 1995
disaster to be responded to under what may be considered a modern legal
framework, it was not, however, until the aftermath of 1995 that the post 1959
lessons could be scrutinised and improved upon. In this way 1995 was the last
disaster to be managed under a largely pre-Saitai Hō regime. The 1995 experience
was nevertheless an important turning point for Japan’s disaster management as it
formed an important starting point for the institutionalisation of disaster learning
in Japan.
The thesis suggests that in the years following 1995, Japan demonstrated that
it had learned how to learn. The policies, plans and laws that were created and
amended following 1995 helped to shift the image of the national government
from an incompetent actor during times of disaster to a `trusted source of
information’, considered by Norris, et al., (2008, 141) as ‘the most important
resilience asset that any individual or group can have’. Indeed, all tiers of
government in Japan undertook signifcant scientifc and historical research into
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disasters and disaster management, provided the general public with easily
accessible information relating to disasters, and strengthened both vertical and
horizontal linkages between governments through mutual assistance agreements.
The thesis argues that these linkages have over time helped to minimise the
qualitative diAerences between learning through direct experience, learning
through indirect experience, and learning from others by helping to facilitate
knowledge transfer across temporal and spatial boundaries. However, the thesis
has also found that despite the positive impact the Saitai Hō and its associated
plans and other documents have had on disaster learning in the post-1995 context,
learning impediments continue to undermine this process. Chapters 6, 7 and 8
examined the extent to which these impediments continued to play a role in
slowing, stopping or reversing the forward momentum of disaster learning in
Japan, and how stakeholders attempted to overcome them.
While the cases raised throughout this thesis may appear very diAerent, the
study has identifed a common theme within each relating to what occurs when
learning is impeded. Each of these cases has told a story about how the disaster
itself was interpreted or framed, and how that framing shifted focus away from
opportunities to learn. On multiple occasions, for example, it was possible to see
problems arising when the implementation of a policy or response that intended
to increase the resilience of a community in one area, inadvertently undermined
the resilience of that community elsewhere.
The 1923 disaster became seen as a means for the rebuilding of Tokyo's

351

Chapter 9 Discussion and Conclusions

infrastructure and improving the population’s moral conduct, and thus focus was
shifted away from many important lessons and errors were consequently repeated
in subsequent disasters. The 1959 Ise Bay typhoon and debates surrounding the
nation’s preparedness became entangled with other more salient events and thus
the impact of its lessons somewhat diluted. I propose that this was a contributing
factor to the confused response following the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake. In the aftermath of 1995, two competing metanarratives emerged
regarding key stakeholders, resulting in a clash between diAerent policy domains
following the 2004 Mid-Niigata Prefecture earthquake. This clash resulted in the
volunteers who oAered assistance in 2004 being poorly managed, and the overall
coordination of donations and assistance provided by the broader community in
Japan being poorly executed. Further, while any overriding narrative has yet to
become frmly established regarding the Great East Japan earthquake and
tsunami, there are stories about problems associated with the ‘boy-who-criedwolf’ syndrome, where what was popularly considered a false alarm the year before
the 2011 disaster, eroded trust in Japan's tsunami alert system, causing many of
those who fell victim to the 2011 tsunami to ignore the warnings that had been
issued.
Even the most recent disaster, the 2016 Kumamoto earthquake, demonstrates
how data can be interpreted and used in ofcial documentation in a way that
inadvertently undermines lessons from past disasters and thus impedes learning
from experience, negatively impacting a community’s resilience. But despite these
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similarities, this thesis has found that over time, the Saitai Hō and the overarching
framework it underpinned, provided one means for overcoming such
susceptibility to undermining. I propose that this framework helps to reduce such
susceptibility to undermining, in part, by establishing routines, incentives and
learning approaches that are less infuenced by the framing by media, political
elite and other stakeholders as they 'assert [that their] interpretations should be
taken as real over other possible interpretations' (Fairhurst and Sarr 1996, 3).
This thesis has thus argued that the Saitai Hō did more than simply set out
the roles and responsibilities of Japan’s tiers of government. In order to reduce
susceptibility to undermining, there were two important mechanisms established
that functioned to better integrate deliberate learning processes into disaster
management routines. Firstly, the Saitai Hō mandated the creation and annual
review of disaster management plans for each tier of government and thus set in
place a process which mandated organisational learning within jurisdictions.
Further, the hierarchical approval process for the creation and amendment of such
plans helped to establish formal boundary processes through which knowledge
transfer would ideally lead to their vertical integration.
Secondly, the Saitai Hō facilitated the creation of mutual assistance
agreements, which over time have become instrumental mechanisms for the
promotion of social learning between jurisdictions operating at the same level.
These agreements both represent and further promote formal and informal
horizontal boundary processes, which enable jurisdictions operating at the same
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level to share knowledge and experience of disasters. Thus, ideally, such
mechanisms possess the potential to facilitate the transfer of direct experience of a
disaster in one jurisdiction to stakeholders in another who have yet to have such an
experience, thereby building the capacity of a community to coexist with and
adapt to a broader range of environmental circumstances.
The mechanisms that facilitated the vertical and horizontal integration of
disaster learning and planning did not, however, always function as intended. As
warned by scholars such as Walker, Chelleri, Waters, Olazabal, and Minucci,
increasing resilience at one scale can reduce resilience at other scales, resulting in a
‘resilience trade-oA’ (Walker 2010, iii; Chelleri et al. 2015). Similarly, it has been
found within many of the cases examined in this thesis that it is not simply a
failure of a singular learning process that tends to impede learning. Rather, what
appears to impede learning are parallel learning processes that somehow produce
incompatible or dissonant learning outcomes, resulting in a 'learning trade-oA'.
This thesis has presented numerous examples of this learning trade-oA, including
circumstances where the policy or initiative at one scale—such as the building of
seawalls, or a particular message—has undermined the actions or decisions at
another—such as deciding where to live, whether or not to evacuate, whether to
spend money seismically reinforcing one’s home, or whether or not to volunteer.
This thesis has attributed much of the more recent learning trade-oAs to the
arduous approval processes and bureaucratic red-tape associated with amending
disaster management plans, which functioned to disincentivise learning. Further,
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it was found that mutual assistance suAered from design faws in agreements, such
as triggers, coordination approaches and reliance on fragile communications
technologies, undermining their overall value. EAorts were made to remedy these
weaknesses and faws over time, with much of the red-tape removed from the
legislation, and mutual assistance agreements, improving their triggering and
coordination mechanisms. As was found in Chapter 8, a part of this learning
process has resulted in the mutual assistance agreements themselves becoming
part of a vertically integrated hierarchy that consists of municipal, prefectural,
multi-prefecture bloc, and national agreements, which now dovetail into one
another, oAering redundant triggering and coordination mechanisms.
In this way, this thesis argues that disaster management stakeholders in
Japan have actively promoted the creation of a multi-dimensional framework to
overcome problems associated with impediments to learning from disaster
experiences. But as discussed throughout this thesis, learning is not a linear
process—it is a process that can go forwards, backwards, sideways, or around in
circles. It can also be undermined, overridden or simply ignored, inevitably
eroding trust in the source of that learning. Incorrect identifcation of causal
processes can also result in superstitious learning. While the above mechanisms
have assisted in maintaining a forward momentum in disaster learning in Japan,
each disaster the nation experiences brings its own set of challenges for the mix of
adaptive capacities that a jurisdiction or community has at its disposal. Before
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considering the implications of these fndings, it is frst essential to discuss a
number of limitations associated with this study.

Limitations of study
This study has examined how the repeated experience of disasters has infuenced
Japan’s approach to learning from such events. The results showed that repeated
experience did indeed infuence Japan’s learning, and that this process of learning
was not a simple matter of collecting more data. Rather, the process also entailed
developing the tools and skills to make sense of and organise the data in a
meaningful way. However, it is important to outline a number of limitations to this
study.
Firstly, as set out in Chapter 3, the signifcant timespan between cases meant
that the same data collection strategies could be adopted for each case. This study
has relied extensively on multiple open-ended interviews, archival research and
content analysis of parliamentary speeches, policy documents, newspaper articles
and websites. However, interviews, for example, were only an option for the most
recent disasters. Additionally, as time is often required for the process of learning
to result in learning outcomes, there was a signifcant diAerence on the nature of
information available between disasters. Thus, comparability of disaster constantly
presented challenges for this study. As was discussed in Chapter 3, it was for this
reason the qualitative case study approach was adopted for this thesis.
Secondly, as this study is based only on Japanese cases, these fndings may
not translate to other contexts. Nevertheless, the fndings may indeed prove useful
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as a benchmark for examining aspects of social learning across scales from
repeated disaster experience in other nations. A comparative study of such
learning processes may eventually show that the fndings of this thesis may indeed
prove to be widely applicable to other contexts. There is thus value in pursuing
further cases to build a stronger overall evidence base.
Thirdly, there were signifcant time limitations associated with the collection
of interviews. While a sufcient number of interviews was obtained to highlight
many of the important changes in learning processes in Japan since 1995, ideally a
greater number of interviews, particularly with organisations such as prefectural
and municipal level Shakyō organisations and NPOs would have potentially
provided greater nuance in the fndings. This is because the interviews provided
important opportunities to obtain candid opinions of the problems faced during
and after disaster management operations by such stakeholders. Time constraints
during the 2008, 2009 and 2013 tranches of feldwork meant that there was a need
to rely on documentation collected on these organisations from archives and
websites.
While the challenges outlined above each impose limitations to the fndings
of this thesis, there is still value in further replicating this study across more
subnational governments in Japan and other countries. I argue this because while
disasters occur with alarming regularity, it is not uncommon for extreme events to
occur when least expected, thus presenting their own challenges for learning.
Consequently, when considering approaches to learning from extreme events, it
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may be useful to draw from the literature on learning from infrequent events.
March, Sproull and Tamuz (1991, 8) in their study on how organisations convert
infrequent events into history suggest that uncertainty in identifying causal
factors may be done in two ways—by pooling events and by pooling observers of a
single event. This being the case, to ensure greater certainty in fndings associated
with similar future studies, it will be crucial to not only consider a greater pool of
cases for analysis, it will also be essential to ensure that future studies allow for
more time in the feld to enable the interviewing of a greater diversity of
stakeholders.
These limitations aside, this study provides a number of important
implications for learning from disasters for both Japan and for other nations
requiring to learn how to cope better with their environment. The next section will
explore these in detail.

Implications and Policy Recommendations
What do these fndings mean for the social learning process as it relates to the
repeated exposure to disasters? As argued throughout this thesis, learning is the
pathway to achieving a resilient community. But just as resilience can be
undermined through actions at diAerent scales, so too can learning. The
generation and transfer of any knowledge can be easily infuenced by nuanced
messaging in a positive or negative direction, and amid the complexity and often
confusion associated with disasters, such infuences can be even more
pronounced. An awareness of such risks is paramount if governments and other
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stakeholders wish the population to comply with messaging associated with
evacuation drills, building codes, and even calls for volunteers.
However, the unpredictable nature of disasters means that such problems are
rarely noticed until another disaster occurs. Despite this, disasters by nature are
also high impact and high cost, and by focusing on how other nations, such as
Japan, learn from disasters, what methods they implement to institutionalise such
learning, how such learning can be undermined and how they try to mitigate such
undermining, the impacts and costs associated with disasters may be reduced.
Aside from the implementation of similar mechanisms that promote the
horizontal and vertical integration of social learning of disaster experiences, what
can we learn from Japan’s ongoing challenges to coexist with its disaster-prone
environment? The post-Saitai Hō cases examined in this thesis suggest that the
facilitation of boundary processes, through the mechanisms that promote the
vertical and horizontal transfer of knowledge have certainly helped Japan learn
how to learn. However, despite these mechanisms, Japan continues to see
examples of ‘learning trade-oA’—where one lesson undermines another due to an
incompatibility or dissonance arising in learning processes.
It thus appears as though there are now too many boundary processes that
are operating independently of each other, resulting in the creation of multiple,
often incompatible learning outcomes. From a resilience perspective this is
problematic, as the confusion triggered by such circumstances may, in turn, erode
trust in sources of information, something that is considered to be 'the most
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important resilience asset that any individual or group can have in times of
surprise' (LongstaA 2005b, 59).
Wenger (2000, 243) argues that social learning in communities of practice
require a 'balance between core and boundary processes, so that the practice is
both a strong node in the web of interconnections—an enabler of deep learning in
a specifc area—and, at the same time, highly linked with other parts of the system
—a player in systemwide processes of knowledge production, exchange, and
transformation.' I thus argue that going forward, it will be essential for Japan to
frstly consider pathways through which boundary processes can more eAectively
interact with the central processes and practices of a bounded community.
Secondly, I argue that it will be crucial for Japanese disaster policy-makers to
identify and promote mechanisms through which a community can better
interconnect, coordinate and facilitate knowledge production, exchange and
transformation across the many stakeholders active within the boundary processes
associated with learning from the experience of disasters.
Mutual assistance agreements and compacts exist outside of Japan. Indeed,
the U.S. Emergency Management Assistance Compact (EMAC) (Logan and
Ramsay 2012, 42) and other similar agreements became a point of focus in the
commentary of Japan’s response to the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji earthquake.
Tierney and Goltz (1997), for example, argue that such agreements were a major
strength of the response system in the U.S., and a weakness in Japan. While
Tierney and Goltz incorrectly point out that such arrangements had not been
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developed prior to the 1995 disaster, they highlighted an important aspect of
disaster planning in Japan that had not functioned well in 1995 and underwent
signifcant reform in the years following. Since that time, Japan has had multiple
opportunities to test and further develop these mutual assistance arrangements,
and the warning signals outlined throughout this thesis relating to problems with
triggers, coordination and technology, as well as more recent concerns relating to
the uncoordinated growth of boundary processes are all factors that other nations
should take notice of, and if possible consider how best to avoid.
As can be seen by the current approach of Japan to vertically integrate its
multitude of mutual assistance agreements, there is a clear awareness of the need
to coordinate boundary processes to prevent the undermining of learning and
resilience through dissonant learning outcomes. This integration was seen to
function well in the aftermath of the 2016 Kumamoto earthquake, resulting in a
relatively well coordinated national response. But as also seen in that event, the
confused messaging both with building standards and the call for volunteers
shows that there is still a need for a better understanding of the delicate balance
required for messaging to work eAectively.
It is important to make mention of one potential risk facing Japan’s disaster
learning and management practices. While the Okiteminaito wakaranai—trial and
error approach demonstrated in previous chapters shows a pragmatic approach to
learning from disasters, the last two chapters in particular signalled potential
problems facing Japan. The severity of the experiences of disasters like the Great
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East Japan earthquake and tsunami may indeed result in the learning pendulum
swinging too far the other way. This may lead to solutions that are an overreaction
to the problems faced, rather than solutions that address the situation in a more
comprehensive way. As a result of such overreaction, solutions may trigger the
occurrence of other problems that may have been avoidable. Signs of this can be
seen in the messaging approach taken by Shakyō regarding volunteers in Chapter
8, the desire for Shakyō to hand over its disaster coordinating responsibilities to
the NPO sector and the creation of mutual assistance agreements with distant
jurisdictions, as discussed in Chapter 7. To ensure that such decisions do not result
in an erosion of community resilience, it will be crucial to scrutinise any changes
to plans and processes with care.
There is also a risk that Japan’s ever-growing levels of preparedness,
including its seawalls, earthquake resilient buildings and other infrastructure may
lead to the weakening of its diverse mix of physical and organisational coping
mechanisms. While this may seem contradictory, it is entirely possible. Wong
(2014, 1300), for example, argues that intensity alone does not defne what is meant
by an extreme event, and even lower intensity disasters may result in an extreme
loss depending on the capacity of a community to ‘transition to a positive
trajectory of functioning and adaptation following such a disturbance’(Norris et al.
2008, 140–144). Similarly, Cutter (2014, 3), argues that a high-intensity event such
as a magnitude 6 earthquake may or may not be extreme, depending on where or
when the event occurs. Indeed, Japan is one of the few countries, if not the only
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country in the world in which a magnitude 6 earthquake is bordering on being
downgraded from an extreme event to a ‘routine occurrence’. If such events
become routinised, is it possible that this may result in a lower community
awareness of disasters over time, thus undermining the nation’s ability to
coordinate and respond the lower probability, higher impact events?
A means to achieve a fully integrated social learning process remains elusive
in Japan, and thus more systematic research needs to be conducted on how
communities learn from repeated disaster experiences. While Japan still faces
challenges, there are many nations which have yet to achieve the degree of
integration seen in Japan in disaster learning and management practices, and thus
do not yet have the luxury of worrying about problems associated with
coordinating and integrating too many lessons. The next section will more broadly
consider what such nations may be able to learn from Japan’s experiences.

Global Implications
This thesis has intended to provide a nuanced account of how Japan has learnt
from its repeated experience of disasters. It has endeavoured to highlight the
importance of looking beyond what are considered largely top-down processes of
the Japanese national government and instead exploring the activities subnational
of subnational governments. It has described the development of an increasingly
integrated network of mutual assistance agreements between municipal and
prefectural governments and across regional blocs that operate largely
independently from national government mandates and oversight, but augment
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the arrangements underpinned by the Saitai Hō. These mutual assistance
agreements also show promise in the facilitation of the transfer of knowledge from
those jurisdictions that directly experience disasters to those that do not,
potentially reducing the qualitative diAerence between learning through direct
experience and learning through indirect experience.
However, while there has been a signifcant improvement in how Japan goes
about learning, there are indeed ongoing impeding factors that need to be
addressed. The construction of larger seawalls and the rebuilding of coastal towns
and basic infrastructure against the wishes of those who lived in the areas
impacted by the 2011 tsunami, is but one example where individuals are being
encouraged to move back into harm’s way against their wishes. Inconsistent
messaging that results in householders choosing not to reinforce their dwellings is
yet another example of how government can impede the learning process. How
can the fndings of this thesis inform other nations as they seek to fnd ways of
improving their capacity to coexist with their surroundings?
With the environmental impacts of global warming regularly spilling across
national boundaries, the focus on ways to mitigate disasters has become a global
concern and has clearly gained the attention of international organisations such as
the United Nations. As disasters appear to be occurring around the world with
increasing frequency, this concern is warranted. As described in the Chapter 1, in
terms of death toll, the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters
(CRED) has reported that in the last twenty years, a total of 749,000 individuals

364

Learning from Disaster: Resilience and Crisis Management in Japan (1923-2016)

have lost their lives to seismically triggered events alone. Of this total, 392,000
occurred in the decade between 1996 and 2005, and a further 357,000 between
2006 and 2015 (CRED and UNISDR 2015, 3). As was also touched upon in Chapter
1, the economic impact of disasters has likewise been signifcant. The report of the
United Nations Secretary-General on the Implementation of the Sendai
Framework conservatively estimates a cost associated with disasters of between
$250 and $300 billion annually (Moon 2016, 1). Research by the World Bank
suggests that overall losses that impact the well-being of individuals may, in fact,
be closer to $520 billion annually (Hallegatte et al. 2016, 3). These costs are only
likely to worsen as the impacts of climate change interact with the growing
population densities particularly along coastlines and rivers.
To minimise the impacts of extreme events, both in a human and economic
sense, it is therefore crucial that nations learn from each other’s experiences.
Given Japan’s regular exposure to extreme events, the nation has an important
global teaching role to play, particularly with regard to ways of coexisting with a
disaster-prone environment. This includes conveying to the world factors which
have historically and continue to impede the process of learning from experience.
Indeed, as discussed throughout this thesis, Japan has long been actively engaged
in the policy domain of disaster management, both domestically and globally, and
has been both a provider and recipient of international disaster assistance. While
it is clear that Japan is already sharing much of its wealth of disaster-related
experience and knowledge with the rest of the world, much of the knowledge it
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has shared tends to be either short-term dispatches of specialist teams, or
technologically driven support, centring on hardware such as structural design
and communications technology. This kind of knowhow tends to be more readily
transferred than tacit knowledge gained through many years of disaster experience
and learning.
At risk of stating the obvious: infrastructure and technology cost money,
while, as pointed out by CRED, it is the lower-income countries that are the
hardest hit by disasters. CRED attributes the lower degree of resilience of lowerincome countries to 'poverty, [a] lack of early warning systems, poor risk
governance and an absence of the civil protection mechanisms that are taken for
granted in high-income countries' (CRED and UNISDR 2015, 3). While such
problems are often remedied with high-cost infrastructural and technological
solutions, it can also be argued that each of these problems depend more or less
heavily on governance, cross-organisational knowledge transfer, and eAective
learning frameworks and strategies—the very features of Japan's disaster
management practices that tend to be overlooked in preference to the nation's
technological and building prowess.
As shown in this thesis, Japan certainly has a lot to oAer other nations in the
areas of governance, cross-organisational knowledge transfer, and eAective
learning frameworks and strategies. Moreover, as argued in Chapter 2, while there
is an international consensus on the importance of learning, sharing, and
including communities and local authorities, current approaches remain top366
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down, and there is a glaring absence of governance mechanisms that engage
communities in decision-making processes. Japan’s multidimensional approach
vertically integrates its three tiers of government, promotes horizontal pathways
through which inter-jurisdictional cooperation integration can take place, and
institutionalises the vertical integration of these horizontal pathways. It can thus
be argued that Japan may provide one model through which the weaknesses
identifed in the Sendai Framework may be remedied.
From an international perspective, in countries where vertical integration of
basic disaster management plans has not taken place, it will be important for
assets to be mobilised to facilitate such integration. Additionally, as disasters by
defnition overwhelm the capacity of the impacted region to cope, methods for
achieving horizontal integration, like those seen in Japan and other countries will
need to be explored. The learning pathways that will be established through such
processes will, in turn, provide pathways through which lower levels of
government and communities can both share and beneft from a broader pool of
knowledge, thereby coming at least a little closer to achieving the goals set out in
the Sendai Framework.

Concluding Remarks
Despite Japan repeatedly demonstrating that it is a resilient nation, this thesis has
shown numerous examples where the strengthening of resilience at one level can
erode the resilience at another, resulting in individuals deciding to live within a
stone's throw of seawalls, that may or may not protect them; deciding whether or
367
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not to reinforce their homes; or whether or not to heed the next tsunami warning.
This thesis has demonstrated how easily 'dissonance' between incompatible
lessons can result in the undermining of learning, but it was beyond the scope of
this thesis to focus on the listing and categorising of such phenomena. To mitigate
the ongoing undermining of disaster learning, it will be essential to explore further
the idea of 'dissonance' and its variations and consider how each undermines the
process of learning. It will also be essential to consider which subroutines of
learning are susceptible to particular types of dissonance and undermining and
why.
The century of cases described in the pages of this thesis show that without a
doubt Japan has changed in the way learning from the experience of disasters is
carried out. But is there still a problem associated with dissonance? On 24
December 2015, the Cabinet Ofce of Japan announced its 'Disaster Prevention 4.0
Future Vision Project', which by coincidence, closely parallels the format of this
thesis. 'Disaster Prevention 1.0' refers to the Ise Bay typhoon and the enactment of
the Saitai Hō. 'Disaster Prevention 2.0' refers to the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake, and 'Disaster Prevention 3.0' refers to the 2011 disaster. All, as
discussed in this thesis, are important turning points in Japan’s disaster
management practices. 'Disaster Prevention 4.0' in contrast refers to climate
change and the need to respond to the dangers it is likely to bring (Naikakufu
2016).
Here we have a national policy that is literally on the cutting edge of global
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disaster policy. And yet, as was seen in Kumamoto, there is ample evidence to
suggest that many of the individuals and local governments are still at 'Disaster
Prevention 1.0' or 'Disaster Prevention 2.0', as they struggle with retroftting
houses that still conform to pre-1987 building codes. Clearly, there is still a time
lag between policy makers, local government, and communities in disaster
preparedness. Will this time lag of learning across the diAerent levels result in a
reduced capacity for the nation to respond to its next big disaster? Okiteminaito
Wakaranai — we won't know until one happens.
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Appendix
Participant Information Sheet
Researcher:
Justin Whitney is a PhD candidate in the Department of Political and Social
Change (PSC), the Australian National University. Justin is conducting his doctoral
research on Resilience and Crisis Response in Japan 1959-2011 with particular focus
on the role of the not-for-proft sector and neighbourhood associations. Justin has
spent approximately 14 years in Japan during which time he worked as a volunteer
in a not-for-proft organisation and a researcher in a university research centre
which specialised in legal assistance to transitional economies. Currently, Justin is
studying part time at PSC and is a full-time policy ofcer in the Australian Public
Service, where he has been involved in the development and implementation of
Commonwealth disaster relief and recovery policy and arrangements.
Project Title:
"New" Norms for Cooperation between Sub-National Government and the
Nonproft Sector in Japan – Economic Needs and Crisis Management Practices
General Outline of the Project:
• In this research project I consider how civil society learns to become resilient the role that government plays in the complex, trans-generational process of ‘learning’ between major disasters over time.
• In order to better understand the role civil society plays in emergency management in Japan, I conducted a series of interviews with a range of stakeholders throughout Japan in 2008 and 2009.
• While this previous feldwork yielded important information on the development of a range of collaborative agreements between government and
the not-for-proft sector, as well as cross- jurisdictional emergency manage411
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ment frameworks, it was not possible to ascertain their eAectiveness in enabling communities to bounce back following a disaster.
• The unprecedented scale of the March 2011 tragedy means that these measures have now been well and truly tested and it is essential that follow up
feldwork be conducted to gain an understanding of how lessons from previous disasters have integrated into the preparations for, and the post-disaster recovery of the 2011disasters in north-eastern Japan.
• The feldwork will centre on open answer interviews with members of the
not-for-proft sector, local government ofcials and policy experts involved
in the recovery eAorts in the aAected regions.
• It is anticipated that the interviews will be 30 to 60 minutes in duration and
will be recorded if the participant allows.
• Participation is voluntary. In principle each participant will be interviewed
once, however should the Researcher require further information from a
participant, the Researcher will contact that participant and seek an appointment separately.
• The kinds of questions you will be asked relate to 1) collaboration between
the tiers of government, 2) collaboration between governments and nongovernment/voluntary organisations, and 3) perceived changes in natural
disaster response and recovery in particular relation to planning, decision
making and frontline activities.
• Survey data will be used expressly for the purpose of the thesis, publications, journal articles and possible future research projects of the Researcher, and will not be provided to any third party.
• All individual survey data will be kept confdential, as far as the law allows’
and no names will be used in any reports or publications produced.
• Research fndings will be shared with participants should it be desired.
• This project is being funded by the Department of Political and Social
Change (PSC), the Australian National University.
Participant Involvement:
Participants will be asked to undertake an interview, either one-on-one or
within a group from the same agency or organisation. This will be entirely up to
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the discretion of the participant. Experience from past interviews suggests that as
the area of research cuts across a number of subjects, participants generally choose
to bring subject specialists from other branches from within their agency or
organisation. It is intended that the interviews will be recorded digitally; however
written permission will be sought prior to commencing. Individual names or
other identifers will not be used.
Confidentiality:
All individual survey data will be kept confdential to the extent that law
allows. Consent forms will be sent to a separate fle from the survey data. Any
identifers associated with this survey will be destroyed at the end of the project, or
by March 2014, whichever comes earlier. The study results will be analyzed looking
at aggregated data across all people taking the survey and sorted by organization
type, sector type, and region; it will not focus on the responses of a particular
person. No names will be collected or used in any reports.
Data Storage:
During data collection the data will be kept on a password protected laptop
and kept for 5 years from publication.
The data will be stored in electronic form on a Personal Computer that is
password protected and kept for 5 years from publication. When not in use, while
in-country, the Personal Computer will be kept in a locked ofce provided by the
host university. Data will be kept in a password encoded zip fle preventing access
to all but myself. Hardcopies of data shall be kept in a locked ofce.
Data will be stored securely in a locked ofce at the ANU and will not be
accessible to other persons unless required by law. No raw interview data will be
made available to any other person unless the respondent specifcally gives
permission in writing, or unless it is required by law.
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Queries and Concerns:
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may
contact the Researcher, Justin Whitney, Japan Centre, Faculty of Asian Studies,
Australian National University, Canberra ACT: justin.whitney@anu.edu.au
You may also contact the Researcher’s supervisor, Professor Rikki Kersten,

Department of Political and Social Change (PSC), the Australian National
University, Australian National University, Canberra ACT: Rikki.Kersten@anu.edu.au
Alternatively, you may contact the Researcher’s local advisor, Associate Professor
Norifumi Namatame, Tohoku Fukushi University: namatame@gmail.com

Ethics Committee Clearance:
The ethical aspects of this research have been approved by the ANU Human
Research Ethics Committee’.
If you have any concerns or complaints about how this research has been
conducted, please contact:
Ethics Manager
The ANU Human Research Ethics Committee
The Australian National University
Telephone: 6125 3427
Email: Human.Ethics.Ofcer@anu.edu.au
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Translation of email request for interview
(Tranche 1 Fieldwork 2008)
Subject: Request cooperation in interview

Dear Sir/Madam,

Please forgive me for contacting you via email.
My name is Justin Whitney. At present, I am a graduate student at the
Australia National University conducting research on collaboration between
Japan’s civil society and local government.
On this occasion, I have travelled to Japan to conduct feldwork on my
doctoral research project entitled ‘"New" Norms for Cooperation between SubNational Government and the Nonproft Sector in Japan – Economic Needs and
Crisis Management Practices’.
I would be grateful if you would allow me to visit your premises and meet
and carry out interviews with relevant ofcers from your organisation.
The interview will take between 30 and 50 minutes and largely cover the
themes set out below with respect to your jurisdiction.
1) The strengths and weaknesses associated with collaboration between your
local government and NPOs.
2) The budget allocated for collaboration with NPOs
3) The nature of outsourced projects to NPOs (if any)
4) Local government crisis management arrangements and the role (and
change in this role) of civil society within these arrangements.
5) Remaining issues of collaboration activities with NPOs.

Please note, any information obtained during interviews will only be used for
the purposes associated with the current doctoral research project. Further, all
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information will be kept confdential in order to protect the identities of
individuals and organisations where appropriate.
I will be available to meet with you between (X date) and (Y date).f you
would kindly set a time and venue that is convenient for you, I will make
arrangements to visit accordingly.
I understand that you are extremely busy, however I would be grateful for
your cooperation.

Sincerely yours,

Justin Whitney
Research Ofcer & PhD Candidate
Department of Political & Social Change
Research School of Pacifc and Asian Studies
Hedley Bull Centre Building 130
ANU COLLEGE OF ASIA AND THE PACIFIC
Canberra ACT 0200 Australia
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Translation of email request for interview
(Tranche 2 Fieldwork 2009)
Subject: Request cooperation in interview

Dear Sir/Madam,

Please forgive me for contacting you via email.
My name is Justin Whitney. At present, I am a graduate student at the
Australia National University conducting research on collaboration between
Japan’s civil society and local government.
On this occasion, I have travelled to Japan to conduct feldwork on my
doctoral research project entitled ‘"New" Norms for Cooperation between SubNational Government and the Nonproft Sector in Japan – Economic Needs and
Crisis Management Practices’.
I would be grateful if you would allow me to visit your premises and meet
and carry out interviews with relevant ofcers from your organisation.
The interview will take between 30 and 50 minutes and largely cover the
themes set out below with respect to your jurisdiction.
1) The current status of collaboration arrangements between local governments and citizens (including during times of disaster).
2) Crisis management, particularly in relation to the role (and any changes
within this role) of the community and private organisations.
3) Community contributions made by NPOs, including during times of disaster.
4) The current status and future role of Voluntary disaster prevention organizatios (jishu bōsai soshiki).
5) Successful examples (if any) regarding questions 1) to 4).

Please note, any information obtained during interviews will only be used for
417

Appendix

the purposes associated with the current doctoral research project. Further, all
information will be kept confdential in order to protect the identities of
individuals and organisations where appropriate.
I will be residing in Japan between 25 October and 4 November. If you
would kindly set a time and venue that is convenient for you, I will make
arrangements to visit accordingly.
I understand that you are extremely busy, however I would be grateful for
your cooperation.

Sincerely yours,

Justin Whitney
Research Ofcer & PhD Candidate
Department of Political & Social Change
Research School of Pacifc and Asian Studies
Hedley Bull Centre Building 130
ANU COLLEGE OF ASIA AND THE PACIFIC
Canberra ACT 0200 Australia
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Translation of email request for interview
(Tranche 3 Fieldwork 2013)
Dear Sir/Madam,

Please forgive me for contacting you via email.
My name is Justin Whitney. At present, I am a graduate student at the
Australia National University conducting research on collaboration between
Japan’s civil society and local government, with specifc reference to the postdisaster context of Northeastern Japan.
On this occasion, I have traveled to Japan to conduct feld-work on the
collaboration between the Iwate prefectural government, municipal governments
within the prefecture, the council for social welfare, and voluntary organisations in
the recovery activities following the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami of
2011.
I would be grateful if you would allow me to visit your premises and meet
and carry out interviews with relevant ofcers from your organisation. The
interview will take between 30 and 50 minutes and largely cover the themes set out
below with respect to your jurisdiction.
1) The strengths and weaknesses associated with collaboration between your
local government, the Council of Social Welfare and NPOs.
2) Issues and difculties concerning future recovery activities.
3) Changes in roles and responsibilities of government and civil society in
crisis management.
4) Other lessons learned from the 2011 disaster.

Please note, any information obtained during interviews will only be used for
the purposes associated with the current doctoral research project. Further, all
information will be kept confdential in order to protect the identities of
individuals and organisations where appropriate.
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I will be residing in Iwate prefecture between 24 October and 1 November.
If you would kindly set a time and venue that is convenient for you, I will make
arrangements to visit accordingly.
I understand that you are extremely busy, however I would be grateful for your
cooperation.

Sincerely yours,

Justin Whitney
Research Ofcer & PhD Candidate
Department of Political & Social Change
Research School of Pacifc and Asian Studies
Hedley Bull Centre Building 130
ANU COLLEGE OF ASIA AND THE PACIFIC
Canberra ACT 0200 Australia

420

