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In October 2012, one year and seven months after the Great East Japan Earthquake, the Japan Women' s
Conference 2012 was held in Sendai, where scars of the disaster are still fresh. Under the slogan, “Tohoku from
Now into the Future: Decision-Making and Taking Action,” the conference examined the recovery that has
taken place and the empowerment of women. More than 2,000 people from all over Japan attended.

This booklet is a record of the special program held on the first day of the conference: “Women Talk
about 3.11: The Past and the Present.” Women engaged in various activities in Miyagi, Iwate and Fukushima
prefectures discussed what really happened in the disaster area and how they have tried to overcome those
events, focusing on the difficulties women faced as well as their strength.

In conjunction with the Third World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction in March 2015, an English
translation has been added in order to convey the feelings and experiences of women at the time of the disaster
and to disseminate them to people at home and abroad. We hope you will find this booklet useful.

Finally, we would like to thank Nancy H. Ross from the bottom of our hearts for her cooperation with the
English translation for a publication of this booklet.

March 2015
Sendai Gender Equal Opportunity Foundation
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Recitation

Friday, March 11, 2011

I had taken a late lunch that day and was just about to get back to work. In another three hours I would have gone
home, had dinner, watched TV.. That's how my day should have gone.

2:46 p.m.

A massive 9.0 magnitude earthquake centered off the Sanriku coast hits, registering 7 on the 7-point Japanese intensity
scale in Kurihara, Miyagi Prefecture.

2:49 p.m.

The Meteorological Agency issues a tsunami warning for the Pacific coast from Aomori Prefecture to Chiba
Prefecture.

3 p.m.

Eleven nuclear reactors shut down automatically, including those at Tohoku Electric's
Onagawa Nuclear Power Plant and Tokyo Electric's Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power
Plant.

Between 3:18 p.m. and 3:50 p.m.

The highest tsunami heights are recorded at Miyako, Kamaishi, Ofunato, Ishinomaki and
Soma, including 23.6 meters at Ofunato.

4:30 p.m.

It begins to snow and the weather grows cold. The power is out and traffic signals in downtown Sendai are not
operating. There is heavy traffic as people try to get home.

Electricity, gas and water are cut off, and subway trains have stopped running. Cell phones don't work, and I can't find
out whether my family is safe or let them know that I'm OK. I feel frustrated and indescribably lonely.

Late night

A radio news report says 200 to 300 bodies have been found in the Arahama district of Wakabayashi Ward. “What are
they talking about?” I wonder.

I'm scared and don't understand what's happening. More than 100 aftershocks occur during the night. I imagine this
part of Honshu breaking off and being swept out to sea.

The next morning the temperature is below freezing. I hear someone say, ‘I'm sorry, but I don't have enough copies
for every house.” A neighbor and I watch in silence as a skimpy newspaper is delivered. I finally learn what has
happened.

On the morning of Saturday, March 12, I realized I was a disaster victim.



Part 1: The past and the present

From March 11 until the present:
five women's experiences

Munakata: On March 11 our city
became a disaster area, and we
became disaster victims. We have
had to face a great many situations
that were unimaginable, even for
those of us living here in the
disaster area. What was March 11 hke for you?

Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. I'm Emiko
Munakata of Equalnet Sendai, moderator for this
panel discussion. Many people from throughout
Japan are here today, and many of you experienced
the disaster, to a greater or lesser extent. Others
may have watched it unfold on television. Nineteen
months have passed since then.

For those of us living in the disaster area, these
nineteen months have been an unimaginable time.
The earth was shaken; people were shaken. At times
we felt ready to give up. We have faced situations
that we wished were merely a dream. But we have
been heartened and encouraged by the assistance
we have received from people all over Japan. With
your kind support we have come this far. I would
like to take this opportunity to express our sincere
gratitude. Thank you.

We must convey to others the many things we
have learned from this experience. During this panel
discussion we will look back at what has happened
since March 11 and talk about the present and the
future. Our five panelists were involved in support
activities in Miyagi, Iwate and Fukushima
prefectures. Some of them are themselves victims of
the disaster. Each of them will talk about her
experiences on March 11, the activities she has been
engaged in, the situations women were in then, and
how they felt about that. Please consider your own
experiences while listening to their accounts.

A stronghold for 350 guests and
local residents

Abe: I'm Noriko Abe, owner of the
Minami Sanriku Hotel Kanyo. At
2:46 p.m. on March 11, I was talking
with guests in the lobby of the
hotel, which has a view of the
Pacific Ocean. I felt shaking that i :
was stronger than usual, so I led the guests to a safe

location. Meanwhile employees quickly directed
other guests to the same location. Then, as I looked
outside, the beautiful, blue sea turned black, and I

could see the water rapidly rising.

Our hotel is on a hill on the outskirts of town.
Eighty percent of the downtown area was destroyed,
and I watched helplessly as the tsunami hit. From
our vantage point atop the hill, there was nothing
we could do but pray that the people in endangered
areas would flee to safety as soon as possible.
Meanwhile local residents arrived, seeking refuge at
our hotel. Two or three young women started to cry,
and then one after another people collapsed in tears.
I felt we had to do something to reassure and care
for those people who had fled to the hotel, counting
on us for help.

The bridge was washed out by the tsunami, and
the roads were covered in debris, so our hotel was
cut off. I told our guests that we would do
everything we could for them but said it was a crisis
and asked for their understanding. I gathered the
hotel staff, and from that meeting on I repeatedly
told them to “be strong.” We had no electricity or
water, and because we were isolated we couldn't get
any supplies. So we just had to make do with what
we had on hand. I told my staff, “Our guests and
local residents take priority. You may have to do
without, but I want you to stay calm.”

I told them that if we didn't have enough rice
balls for everyone, we'd give each person half, that
we'd all have to make concessions and to hang in
there. I went to the kitchen and asked the chef to
come up with a menu for one week. On the next hill
over, there was a women's dormitory with a day-
care center. I had directed some guests there, so we
immediately began taking blankets and futons over
there and doing things for them. I am filled with
gratitude to my employees, who did everything they
could for our guests that day without knowing what
had happened to their families or homes.

We were able to see our guests off on the
morning of March 17, and my employees were
finally able to go home. Some of them returned to
the hotel having found that nothing was left of their
homes but the foundation, not even one photograph.
I told them to think of the hotel as their home and
to bring their families there. So just as our guests
left, employees started living at the hotel.

Many people lost loved ones and everything
they'd built up in the blink of an eye. I think this is
true of the entire disaster area, but when people
from Minami Sanriku would get together, we'd say
things like, “T only lost one family member, so I can't
complain” or “I'm just glad her body was found.” It
was heart-rending. But seeing people looking for
their loved ones amid the debris was like seeing a
scene from hell.
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Four months without water

Being without utilities was a serious problem.
Having no water for four days is bad enough, but in
Minami Sanriku there was no water for four months.
When the water trucks finally started coming, I
brought residents to our baths and they were so
happy. Even though it wasn't an official evacuation
center, people came to our hotel, and I began to
realize that our vocation of providing food and
shelter fulfilled a role during a disaster. I felt that
people living in shelters such as gymnasiums as well
would have had it a little easier if they had just had
water, but it wasn't a simple matter. Even if I asked
for water, the amount I actually got was only one
third of what was needed. I had to tell people to
limit themselves to two baths a week and to use the
portable toilets as much as possible.

People began washing their clothes in the rivers
in town. I couldn't bear to watch elderly people who
had met with terrible disaster washing their clothes
in the river under those physically demanding
conditions. They were assisted by volunteers who
do washing services from the Sendai Gender Equal
Opportunity Foundation. It was hard for people who
had to wash their clothes in the river or travel 40
minutes by car to a coin-operated laundry every
week, so the assistance of the women from Sendai
was a blessing.

From this experience as well, I really feel a
woman's point of view is essential. We have lost so
much, but participating in this wonderful conference
that takes advantage of the sensibilities of women
today, I really hope we can create a better

community through the efforts of women.

Support for children who will take
on the task of rebuilding

Many of our suppliers suffered tremendous
losses in the disaster area and told us they were
going out of business. I felt we'd go under if we
didn't move forward, so we reopened using paper

plates and cups. Last year we served as an
evacuation center for a long time, but partly because
population outflow was a serious problem, I said that
insofar as possible I would like to focus on helping
families with students and business people. If
children leave, there will be no one to rebuild the
community. If the plants and companies that were
lost are not reopened, people will leave to look for
work elsewhere. If stores don't open, the town will
remain an inconvenient place to live.

A lot of young mothers told me they were
worried, frustrated or distressed about their
children's education. So we set up a small private
school in the hotel and started offering abacus
classes and English conversation lessons. This is still
going on, even though the hotel is no longer being
used as an evacuation center. Recovery seems to be
proceeding very slowly, and if children give up on
learning it will be a big problem.

The disaster was terribly hard on the elderly,
both physically and mentally. I wondered if they
could have hope when we talk about reconstruction
in terms of 10 years or 30 years. I felt that if their
grandchildren's grades improved a bit or if they
learned to speak English it would inspire the elderly
to keep going and they might feel a real sense of
hope, so I'm still running the school.

The next day's rising sun: determination
to get through with hope

Munakata: One of your photos shows the rising
sun. I heard it was taken just after the disaster.
Abe: As a matter of fact, that photo of the rising
sun was taken on March 12. The weather was so
stormy on March 11, but the next morning the big,
beautiful sun came up, just as if nothing had
happened. That scene reminded me of how truly
powerless we human beings are, and I felt that we
have to have hope and carry on just like the sunrise.
That's why I took that photo.

Munakata: I'm reminded of just how powerful
nature really is. As volunteers, we too took in
laundry for evacuees. Minami Sanriku is a scenic
fishing town blessed with a clear blue sea and
bountiful nature. I hope its beauty can be restored
as soon as possible.

Reporting in Kesennuma
just after the disaster

Tanno: Good afternoon, ladies and
gentlemen. My name is Ayako
Tanno. I'm a reporter with the

Ishinomaki bureau of the Kahoku



Shimpo. The paper is based in Miyagi Prefecture
and covers all six prefectures of the Tohoku region.
It has a circulation of about 440,000. The disaster
caused tremendous destruction on our turf. No
employees were Kkilled, but several people who
worked for our delivery agents were swept away in
the tsunami, and some reporters and other
employees lost family members. Many of our readers
were also killed, and subscriptions dropped by
30,000, leading to financial difficulties.

But because we are the local newspaper, we
were all determined to provide thorough coverage of
the disaster to the entire nation. The newspaper's
printing system was damaged by the earthquake,
and we couldn't print the paper in house. But at a
time like that, it is essential to get the paper out, and
with the help of the Niigata Nippo, we were able to
deliver a paper to our readers on March 12. A copy
of that paper is on display at this conference venue,
so please have a look at it. Our reporters and
employees were disaster victims too, and we are
proud that we were able to put out a paper.

I'm originally from Sendai, and I've been
working for the paper for 10 years. In April of this
year I was transferred to Ishinomaki and cover that
area. Before that, I worked at the paper's Sendai
headquarters and in Kesennuma at the northern end
of Miyagi Prefecture. Ishinomaki is the second
biggest city in Miyagi Prefecture after Sendai.
Kesennuma is a little smaller, but both of them are
port cities, and they suffered tremendous damage
from the tsunami. Because I had worked in
Kesennuma, on the evening of March 11 I drove four
hours to cover the situation there.

The power was out in Sendai, so I didn't know
what had happened along the coast. I texted a
former coworker at the Kesennuma bureau, and she
replied that there was a fire there. I knew a tsunami
must have hit, so I wondered why a fire had broken
out. Later I learned that the oil tanks along the coast
had been washed away by the tsunami. A lot of oil
had been spilled and then caught on fire, and a huge
fire had swept through the town. In her message to
me, the woman said nearly 100 people had taken
refuge from the tsunami in their office building and
that the surrounding area was engulfed in a sea of
fire and she could hear the sounds of explosions. I
was restless and felt I had to go there, so I set off for
Kesennuma.

Until I got there I had no idea what sort of
damage the tsunami had caused, but while I was
driving in the pitch dark I suddenly saw battered
cars up ahead. It was near Kesennuma City Hall,
about 300 meters from the coast. Then I realized the
tsunami had come that far inland. Behind the cars

were scraps of wood, tatami mats and other parts of

houses that were all jumbled together and blocking
the road. That's when T first realized the kind of
destruction a tsunami caused. All the roads were
impassable, and I couldn't get to the office. When the
sun came up, I could see that the tsunami had
wreaked havoc on Kesennuma. Buildings had been
destroyed, and the town was covered in sludge
mixed with oil. The smell made me feel sick. A lot of
fish had been left behind amid the rubble. I was
shocked when I learned they hadn't been brought
there from the sea by the tsunami but that all of the
freezers at the fish processing plants had been
smashed and the fish inside had been swept inland.

Confronting the death of a child
while reporting

Anyway, I felt I had to report on what was
going on. I heard from a passerby that the
destruction was terrible in the Hashikami area on
the south side of town, so I headed there. That's
when I was confronted with the death of a 5-year-old
child. I was driving toward the sea. Houses had been
knocked down and were blocking the road. I couldn't
get through, so I started to turn around. Just then
three or four men who seemed to be firefighters
appeared. They were carrying something long
wrapped in an orange blanket. They asked for a ride
to the evacuation center. They wanted me to put
the back seat down, so I just did what they said
without knowing the reason. While I was doing that
one of the men got in holding the bundle. That's
when I realized it was a person, a child. Since they
had asked me to take them to the evacuation center,
I thought the child must be OK, but when I asked
another man about that he just did this [gesture
meaning ‘no”]. The child was already dead.

I think the man who got into the car with the
body was the child's father. He cradled his child's
body and, through tears kept asking, “Are you
cold?” When we got to the evacuation center he
immediately ran inside. The gymnasium was
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crowded with people who had fled the tsunami with
just the clothes on their backs. They were shivering
from the cold and fear. The father went to the area
that had been set up for the injured and the elderly
to rest. I followed him and quietly watched. He
removed the blanket. At the time I didn't know
whether it was a boy or a girl, but the child had an
innocent face, as if it were asleep. Much later I found
out it was a b-year-old boy who lived nearby. A
doctor came, looked at the boy's pupils and must
have said the boy was dead, but the father just kept
holding him. Then a girl of about 6, who seemed to
be the boy's sister, came over with a big smile on
her face, I suppose because she was happy to see
her father. She didn't seem to understand that her
brother was dead. Shedding big tears, the father
picked the girl up from behind so she wouldn't see
her brother's body and took her away somewhere.

This happened right in front of me. I was
watching the whole thing, but I kept thinking, “Is
this real? Can something so terrible have happened
to that little child?” I just couldn't accept reality. It
wasn't just me; other reporters who covered the
disaster right after it happened had similar
experiences. One of our photographers was taking
photographs from a helicopter, and when they flew
over an office building the people on the roof
thought they were a rescue helicopter and kept
waving. But a news helicopter can't conduct rescues
or bring food, and as the photographer aimed his
camera at those people he wondered, “What am I
doing? Don't we have to help those people? What
does it mean to be a reporter?” Of course, he knew
his mission was to cover the disaster and let people
know what was happening, but he said he felt guilty
and wondered whether it was right for them to be
out reporting when their hometown was in such a
state. I had the same feeling as I covered the
disaster.

Difficulties faced by women

The women I met during the time I was
commuting to Kesennuma were having a hard time.
It was nothing for them to go for 10 days without
washing their faces or changing their clothes. After
three days without being able to wash, I could
hardly stand it, but those women just smiled and
said, “We can't be selfish at a time like this,” even
though it's not selfish at all. There were quite a few
people who had fled the tsunami and who couldn't
change out of their wet clothes for several days.
Everyone helped the elderly and little children.
There was no place to change clothes, so people
changed in their futons. There were no partitions or

anything like that.

I felt especially sorry for the women with small
children. After they came to the shelter, their
children would cry in the middle of the night. They
worried about disturbing people, so some of them
would slap their children to keep them awake
during the day. The mothers of some children who
were staying in the homes of relatives would cry
when there wasn't enough food for their children
who wanted seconds to have them.

In many cases women were taking care of
children and the elderly and others who were
vulnerable, and I felt it must have been taxing
simply on account of that.

Tendency for disaster area to be
forgotten

As time passed, things settled down in the
disaster area, and people have moved from
evacuation centers to temporary housing. Local
governments have promoted group relocation for
disaster mitigation and have rebuilt the homes of
people who lost theirs. Fish processors and
businesses that were destroyed in the disaster have
also been rebuilt, so reconstruction is gradually
proceeding. But I feel that as time passes and
reconstruction proceeds, the disaster area is being
forgotten, and this is a real problem. If you go to
downtown Sendai it's as if the earthquake never
happened. The extent of the damage in Ishinomaki,
Minami Sanriku and Kesennuma is completely
different.

Living in Ishinomaki, I realized that restoring
the disaster area to the way it was before the
disaster is a daily struggle, and the people are
working hard toward that goal every day. In
temporary housing, three people are living in two
rooms of six and four mats. The walls are thin and
it's cold. And even if they have a private space for
their family, it's far different from the homes they
were living in before. The time limit on living there

has been extended one year, but they will have to




move out after three years. Even if they make use of
the government's group relocation program, it will
cost money to rebuild their homes. Elderly people
wonder what they should do, and the young people
don't have steady jobs. All the disaster victims are
worried about their futures. Some of the
government's budget for reconstruction has been
spent on things unrelated to the disaster, which
really makes the people in the disaster area angry.

Reconstruction delayed by harmful
rumors

What the people in the disaster area are really
worried about now is the harmful rumors connected
with the accident at the nuclear power plant.
Ishinomaki is a fishing town. The fishermen who lost
their boats were given old boats from people in
other areas or took out loans to get boats and were
finally able to go back to sea, but fish from Miyagi,
Iwate and Fukushima don't sell. It's only the fish
from these three prefectures that people won't buy.
People in Tokyo and areas west of there in particular
won't buy any seafood from these areas that is sold
in retail stores. Even though people took out loans
and resumed fishing and reopened the plants, if their
fish and processed seafood don't sell, the community
can't be rebuilt.

The fish that goes to market is checked for
radioactivity every day at the fish markets and
processing plants, but people are extremely afraid to
buy it. Of course, the accident at the nuclear power
plant is a terrible disaster, unlike anything we've
ever experienced, and not everything is known
about the effects of internal exposure to radiation.
But I'd like people to know that these rumors are
excessive in some ways and this problem is greatly
delaying recovery. I want people to keep the
conditions in the disaster area in mind.

Munakata: We have heard about the demanding
reporting work Ms. Tanno did and the painful time
she had as a reporter who came in contact with
disaster victims on the scene and filed reports on
the disaster.

The Kahoku Shimpo is our local paper and one
many of us have been reading for years. Afterwards
we learned what a struggle it was to put out the
paper, while fragmentary or inaccurate information
caused us uncertainty and fear. We were surprised
that a paper was even delivered on the morning of
March 12 and were very grateful to get some
information.

A women's junior college just after
the earthquake

Nihei: Good afternoon, ladies and
gentlemen. I'm Yumiko Nihei from
Fukushima City. The graduation
ceremony at Sakura no Seibo Junior
College was scheduled to be held on
March 12, the day after the disaster. G

It's a Catholic school, and various events had been

held during the week before graduation to celebrate
before sending the students out into the world. On
March 11 a priest came to the school to conduct a
graduation mass. After that there was a rehearsal
for the graduation ceremony. The students stayed
behind in the auditorium after the rehearsal to take
pictures, but I headed back to the study room on the
sixth floor of the building next door. When I got to
the fifth floor, the cell phones of the students in the
locker room all started making a sound I'd never
heard before. Just after that the shaking began and
went on for almost six minutes.

The students there were freshmen. They came
running out of the computer lab and other rooms
and were clinging to me. They were wailing like
kindergartners. I told them to hit the floor, and then
I put my arms around them like a mother hen would
embrace her chicks. The fire doors opened, and the
fire hoses fell from the wall. It was a ghastly
situation. I thought I was going to die right there
protecting those students. Then I thought of their
mothers and of my own daughter. I didn't have the
courage to go down to the first floor, but from
beyond the fire door an American teacher called out,
“Is anyone there? Let's all go downstairs.” So the
two of us led the students downstairs and out into
the quad.

Westerners place importance on their personal
lives, so out of concern for his family and after
considering the radiation issue, that teacher never
came back to Fukushima, but he fulfilled his
responsibilities for one year before quitting.
Yesterday he came back to the school for the first
time in quite a while, and thanked me for looking
after the English students after he left. I told him
that if he hadn't called out to me at the time of the
earthquake I couldn't have gone down to the first
floor, and thanked him. There was a lot of this kind
of mutual support from March 11 on.

Our graduation ceremony was canceled. No one
could go home on March 11, so we all spent the
night in the commons. We hadn't stockpiled any
provisions. So, under the direction of their teachers,
the students in the dietitian course made rice balls
with the rice that was left in the cafeteria, and we
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each ate one. I passed a very lonesome night eating
that tasteless rice ball. There were a lot of
aftershocks, and the situation was unpredictable, so I
didn't sleep at all. The students gradually went to
sleep. The supply of gasoline had run out, the
expressway was impassable and traffic was heavy,
but one after another parents came to get their
daughters. A lot of parents gave rides to students
whose parents hadn't come for them, so about half of
the students had left, but there were still 120 or 130
there in the morning.

Students from the area in Miyagi Prefecture
that had been hit by the tsunami couldn't contact
their families. The school was not an official
evacuation center, and supplies weren't delivered, so
we couldn't let the students stay there. We thought
about taking them to the convent, but the nuns are
elderly and they had no provisions either. So another
male teacher and I gathered up as many supplies as
we could and took the students to nearby
Fukushima City Hall, which was an evacuation
center. Starting the next day I walked around to
check on those students and other students who
lived alone in the area.

The nuclear power plant and people
living in Fukushima

Long before there was any news coverage about
it, amid the shaking of the earthquake those of us in
Fukushima were wondering what would happen to
the nuclear power plant. For about five years I
worked as a commentator on a local TV program
covering the prefectural assembly. I don't know how
many times this happened, but there were instances
in which the Tokyo Electric Power Company
covered up problems at the plant or falsified data.
And they set their standards low. So, for example, if
there was a crack in a reactor, they'd say it was no
problem to operate with a crack that size. Every
time we reported that the prefectural assembly had
approved things like that I'd offer commentary,
pointing out that it was a crack and say as much as
I could, bearing in mind that the prefectural assembly
sponsored the program. But I think a lot of prefectural
residents were aware of what was going on.

So the people who had children kept them
indoors, and young people didn't go outside. There
was even more of this once the news reports began.
I go to various areas to talk about Fukushima, and
whenever I do people say insensitive things like,
“How come the people of Fukushima think nothing
of living like that? Aren't you afraid of the
radiation?” My parents live in Tokyo, and they've
asked me why I don't come back there. But I

resolved to stay in Fukushima as long as there was
even one student at our college.

Most people in Fukushima have read quite a lot
about radiation and feel the nuclear power plants
shouldn't be left as they are. A lot of local young
people are working at the plant. I spoke with some
of them, and they said they were just going to work
there for three months without telling their parents.
They were doing it partly to put their lives back
together. They also said it was embarrassing and
people might not believe them, but that their main
reason for working there was to get the situation at
the plant under control as soon as possible. But they
were also worried about their futures, so they only
wanted to work there for three months. Those are
the kind of people who live in Fukushima. I'd like
those of you here today, who have come from all
over Japan, to know that there are all kinds of
people living in Fukushima.

Students' volunteer work

After the school was closed, the students just
had to wait for classes to resume. We created our
own social networking service for the college only
and started sharing information and encouraging
each other. Students started saying things like, “I
want to go back to school as soon as possible” and ‘I
saw on TV news that a lot of people have lost their
lives and their homes in the tsunami’ and “We still
have our family and our home.” Of course, some
students lost family members or their homes, but
many of them began saying they felt they were
lucky and that they felt frustrated about being
unable to do anything. So we decided to start
volunteering. The president ended the furlough, and
classes resumed in May. The students were told to
come to school if they wanted to and we would do
as much volunteering as we could.

Students went to evacuation centers and they
created their own calisthenics routine to music.
They also started going to evacuation centers and

giving volunteer shoulder massages and foot baths.




That is still going on. Seeing the difficulties others
are having, you grow as a person.

Everyone's hardships, choices can't be
lumped together under “Fukushima”

Another thing I'd like to mention is that
Fukushima is the third largest prefecture in Japan
after Hokkaido and Iwate. It has an area of more
than 14,000 square kilometers. It is divided into three
districts: Nakadori, between the Abukuma Plateau
and the Ou Mountains, which is where the City of
Fukushima is; Aizu, and Hamadori. Until the Meiji
government merged these three districts [in the late
19th century], they were separate prefectures, and
their cultures and climates differ. They were each
affected differently by the accident at the nuclear
power plant, the earthquake and tsunami. People
lump everyone together under the label
“Fukushima,” but everyone has their own story and
hardships. For example, the people of Hamadori,
where the nuclear power plant is located, are now
scattered throughout the country. But many of them
can get information from the City of Fukushima and
Koriyama and are living wherever there seem to be
job opportunities. They have chosen to stay in
Fukushima Prefecture.

We often remind our students that there are
evacuees among their neighbors, and they
understand that. Some of the people who lived near
the nuclear power plant are resigned to never
returning home, while others are determined to go
back. People have choices. But Fukushima today is
fragmented. Some insensitive people say the
evacuees ‘fled.” In terms of evacuation and the
harm they suffered, each person's situation is
different. Each person's feelings about radiation differ
also. Each person has to have a choice. I think it is
really important that we stay connected and
understand each other. Some people from Futaba,
where the nuclear power plant is located, want to
live in Iwaki. Others from Iitate and Katsurao want
to live in Fukushima City. They have made their
own decisions. That's the situation in Nakadori,
where people from the Hamadori region evacuated
to and are now living.

As for those of us living in the Nakadori area,
the absorbed radiation dose rate in air was 0.49
[microsieverts] this morning. The other day the
newspaper ran a photo of the fall colors in the
Abukuma Mountains, which are at their peak. The
rate there was 0.09. It's safe, so please come to see
the fall colors. Compared to 0.09, the dose of 0.49 in
Fukushima City, where our campus is located, is
fairly high. That's where those who evacuated and

the rest of us are living. No one knows what effect
exposure to low doses of radiation will have on
children's internal exposure. Knowing this, evacuees
continue to live in the area with their children. We're
not afraid of a decline in the number of children.
And T believe that those of us who have chosen to
remain in the area have roles to fulfill.

There's one more thing I'd like to mention.
Researchers at Fukushima University have worked
very hard to conduct surveys and produce maps of
the contamination. They have said that the amount
of cesium had declined by 70 percent after one year
and that the remaining 30 percent should be gone
within five years. So those who have evacuated the
area with their small children should be able to
return after five years.

While collecting this kind of accurate data, we
must consider what kinds of choices we will make
about how we want to live our lives. And while
spending my days with 18- to 20-year-old college
students, I must carefully consider every day what
we must do for them in the event of an emergency
and what we should do from here on out.
Munakata: How much did we really know about
the situation in Fukushima? Hearing Ms. Nihei's talk,
I think we were all reminded that there are all sorts
of people in Fukushima and they have various
choices and that we can't lump everyone in
Fukushima together.

The firsthand experiences of one
providing child-rearing support

Ito: Good afternoon, ladies and
gentlemen. I'm Chisako Ito of the
Sendai City Community Child-
Rearing Center “Nobisuku Sendai.”
Our facility is located right in the
center of downtown Sendai between
Sendai Station and city hall. We provide support to
families with children. We have play areas, and we
offer day care and provide information. About 150
mothers, fathers and children come to play at our
facility every day.

We were very crowded earlier in the day on
March 11, the day of the disaster. It scares me to
think what might have happened had the
earthquake occurred then. But because it took place
at almost 3 o'clock, many of the visitors had left and
there were only about 20 parents and children
playing there. There were five children in the
nursery and three employees were taking care of
them. Earthquakes are common in Miyagi
Prefecture, and ever since I came here 22 years ago
I've heard that a major earthquake could occur at
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any time. So I always hoped that if an earthquake
occurred while I was at work it wouldn't be when
there were a lot of mothers and fathers there. But
this time the earthquake took place right during
work hours.

The shaking was really, really violent, but
during the 7 minutes that it lasted none of the
mothers or fathers panicked. They just protected
their children by putting them in the middle and
gathering around them or by covering them with
their bodies. I was holding up lockers that were
about to fall over. There was a tremendous noise, so
the children began to cry, but the mothers were
very calm and just protected their children, and
rode out the 7 minutes of shaking. After the shaking
stopped, we all went down to Hirose Avenue via the
exterior stairway, taking strollers with us.

Regret over decision to part ways

No cracks had opened up in the ground
downtown, and no buildings had collapsed. There
was almost no visible damage. Although we should
have taken them to the designated evacuation center,
the mothers said they wanted to go home as soon as
possible. We all agreed that that would be all right
and parted ways. After that the employees walked
home too. I heard later that some of the mothers
didn't make it home and spent the night in a shelter
and that others had gone in the direction of the
tsunami and had been stopped. So I wondered if it
had really been right to part ways when we did. We
had no information and could only make a decision
on the spot. We were heavily influenced by the
mothers' desire and ended up going our separate
ways.

Our facility is managed under a contract with
the City of Sendai, so I went to city hall to report
that everyone was safe. When I went back to our
facility I found a parent and child had been trapped
in the elevator. It took four hours to get them out.
After their rescue I went home, and by the time I
got there it was the middle of the night. Until then, I
hadn't imagined that a tsunami had hit. I spent the
night in my car. I heard a report on my car radio
that a tsunami had hit Wakabayashi Ward and that
what seemed to be 200 to 300 bodies had been found.
I thought it must have been a mistake. I didn't
believe it. The next morning I read the Kahoku
Shimpo and found out what had happened. After
that, one of my neighbors told me that supplies of
food would run out, so my daughter and I got in line
at a local convenience store. After standing in line
for three hours, all we were able to get was one
container of instant noodles.

Long-awaited reopening

On March 13, two days after the earthquake, I
walked to our facility to see what kind of state it
was in. Of course, all the shelves had toppled over,
and there were papers scattered all over. Two other
employees were there, so we cleaned up so we could
reopen. The gas was off there for six weeks, but
neither the electricity nor the water was cut off. We
contacted the city, and they told us to reopen right
away. I was one of only three workers who could
get to work on foot, and when I questioned whether
we should open amid that state of emergency, the
manager said, “Recovery means starting by doing
what you can.” So we reopened on March 15, four
days after the earthquake.

I didn't think anyone would come, but two
mothers brought their children to play. One was a
mother and child who had come into town to go
shopping. They had stood in line in the cold for
three or four hours, and the child got antsy, so when
the mother saw that our center was open she
brought her child there to play. The other mother
came carrying a baby. Her husband hadn't come
home from work since the earthquake. She had just
moved to Sendai and didn't know anyone and said
she was afraid to be alone in their apartment with
just her baby. She said she had walked around town
all day, and then it occurred to her that someone
might be at our center, so she had come there. She
took a short break there and then left.

Although we reopened, there was no gas, so we
had no heat. And from March 11 it was as cold as
midwinter. We put rugs and blankets on the floor to
make it more comfortable, but it was so cold that we
didn't make much effort to tell people that we'd
reopened. We got phone calls from all over the
country from people wanting to send us supplies.
Meanwhile other people called asking if we had any
children's clothes.

It was decided that we'd officially reopen on
March 19. A ticker ran on NHK, so 93 people came
that day. It seemed like they'd all been waiting for

us to reopen. A lot of the children were frightened




and had stuck close to their mothers ever since the
earthquake. So some mothers shed tears of joy when
they came to the center, saying it was the first time
their kids had let go of them or smiled since the
earthquake. The next day more than 100 people
came, and from then on we stayed open.

Psychological support for mothers

At first the mothers were terribly worried
about their kids, who wouldn't let go of them or
wouldn't smile. Seeing that, I felt the mothers were
trying so hard - too hard really. But after that, those
mothers changed rapidly. Around June the mothers
in the play areas seemed irritable. They scolded
their children relentlessly. Fathers too started
scolding their kids for things they would have
overlooked before. They scolded other people's kids
as well. It seemed odd, and I felt we needed to
provide some kind of support for the mothers.

So we started weekly meetings for the mothers,
and we provided day care. We got seven or eight
mothers together at each meeting and told them
they could talk about anything they liked. They
started describing their inner feelings. One said, “I'm
not a tsunami victim, and when I think about the
mothers who are, I don't feel I can say I'm having a
hard time. So I've kept those feelings to myself.”
Another said, “My husband's parents and other
relatives who are disaster victims are staying at our
house, and I have to look after them. It's my house,
but I don't feel at home there. It's terribly difficult.
When I tell my husband I'd like to go out with just
our family now and then, he gets angry and asks
how I can say such a thing at a time like this. Is that
selfish?” Another mother said, “I cry in the toilet
and in the bath, but I don't feel I can say I have it
bad. This is the first time I've been able to say so.”
Another woman said, ‘T moved here on account of
my husband's job. I don't know a soul and don't
know anything about the area. So I was really
worried, but when I think about the tsunami victims
I can't complain.” Being able to vent their feelings
like that, the mothers gradually seemed to get back
to normal.

Earthqguake preparedness
handbook for families with children

I wanted to compile a booklet with those kinds
of comments, so I surveyed 200 mothers. In June
2011 I started preparing an earthquake
preparedness handbook for families with children,
and it was published in September. The people who
appreciated it the most were the mothers who came
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“Earthquake Preparedness Handbook
for Families with Children”

to Sendai after the earthquake. Some of them said
they hadn't wanted to come to Sendai at a time like
that but that they felt reassured after reading the
handbook. We were able to prepare this booklet by
making use of the comments of many mothers who
said they wanted to convey their experiences to the
next generation and to their children.

Our center had reopened, but I felt I wanted to

provide support for areas that were affected by the
tsunami also. So a month later, when I was able to
get some gasoline, I headed for Higashi Matsushima.
When I went to the child care support center there,
one of the employees said, “There are a lot of
mothers here who lost children. We've received a lot
of support for children but nothing for the mothers
who lost their children. I want to do something for
them.” In response, we are giving yoga and
aromatherapy classes for women in Higashi
Matsushima, and we also hold monthly support
group meetings.
Munakata: “Nobisuku Sendai” is a public facility
and was one of the first to reopen after the disaster.
Many public facilities were damaged in the disaster,
and many mothers were feeling alone and worried,
but “Nobisuku Sendai” offered them carefully
considered support.

Observations after participating in
the relief effort in lwate

Ishii: Good afternoon, ladies and
gentlemen. I'm Fukiko Ishii of the
Sakura Net, a non-profit organization
in the city of Nishinomiya in Hyogo
Prefecture. My home was completely
destroyed in the Kobe quake. I was
buried under furniture for 30 minutes, and spent
three hours helping to rescue neighbors. From the
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third day after the quake, I was a contact person for
volunteers and experts who came to Kobe from
outside the area.

Over the course of two days I saw about 900
dead bodies. I couldn't sleep for three years. After
that I had a flashback while giving a lecture and had
no recollection of what happened the next two days.
I have more time now, so since then my job has been
to go to areas where there has been a major disaster.
Before the Kobe quake I provided support for
children with developmental disabilities and truants.

On March 11 I was at a meeting about
rebuilding the area affected by the 2007 earthquake
in Niigata Prefecture. I was asked to go to the
disaster area right away, so I went out and bought
some clothes and set off. After two days in
Fukushima Prefecture, I headed for Iwate
Prefecture. I spent 70 percent of last year there.

Today I'd like to talk about the hardships
experienced by women and their strength from the
perspective of directly caused deaths and indirectly
caused deaths, based on things I learned through
my encounters with people in Iwate.

Is there a difference men's and women's
right to life just after a disaster?

In this case, approximately 20,000 deaths have
been directly attributed to the disaster, and another
2,000 are believed to have been caused indirectly. By
age, the ratio of deaths among both men and women
70 or older was extremely high. In the 1995 Kobe
earthquake, the number of women who died was
clearly higher. In this disaster the genders of 200
victims could not be determined, but after spending
a lot of time looking into the damage caused by
floods, I learned one “law” : For some reason, when
it comes to flooding - not earthquakes - the fatality
rate for men is higher.

When I asked about this in one area of the city
of Miyako in Iwate Prefecture, I was told that more
than 60 people had died. All but three of them had
gone to higher ground and then returned. The three
people who were unable to escape were elderly
women. In that community they have an agreement
that if they call out to the person and there is no
reply and if the door to the home is locked, they will
leave the person behind. The three women, who
clearly must have been at home, were left behind
based on this agreement. Local residents asked the
first members of the Self-Defense Forces who came
to the town to look for the bodies of those three
women in the vicinity of their homes. Their funerals
were held at the evacuation center.

This has not been thoroughly studied yet, but

you often hear that there is no difference in the right
of men or women to live during the most difficult
times immediately after the disaster when people
are dying as a direct result. But elderly women
comprise a majority of those “lives that can't be
saved even if we want to.”

Professional women who saved lives

With regard to these possibilities of life and how
to save as many lives as possible, I suppose you
have all heard the story of the “miracle of Kamaishi.”
[In the city of Kamaishi, 99.8 percent of the
schoolchildren survived the tsunami.] The principals
of both Kamaishi Elementary School and Kamaishi
Higashi Junior High School are women. They have
administered their schools based on a sound
educational philosophy. As a result, the elementary
and junior high school students saved their own
lives and the lives of people in their community. A
girl who was in the second year of junior high school
at the time of the disaster said to me, “Don't refer to
us a ‘miracle. Many people in our community died.”
I said to her, “But it was still a miracle, even though
people died. So, although it may be hard, think of it
as something you were able to do yourselves.” But
when I said that to her, she and several other girls
just wept.

As for day care centers, at most of them the
female directors led everyone to safe ground. It is
said that no children who were at day care centers
at the time of the disaster died. In the disaster area
in Iwate I learned that many lives were saved
through the efforts of professional women.

My role was to set up a volunteer center along
the coast in the disaster area as soon as possible and
help outside assistance get through. I didn't know
anyone in the area, so I had the painful task of asking
local disaster victims to work with me. First I had to
learn the situation there. While doing so I was told
that, in terms of protecting the right to survive, the
ability that professional women have carefully
developed in the community was of great importance
to each neighborhood, though it may have benefited
only a few people out of the overall number.

Even before the disaster, the number of
hospitals and doctors in the coastal area had been
rapidly declining, and the nurses, who were paid low
wages, were providing medical treatment under a
lot of pressure. There is a disaster medical assistance
team, but it was established based on the lessons
learned in the Kobe quake. So the members are
experts at saving lives by treating the injuries of
people who have been trapped under houses that
have collapsed. But when they went to the area that



had been hit by the tsunami, many neighborhoods
had been completely swept away, and many people
had died instantly. In triage, black is used to indicate
those who are dead or can't be saved, and red is for
those who are in urgent need of care. Red is followed
by yellow and green. In this disaster, there was a lot
of black and very little red. Later, instances of
hypothermia, infectious disease and hepatitis rapidly
increased, and many deaths were caused indirectly.
The medical services that should have supported
these communities had faced increasingly difficult
conditions since before the disaster. And the people
who first arrived on the scene from out of the area
were mainly surgical professionals when, in fact,
what was needed was a lot of internists and nurses
who specialized in internal medicine.

One of the professionals in Iwate who dealt with
a lot of the bodies of victims was Ruiko Sasahara,
author of the book “Omokage Fukugenshi”. I was
told that in her role as a mortician she tried to make
the bodies look as good as she could and to offer
support to the grieving family members.

I also learned that many female gynecologists
prepared meals every day under tremendous
pressure. At one evacuation center a gynecologist
refused to prepare meals. There were so many
people, and it was really a tough job. She was told to
prepare three meals a day every day, day after day.
It was hard work, and when she finally took a break,
no meals were served at the shelter that day. Think
of the pressure she must have been working under.
Having seen various relief efforts carried out in
accordance with the Disaster Relief Act, I was really
angry that boxed lunches provided by the
government were not being delivered to that shelter.
Although a committee had been formed to run the
shelter, women were in a very weak position, and
apparently they were pressed into preparing meals.

All of the clothing among the relief supplies was
size medium. I learned that women from an NPO
took action and provided different kinds of clothing
in different sizes. One's life and one's day-to-day life
are directly linked, and rebuilding day-to-day life is
the basis for reducing the number of indirectly
caused deaths. In many welfare facilities, there was
no heat or electricity, and women in specialized
fields were able to save the lives of victims whose
body temperatures were rapidly dropping.

Citizens' efforts in support of each
other require money

After a week we finally started getting help
from outside the area. The Kobe quake marked the
start of volunteering in Japan, but after the Tohoku

quake a culture of putting money into citizens'
efforts was created. Donations by citizens consist
primarily of relief money that is distributed directly
to victims. That is necessary, but donations are also
needed for citizens' efforts in support of each other,
and I think one of the positive outcomes of the
Tohoku quake was that people now have the choice
to make that sort of donation. It seems to me that a
change has taken place, and trillions of yen has been
provided for work by citizens' groups from both the
local community and other areas.

Thinking back, among those sorts of programs
that T heard about are the creation of an NPO by
midwives to provide support for pregnant women
and nursing mothers, and an NPO that supports
families with children that started operating
outdoors after its children's center was destroyed.
Various programs provided care while helping
people get back to their normal lives as soon as
possible.

Disaster response still male-dominated

My role at the time was figuring out how to
provide indirect support to these programs, but
unfortunately the overall disaster response is still
predominantly carried out by men. Women have a
habit of assuming a subordinate role. I'm the same
way. When a women's NPO works with
[predominantly male] prefectural employees, they're
like, “What's with these women?” That's the only
way they look at them. One of the directors of our
NPO says, ‘I'm a man and a researcher at a
university, so they always welcome me outwardly.
So let me do something for you now and then.”

I went to a meeting at the prefectural office and
said, “Please put changing rooms in all the
evacuation centers.” I was shocked at the reply that
came about an hour later. The person said with a
straight face, “We have a lot of camping tents. We
can just set them up in the middle of each
evacuation center for changing rooms.” I wanted to
say, “What good would changing rooms like that
bel” But I held my tongue. Anyway, at the
evacuation centers that first set up changing rooms,
there were no curtains on the windows. That's no
different from setting up tents in the middle of the
gymnasium. When I talked to the women there, they
said, “We really want curtains, but we can't ask for
them.” These women who can only make
suggestions from a subordinate position have to get
together and assert themselves.

Munakata: Seventeen years have passed since the
Kobe quake. Many people who had experienced the
chaos in the aftermath of the quake came to the
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Tohoku area with examples of things that had
happened there and offered various types of support,
and we are truly grateful.

Motivated by the reality of the
disaster for nineteen months

Munakata: There are themes running through the
accounts we have heard so far that are common to
each area and each type of damage and suffering,
and each one of our speakers was motivated to take

Part 2: The future

Recitation
Ishinomaki, woman in her 30s

action by a different reality.

Ms. Abe witnessed the destruction the tsunami
caused in her beloved hometown. Ms. Ito witnessed
anxious mothers with small children. Ms. Tanno
witnessed the situations of disaster victims while
reporting on the scene. Ms. Nihei saw the enormity
of the accident at the nuclear power plant. Ms. Ishii
was reminded of her experiences in the Kobe
earthquake. Seen through their eyes, a picture of the
situation of women in the disaster area has emerged.

My children's day care center was hit by the tsunami and relocated much farther away, so I couldn't keep
working. If I had a job I'd have a little hope for a bright future, but there's the problem of the day care
center. Or even if there were someplace I could work part-time just to make a little money. I want to get
back on my feet.

Sendai, woman in her 30s

While involved in a relief effort that other mothers and I started, I began to feel I wanted to live life full out. I
realized I could end up on the giving or the receiving end of relief. It's important for us to be motivated to
rebuild our lives. My husband and I often quarrel, but now I always make sure to make up with him before
sending him off to work because you never know what might happen.

Sendai, woman in her 60s

I kept hoping it wasn't real, but it is. Ten of my acquaintances were killed, and it is very hard. Every day is
hard. It's not a matter of land or property. I want to get back to being the person I was when I was living in
Wakabayashi Ward.

Sendai, woman in her 50s

If you just look at the vicinity of the station, the roads have been cleared and you may think people have
resumed their everyday lives, but there are more and more vacant lots and shuttered shops, and it doesn't
seem to me like the community is recovering. At the start of each new season, I have to buy all new clothes
and sundries. For now I'm just focused on staying healthy, mentally and physically. I'm impressed with
myself for still being here despite having nothing and for being satisfied with very little. I feel like patting

myself on the back.

Munakata: Women are trying hard to find ways to
move forward so they can resume their everyday
lives. Reconstruction efforts are proceeding.
Meanwhile women are wondering when their lives
will get back to normal. How will the disaster area
change and how will women put their lives back
together?

I'm sure they have concerns as well, but I'd like
to ask the members of the panel to tell us about
situations that offer hope for the future, focusing on
the circumstances of women.

Young women of Fukushima are a concern

Nihei: What I'm most concerned about now is that

there will be discrimination against the young
women of Fukushima. There's a lot of support for
children under 18 and mothers with small children.
Then there's what I call “the forgotten generation.”
Regardless of whether or not they'll marry, they can
be categorized as unmarried women. There's no
support whatsoever for young women who may get
pregnant tomorrow. NPOs and other groups have
been formed. Young women are wondering how to
safeguard their health and whether it's OK for them
to continue living in Fukushima. In my involvement
with those women, including our students, I felt that
what I learned in Chernobyl could be put to use.
What I learned in Chernobyl is that the
accidents there and in Fukushima both have



suspicious elements, but Japan is not like the Soviet
regime, under which information was covered up for
five years. And there was little release of elements
other than strontium and cesium, such as americium.
I found various differences, and I realized there are
healthy children in addition to those in the photos of
the “children of Chernobyl” that we so often see.
And, with that in mind, we need to address the
problem of exposure to low levels of radiation,
because there are risks not only for young women
but for men as well.

In Chernobyl I asked whether there were
women who had had abortions or who had avoided
getting pregnant. I was coldly rebuffed when I asked
this at large research institutes and hospitals and
was told there was no scientific basis or causal
relationship for anything other than thyroid cancer.
But women doctors told me quite frankly that,
although they hadn't collected any data, a lot of
women had had abortions or decided not to have
children. I think information and education, including
on radiation protection, through this kind of network
are essential to enable students to manage the risks
they face. And we have to keep telling people about
what we've done. That is the role of those of us living
in Fukushima. If we are strong, we can find hope.

Learning from a once-in-a-millennium
disaster

Abe: I'm really worried about the harmful effects of
rumors. I think it's very important to put yourself in
the other person's shoes. When I talk with friends in
Fukushima, subjects like those raised by Ms. Nihei
tend to come up. There's a lot that I'd like people
from outside the area to learn from this disaster. I'd
like “tsunami tendenko” [the notion that individuals
should not stay to help others but flee and save
themselves] to become even better known. A lot of
people who had fled to higher ground were killed
because they went back. The idea that you have to
save your own life — it's not something you can do
all of a sudden. If you haven't been taught to do that
by your parents or in school and don't always have
that in the back of your mind, you won't be able to
function effectively in an emergency.

You hear about people in the disaster area
getting their feelings hurt by trivial conversations. I
think school officials should come to the disaster area
and learn what they can do to save the lives of
children, but I didn't get the feeling they were
interested in doing that. Apparently, that's because
some parent-teacher association members are
strongly opposed. When I asked school officials who
have come to the disaster area about that, some said

they had only been able to come after holding three
briefing sessions for the PTA. Others said they faced
opposition and wanted people from the disaster to
come back to their areas to convince others.

This once-in-a-millennium disaster is also a once-
in-a-millennium opportunity to learn, and we can
help people develop a sense of consideration for
others. Whenever a natural disaster occurs, harmful
rumors cause a lot of trouble for many people. We
need to learn from this so that doesn't happen again.
I think it's important for people to go to the disaster
area, talk to people, look around and get a sense of
what happened there.

Support for mothers in Fukushima

Ito: Just the other day we had a meeting for
mothers in Fukushima. According to them, there is
a lot of discrimination. Some women have decided
not to have children, and engagements have been
broken off. About 2,000 mothers with babies or small
children have relocated to Sendai from Fukushima,
but the greatest number of them are in Yamagata.
There is a lot of support available in Yamagata, and
some of the mothers who went there from
Fukushima have decided to stay, while others still
hope to go back to Fukushima someday.

This situation arose because of the nuclear
power plant problem, but it has become a family
issue. Some women say they can't have a serious
conversation with their husbands about whether or
not they will return to Fukushima. Their husbands
feel differently, so whenever they talk about it they
end up arguing. They can't discuss it, so they keep
putting it off. But eventually they'll have to talk
about it, and they're worried that their families may
fall apart at that point. You hear about families who
come to Sendai and experience discrimination here
also. You can tell that the mothers are really
sensitive and have all sorts of things on their minds
as they raise their kids.

Sense of loss felt by parents who
lost children

We put out an earthquake preparedness
handbook for families with children. Women really
show their ability when it comes to looking out for
their families. In this disaster as well, women tried
hard to do that, but the mothers who couldn't save
family members feel a tremendous sense of loss.
Even now, 19 months after the disaster, this is
emerging, and mothers are being treated for
psychosomatic disorders or have to take medication.
One mother said to me, “Tll never be able to face
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my child who died.” When I asked why, she said, ‘I
lied to her. If I were to see her [in heaven], she'd call
me a liar. I always said, ‘T will protect you no matter
what happens. But I couldn't save her.” I had the
feeling that the mothers who couldn't save their
family members will have this sense of loss for a
long, long time.

Munakata: I imagine some people feel that
because 19 months have passed people have
recovered somewhat, but in some cases they are
getting worse. We need to take a look at this issue.

Being there for the victims

Tanno: Many people in Ishinomaki and Kesennuma
lost children or other family members. There's no
difference between people who lost other family
members. But for those who have never experienced
it, the grief of losing a small child can't really be
understood. The pain you experienced may have
eased over time, but it's not like that for those
parents. In particular, having someone die in the
tsunami was extremely difficult.

Some people found their children's bodies in rice
fields. Rescue workers weren't coming, so parents
dug up the bodies of their children themselves and
wiped off their muddy faces. Then their faces were
clean, but their mouths were full of sand. Fathers
and mothers who saw their children like that blamed
themselves. In some cases this happened at schools
or day care centers, and there was trouble with the
administration or lawsuits were filed, which only
increased the pain of the families. They were told
things like, “How long are you going to keep talking
about your dead child?” Or “I understand how you
feel, but it's been a year and a half.” While reporting
on people like that, who, on top of losing their
children, were being hurt by people around them, I
sometimes wondered if I was “being there” for
them.

Our newspaper also refers to “being there” for
the victims, but I think it's hard to keep being there
for them. Fathers and mothers become very touchy.
I've written articles I hoped would help them, but on
several occasions I've had people say things to me
like, “We were really hurt by that part of your
article. You don't understand at all.” I had good
intentions and was really careful when writing my
articles, but I still hurt people or made their pain
worse.

And it's painful for me to be told things like
that. Sometimes it makes me angry. But then I
found myself wondering whether it was OK for me
as a newspaper reporter and as a person to be
angry about what was said to me by people in such

difficult situations. Amid that struggle, “being there”
for the victims sounds nice, but in reality continuing
to be there for the victims is very tiring. It's not that
they're bad people. There are still a lot of people in
the disaster area who are having difficulty
emotionally. They may look fine, but they are in
pain. Many people in temporary housing weep alone
at night for their lost children or other family
members. I would like people to remember that.

System to allow women to make use
of their abilities and sympathy

Munakata: Women faced many difficulties. In
evacuation centers and in temporary housing they
faced difficulties. But women are not just to be
protected. They have various strengths.

Ishii: I saw the strengths women have, but overall I
became acutely aware that women's strengths were
not being put to use within the system and that in
many situations women were still in a subordinate
position.

Immediately after the earthquake, a 68-year-old
woman who ran a group home put eight elderly
people in a van and raced to higher ground. But the
first thing she heard was criticism from a family
member of someone who wasn't able to get a ride in
the van, who said, “So, you just abandoned the old
people and fled!” More than a year after the disaster,
the fact that the first thing someone said to her was
unsympathetic was very painful for her, and she felt
guilty. The families of the eight people she saved
hugged her tearfully, filled with gratitude, but it is
as if all that had been wiped away.

Buildings erected by a social welfare service
corporation with a government subsidy will be
rebuilt by the government, but in some cases group
homes are not covered. So, it seems to me that the
efforts of women are not recognized within the
system and aren't regular jobs that can serve as a
way to make a living.

As a person who is providing support from the

outside, I feel I must keep in mind that every




woman is trying to make the right decision for
herself. For example, I'd like each of you to just
smile at the people on either side of you now. Even
if you weren't affected by the disaster directly, all of
you are here today because of things that have
happened over the last 19 months. So, as if to thank
each other for coming, could you just smile at the
people next to you? (Audience members smile at
each other)

Just by doing that the feeling in the auditorium

changes, doesn't it? Society doesn't work like this. So
how can we be mindful of this and help to connect
the structure of society with the strengths of each
individual while being sympathetic as outsiders? In
that sense, drawing up the reconstruction budget
will be difficult. And then there's this well-meaning
but unsympathetic and unfeeling behavior toward
the victims that is critical of them, as if what
happened to them is somebody else's problem, as if
they've been discarded. I think this will change
through education.
Munakata: Women have strengths, but we need
solidarity and a system that will allow them to put
their strengths to use. We need connections that will
allow women to support each other.

“Creating opportunities” with the
strengths of women

Abe: When our hotel became an evacuation center,
I wanted to do whatever I could to make people
more comfortable and to help them forget their
sadness and suffering, however briefly. So we held
various events such as concerts, plays, handicraft
classes and story times for children. Everyone was
set to move into temporary housing eventually, and
I had in mind how they would spend their time once
they went there. A lot of people participated when
we held workshops for knitting, sewing and making
cloth sandals.

Even now in the assembly halls at temporary
housing people are making handicrafts like the ones
we passed out to all of you today. I felt that by
getting together to work with their hands like this,
people could communicate with each other. Instead
of recalling sad things all alone, by being with others
they could have pleasant conversations. But men are
less likely than women to do things like this, and
that is very worrisome. Women are good at
communicating and at creating opportunities like
that. From that standpoint as well, I think we have
to put those skills of women to use to brighten our
communities and homes.

Encouraged by the perseverance
and strength of the disaster victims

Ishii: I'd like to ask the reporter from the Kahoku
Shimpo to talk about the article from among those
she's written over the last 19 months that best
conveyed what she wants people to know.

Tanno: There are so many it's hard to choose, but
I'd like to tell about two articles I wrote.

There's an island called Oshima that's part of
the city of Kesennuma. This is a story about an
elderly woman living there. About a month after the
earthquake, when people in evacuation centers on
the mainland were finally getting three meals a day,
no supplies were getting to the island, and the
undersea water line had ruptured. The only food
they had was what members of the Self-Defense
Forces brought to them by boat, which was really
very little. T interviewed this elderly woman, who
had just returned from getting her daily ration,
pulling a trailer. She told me that their family of five
got instant rice, sandwiches, one tomato per person
and two cucumbers. She said that day they'd gotten
200 cc of milk and a few sweets for the first time.
She was angry because it was less than what she'd
had before the war.

She asked me where I was from, and I said
Sendai. Then she thanked me for coming and tried
to give me some of the little food she'd received. I
told her I'd come to report on the situation there and
I couldn't take food from people who had none. Then
she got angry and said, “Come on, just take it!” And
she forced it on me. A lot of the area affected by the
tsunami was fishing villages, and many people,
especially women, felt strongly that people who
came there shouldn't be sent home empty-handed,
and I was very often given cooked food. The people
in the disaster area were always on the receiving
end, and they felt guilty about that. So they wanted
to give people a little something. I wrote an article
about that - about how strong people are. There's a
saying that “poverty dulls the wits.” Another one is,
“Well fed, well bred.” But the elderly women in the
disaster area had the strength to be kind to others
even when they were hungry. I was tremendously
moved by that.

The other story is about a father in his 40s and
his 10-year-old son in Kesennuma. The man lost
seven family members in the disaster: his wife, two
of his children, his mother- and father-in-law, his
sister-in-law and her daughter. They were trying to
flee when their car was swept away. Only his son,
who was at school, survived. I went to interview the
father, feeling bad about it as I listened to his story.
He said to me, ‘I don't want you to write about me
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like I'm the hero of some tragedy. Whether people
lost their families or are living out of their cars, grief
can't be compared. I did lose a lot, but I don't want
people saying they feel sorry for me. I'm working as
hard as I can now. All I can do is look to the future.”
He had reopened his milk delivery store less than
one month after the disaster.

I thought it might be a cruel thing to ask, but I
said to the boy, “Isn't life hard without your
mother?” He said, “No, it isn't. Dad is hanging in
there, so I will too.” Then I asked him, “If you could
see your mother now, what would you like to say to
her?” He said, “T'd like to tell her that we're OK
now. We're hanging in there, so don't worry.” The
two of them were mindful of each other's feelings.
There's no way they could have been unaffected by
what had happened. They were pushing themselves
really hard. I wanted people to know about the two
of them, who were propping each other up during a
really difficult time, so I wrote an article about them.

Reporters want to tell these moving stories, but
in fact we may be the ones who are the most moved.
I was tremendously encouraged by the perseverance
and strength of the disaster victims, and I wanted to
convey that through the paper. Reporting is often
painful and tiring, but then you are inspired by the
disaster victims to keep going and tell their stories.
It's like a cycle that repeats itself.

In conclusion: How should we
live our lives from here on out?

Munakata: Each of our panelists has talked about
the time from the disaster until the present. But we
must go on living. In conclusion, I'd like to ask each
of them to say a few words about the future.

Support for the creation of jobs for
women in the disaster area

Ishii: One unfortunate thing that happened in the
past 19 months was that the ring finger on the left
hand of a woman's body was cut off so that her ring
could be stolen. I realized that the nature of the
violence that women are subjected to had changed
and that systematic violence had increased. At the
same time, for the past 18 years I'd felt that we had
to build relationships of trust in everyday life in
order to reduce the number of directly caused
deaths in a disaster, and after this disaster I became
convinced of that.

Another thing I felt was necessary was
expertise. Whether through community activities,
NPO activities or work, expertise that had been

developed in the course of day-to-day activities was
a major driving force for saving many lives and for
resuming everyday life. Expertise developed by
people who were not involved in the disaster will
also be of tremendous assistance in overcoming
another disaster and various social problems. When
women put their abilities to use in their work or
occupations in order to create a society in which
women can speak out based on their expertise, we
need to observe how society changes while
providing support to create lots of jobs for women in
the disaster area.

Develop women who are good at
overcoming adversity as good citizens

Nihei: Before I speak on this topic, I have two
requests. The first is that you read an article in
today's Asahi Shimbun that was written by Hiroko
Aihara. She worked for the Fukushima Minyu
Shimbun for many years and is now a freelance
journalist. Her article is titled “How have people
changed since the disaster?” The second request is
that you support the efforts of the Kachan no
Chikara project. The members used to process
agricultural products in Iitate. Now they're living in
temporary housing. They send away for safe
vegetables from all over the country, pickle them
and sell them through their website. Please lend
them your support.

As for my future, as a professional educator I
want to foster good citizens. I want to foster women
who can make their own decisions, take care of
themselves and control the risks they face. I want to
educate more and more women who will be involved
in decision-making and who will be active in various
professional arenas and share an enriched learning
experience with them.

We changed our “Fukushima studies” to
“Fukushima recovery studies.” The president of the
college took the lead, and we went to Minami Soma.
Minami Soma was divided into Odaka, Kashima and
Haramachi based on the levels of radiation in each
area. There was all kinds of discord among the local
citizens, and some matters couldn't be resolved.
Odaka was off limits until April 16 of this year, so
even if their homes had been damaged or family
members had been swept away by the tsunami, the
residents couldn't do anything for more than a year.

Listening to their stories, the students wondered
if there wasn't something they could do and came
up with the idea of a “traveling cultural festival.”
They wanted to bring smiles to people's faces, so we
chartered two buses, went to the government-
designated rest area in Minami Soma on September



16 and held a cultural festival there. There's
temporary housing right next to the rest area. Many
people came to the festival, and some of them said
they hadn't smiled all day like that since the disaster.

When they heard that, the students were so
pleased. This is how students become able to put
what they've learned to use. Our school is just a
small junior college, but in this way the students
really matured. I want to develop lots of young
women like this. In particular, the fact that our
school is a women's junior college gives it a certain
value as a rarity, and it still has plenty of advantages.
So I want to make good citizens out of these young
women who have been strong in a time of adversity.
If you have an opportunity to meet some of our
students, please lend them your support.

Need for support for those providing
support

Ito: After the disaster, our NPO received donations
from women all over Japan who said they wanted us
to use it for children and mothers. Now we're using
that money to provide support for mothers in Higashi
Matsushima, Kesennuma, Ishinomaki, Rikuzen Takata
and for mothers who have moved here from
Fukushima. There's really very little we can do as
individuals. When I see a situation that hasn't
changed after I've done something, I hang in there,
even though I feel powerless, because I can't just
quit. There is very little one small NPO can do for
the people in the disaster area, but we're working as
hard as we can. We'd really like to see a system
under which the people in the disaster area can
support each other, so we head out from Sendai and
assist them in that effort. So I hope that all of you
here today, who have come from all over Japan, can
support us in our efforts, because we're working hard.

The mothers who come to our facility have little
children, so they can't do much. But they wanted to
do something, so they put together a booklet
outlining what people could do to help the recovery
effort. They gathered information on products for
which a portion of the proceeds from their sale goes
to charity and recommended that people buy those
products. Things are being done step by step. I
think recovery will take a long time - maybe five or
ten years. So, first of all, please don't forget the
Tohoku area. And when you think of it, take some
small action.

Continue to convey the situation in the
disaster area and the power of women

Tanno: There's only one thing that I have to do

from now on, and that is to continue to write about
the situation in the disaster area so that support
reaches the disaster area and the people who are
hanging in there until it is better than it was before
the disaster. Of course, things in the disaster area
are hard, but that's not all. It's not all tragedy. On
the contrary, there are a lot of inspiring stories. The
women, in particular, are really full of energy. Of
course, a lot of people still haven't gotten back on
their feet yet. But when you go to the temporary
housing, what you hear from the assembly halls is
the sound of women's laughter. That energy and
power that women have makes the world a brighter,
warmer place. That's the kind of thing I'm
determined to get across. Please don't forget about
the disaster area and continue to take note of what
is going on there.

Please come to the disaster area.

Abe: In this tremendous disaster, when there were
problems, people could only be asked to make
decisions just as they would ordinarily. Solutions are
hard to find, and then another difficult problem
comes up. But these problems could be solved
because there were connections and ties between
people.

Volunteers from businesses have come to the
disaster area to help out. One man brought his
daughter, who is in the first year of junior high
school. I heard she said, “I've always behaved
selfishly about little things and worried over little
things, but that was wrong. I have to change my
ways.”

So, the disaster area is a place where both
students and adults can learn. Looking back over the
past 19 months, it seems that the people who have
interacted with others or who have had a lot of
opportunities to interact with others are the ones
who have bounced back. I feel strongly that we've
come this far because we've had support and
encouragement from people outside the disaster
area. So I'd like people to know that the more people
who interact with others, the better it is for the
disaster area. In the small town of Minami Sanriku,
100 companies have gone out of business and
another 100 don't know when they will be able to
resume operations. I'd like you to know that just by
putting gas in your car or buying a souvenir from
the area you can help people.

I feel I've been put to the test every day since
the disaster. I feel I have to be much, much stronger
and get through this. Many times I've felt that
precisely because of the circumstances since the
disaster, I have connections with people I'd never
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had before and have been helped by them, and I
should be thankful. I feel like my life from here on
out will be really fulfilling and we'll be able to put
together a good community-building effort, making
use of all the emotions we've experienced.

I also hope all of you will feel free to visit the
disaster area.

| believe in the strength of women.

Munakata: How did you enjoy the remarks of our
five panelists? (Applause) Each of them talked about
the reality in the disaster area, and I'm sure you
were very moved by their stories.

We have heard now about the need for a
framework that will allow women to make use of
their abilities and the need to let more people know
about their energetic efforts. But there is no doubt

that women have faced many hardships as a result
of this disaster. We must consider what is needed to
ensure that the same thing doesn't happen when the
next disaster occurs. The hardships that women
faced in the disaster area did not arise simply
because a disaster occurred but were a reflection of
the position women occupy in everyday life. I'd like
you to discuss this in greater depth in tomorrow's
breakout sessions. We won't come up with the
answers here today.

In closing, the women living in the disaster area
have great personal appeal. They have put down
roots in their hometowns and thrived. I believe in
the strength of women. Today I have introduced
five women with personal appeal. I hope you'll come
back tomorrow, when you'll have the opportunity to
hear from more outstanding women. Thank you.

Comments from Audience Members

At the conclusion of the special program, comments from
participants and their messages to the disaster victims were
posted at the conference venue. About 750 people wrote
messages. The following is a small sample.

@ I felt the weight of each person's comments.

@ 1 was moved by the valuable accounts of each person's experience of the disaster and their
toughness. I would like to continue to place importance on the abilities of women and their spirit of
cooperation and put what I have learned here to use in my own community.

@ 1 could not listen to these stories of women in difficult situations, which had not been reported in
the newspaper or on television, without weeping. I would like to express my gratitude to the
panelists. I want to remember their stories and tell them to the people in my community. Women
are strong!

@ 1 felt that we must make use of the energy that women possess in society and that things that
seem strange or hard to do can be changed through our efforts. I empathized with the many
women I met here who are working hard and realized that providing support is something I can
do. And I sincerely believe that will lead to the rebuilding of the community.

@ 1 realized that even now, 19 months after the disaster, there are many things I can learn from the
disaster area and many things to think about. I felt some kind of change, however small, must be
initiated all over Japan.

@ 1 just assumed that it didn't matter whether you were a man or a woman, but I would like to
think about what I, as a woman, can do and then take action.

@ The people around me don't talk about the disaster much at all. I think a lot of people just don't
want to think about it. Hearing about the situations of others here in Japan, I reminded myself,
“This is real.”

@ “A once-in-a-millennium disaster offers once-in-a-millennium
lessons.” We will do what we can.

@ I found that these women have begun to take a step forward
while facing difficult, painful experiences. I'm sure the pain of
losing family members will linger, but I sensed their
determination to go on living nevertheless, lending each other
support. I will never forget those in the disaster area.
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