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Abstract 

I focus on disaster reduction and reconstruction activities of Japan and emphasize on the governance 

to build a disaster resilient society. In 1995 Hanshin Awaji Earthquake Disaster, role sharing among 

self-help, mutual support and public support was recognized in the society. In 2004 Chuetsu 

Earthquake Disaster, partnership between local government and intermediary organization was 

implemented. And in 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake Disaster, social contibution by private 

company was paid attention. Lessons from a series of disasters of Japan shows the importance of 

governance, among all stake holders of the society, including government, business enterprise, 

NPO/NGO and community.  
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1. Introduction 

Japan is a country of disasters and it is full of natural disasters like earthquake, tsunami, typhoon, 

snowstorm and landslide. Especially, the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of 1995 hit the 

metropolitan areas, which had population of around 3 million people. We had not anticipated such 

huge disaster those times. The government response was not always speedy and enough. After the 

disaster, Hyogo prefecture, the local government in the affected area, proceeded on recovery and 

reconstruction activities in the field of not only disaster management, but also housing, urban 

infrastructure, industry, health, medical, welfare, education and other fields. While the central 

government provided assistance, the local government initiated recovery and reconstruction activities. 

In this disaster, around 1.3 million volunteers gathered to affected sites. That year was called the 

inaugural year for volunteerism to take root in Japan. Those volunteers took care of affected people. 

They provided hot food in evacuation centers, removed debris, assisted community in temporary 

houses and watched aged persons in permanent apartments. Professionals like medical doctors and 

lawyers developed their volunteer activities. Urban planners cooperated with affected residents to 

create disaster resilient towns. The society recognized the importance of “self-help” and “mutual 

support”, in addition to “public support”. 

In 2004, the Niigata Chuetsu Earthquake hit the mountainous areas where aging and depopulation 

had been advancing. The collaboration system, among Niigata Prefecture Government, an 

intermediary organization and disaster community, accelerated recovery and reconstruction. As the 

intermediary organization developed outreach activities to affected people, it got assistance from 

experts and supporters inside and outside the affected sites. The local government subsidized the cost 

for activity, management and personnel of the organization through reconstruction fund. The 

organization facilitated the government to link with victims without worrying about financial 

difficulties.  
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   In the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake, social contribution by business companies was paid 

attention in the society. For example, a home delivery company was more speedy and effective, than 

the local government, to appropriately sort and to send a pile of donation goods to affected people. Or 

a micro fund business company made use of their crowd fund system to create investment and 

donation system for affected SMEs (small and medium sized enterprises).   

A series of disaster lesson of Japan shows the importance of governance to make disaster resilient 

society. Japan should prepare for next huge disasters in near future. Disaster varies depending on its 

type, scale, area, and other factors. We should recognize that government capacity is limited. On the 

other hand, private sector, including business enterprise, NPO/NGO, community and citizens, provides 

services that complement to the government activities in both quantity and quality.  Governance is 

indispensable to respond to various needs of citizens and decrease the vulnerability of the society. On 

the other hand, capacity by private sector is also limited in the field of budget and institution. A new 

coordination and facilitation system is required to complement weak point of each actor and produce 

synergistic effect among them. 

 

2.   The Lesson from the Great Hanshin Awaji Earthquake Disaster 
 

2.1 Role of self-help, mutual support and public support 

The Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake Disaster was an enormous calamity that measured seven on 

the Japanese intensity scale, and struck major metropolitan areas in Japan. Urban infrastructure, such 

as roads, railways, electricity, gas, water supply and telephone lines, was paralyzed. Architectural 

construction, such as commercial and apartment buildings, residential homes, hospitals, was also 

severely damaged. The number of deaths and missing people were 6,437—around 80% of this 

casualty was caused by the collapse of residential housing. The total number of full and half-collapsed 

buildings was 249,180. There were also 14,610 damaged houses caused by fire. We had to face new 

challenges, which could not be solved with the existing systems. Thus, we targeted not to put 

everything back the way they were, but to achieve creative reconstruction wherein we could establish 

a social framework suited to the new age. 

    One of the prominent phenomena that occurred in relation to this reconstruction program was 

volunteer activities. The year 1995 was said to have marked the “first year of volunteerism in Japan.” 

Around 1.3 million volunteers gathered at the affected sites of the disaster. NPOs and communities 

launched their activities. The terms, “self-help, and mutual support” have become popular against 

“public support.” 

   I analyzed how these types of support played their roles based on “The Report of the 10-Year 

Reconstruction Overall and Recommendations” compiled by Hyogo Prefecture Government. This 

report has verified activities done within ten years after the quake occurred, and issued twelve 

keynotes of recommendations, which included lessons and challenges for the future. I show the 

research result on those twelve keynotes in the sections (1) to (12) below dividing each into two 

segments--“main policy and project” and “role of self-help, mutual support and public support”. 

 

(1) Safe and secure community development 

      (Main policy and project) 

The local government developed disaster resilient community by anti-seismic traffic routes, 

lifeline, housing and public facilities. It also delivered hazard map to share disaster information in 

community, supported voluntary organization and NGO/NPO to make community disaster resilient. 

And it promoted medical facility, nursing and welfare in the community. 

 

      (Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

Public support played an important role for hard infrastructure including essential lines, housing 

and public facility, while self-help and mutual support played the main role towards the building of 

disaster resilient community, including construction of houses with consideration for aged or 

disabled persons. The public and private partnership led to a society in which people collaborate 

with each other for disaster reduction. 

 

(2) Creating inclusive society 
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     (Main policy and project) 

Supporter to watch over aged persons was provided in disaster public housing. Community 

development association was established in community, and the government gave the association 

the financial support through “disaster reconstruction fund”. 

 

 (Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

NPO and volunteer took the lead to create inclusive society by self-help and mutual support. The 

government provided logistic support to these activities through fund or institution by public support. 

 

(3) Reconstruction initiated by local government and decentralization of authority 

(Main policy and project) 

“Reconstruction meeting to support affected people” was established by the combination of local 

government and professionals to pick up various needs. The local government aimed at promoting 

decentralization by transfer of authority and finance to create innovative and unique local areas. It 

proposed new institution and finance to ensure the local initiative by creating “disaster 

reconstruction basic law” and “disaster reconstruction fund”. 

 

 (Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

Reconstruction framework and decentralization were basically promoted by public support. 

Decentralization encouraged local government to take bottom up approach rather than top down, 

and outreach program was established to target community and individuals by mutual support, in 

cooperation with public support. 

  

(4) Active participation by and cooperation with citizens 

(Main policy and project) 

The local government set up “ordinance for active participation by and cooperation with 

ordinary citizens” and “joint meeting between the government and NGO”. It promoted cooperation 

with community group, NGO/NPO and support intermediary organization, and also developed the 

partnership between “citizens and citizens” as well as “the government and citizens”. 

 

(Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

The ordinance was established, as a new framework in the new civil society, by public support.   

Mutual and public support played an important role in implementing participation and cooperation 

by providing adviser and opportunity for exchange. 

 

(5) Practical risk management system 

(Main policy and project) 

The local government built “disaster management centre” and “disaster stand-by lodging” to 

immediately respond to disaster in 24 hours system. It also developed the cooperation system among 

prefectures, municipalities, police, firefighting agencies and private sector, and promoted practical 

and wide-area disaster management system through plan, training and drill. 

 

(Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

Many systems were established by public support. However, as volunteers and NGO/NPO 

activities developed, the government supported them to strengthen comprehensive disaster 

management system. 

 

(6) Emergency aid and housing reconstruction 

     (Main policy and project) 

The local government set up “friendship centre” for residents not to avoid isolation at temporary 

housing site. It also applied the existing system flexibly to accelerate building of collective housing. 

It also aimed at new support system for housing and livelihood of affected people including 

“Natural Disaster Victims Relief Law” and “Hyogo Mutual Aid System for Housing 

Reconstruction”. 
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(Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

While construction works were promoted by public support, soft measure for community 

development, like the operation of friendship centre and watching over elderly people, was mainly 

implemented by self-help and mutual support.  

 

(7) Consideration on people vulnerable to disasters including elderlies 

      (Main policy and project) 

The local government and NPOs supported watch over activities to elderly people within 

community. The government dispatched special teacher in charge of psychological care for school 

children. It also promoted community development with universal design. 

 

(Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

Most of these activities were originally trialled with careful consideration by mutual support. 

Then, some activities were institutionalized by public support.  

 

(8) Regional Revitalization and Prosperity  

      (Main policy and project) 

The local government developed new financial support, including loan for business recovery and 

interest subsidy. It set up special zone to attract new business, and created joint support system to 

venture company, in cooperation with industry, government and universities. It also supported 

shopkeepers to create local community currency, which was used to get voucher in exchange for 

volunteer activities.  

 

(Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

New ordinance to promote industrial recovery was established by public support. On the other 

hand, community business and events in shopping streets were promoted by self-help and mutual 

support. The local government gave financial or institutional assistance by public support. 

 

 (9) Local culture, local cityscapes and local sceneries to create distinctive urban communities 

      (Main policy and project) 

Business companies or NPOs revived sake (Japanese local alcohol) breweries, reopened concerts, 

theatres and exhibitions. The local government built cultural facilities and projects to promote urban 

renaissance and cityscape conservation.  

 

(Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

The local government supported self-help and mutual support through finance and facilities to 

make the affected areas more attractive. 

 

(10)   Inter-regional coordination and exchange  

(Main policy and project) 

While the local government extended agreement for mutual cooperation with other governments 

in the case of disaster, NGO/NPO also developed their own nation-wide volunteer network. The 

government also promoted exchange between urban and rural areas to boost mutual support.  

 

(Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

          Networking was promoted both by public and mutual support. 

 

(11)    International cooperation for disaster reduction 

(Main policy and project) 

The local government and NGO/NPO respectively dispatched their disaster relief teams to 

overseas affected countries. The national and local governments formed the organization for disaster 

cooperation and humanitarian support 

 

(Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 
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Overseas support was provided by self-help, mutual support and public support. Human 

resource training was organized by public support. 

 

(12)   Disseminating information on the experience and lessons learned from the earthquake  

(Main policy and project) 

The local government and NGO/NPO respectively verified their reconstruction activities in the 

3rd, 5th and 10th anniversaries. The local government stipulated January 17 to be “memorial day for 

volunteer and disaster reduction” to continue activities not to forget the disaster. 

 

(Role of self-help, mutual support, and public support) 

Special day and disaster exhibition facility was established by public support. Public awareness 

and verification activities were provided by self-help, mutual support and public support. 

 

2.2 Combination between public and private sector  

The following matters show combination 

between public and private sector (Fig.1.).  

1) The government sector established 

institutional design, and promoted hard 

infrastructure development by public 

support. 

2) On the other hand, the private sector 

took a new approach through soft 

measures, such as caring for vulnerable 

people and community development, by 

self-help and mutual support. 

3) Self-help and mutual support were 

found in all keynotes. These types of 

support was identified in post-quake 

activities. 

4) Public support is important to sustain 

self-help and mutual support through 

institutional or financial assistance or 

authorization. 

5) The relationship between public and 

private sector is strengthened, which leads to the development into a “symbiotic society” thriving 

on “participation and cooperation.” 

 

3.   The Lesson from the Niigata Chuetsu Earthquake Disaster 

 
3.1 Cooperation between local government and intermediary organization 

This disaster hit mountainous areas of Niigata Prefecture facing the Japan Sea in 2004. Since the 

affected sites were not located in a densely populated area, the number of deaths totaled 68, and the 

number of full and semi-collapsed houses was 16,985. However, many landslides occurred and 

blocked the access road to affected rural communities. Most of the affected sites were rural 

communities, where residents mainly earned their livelihood through rice crops in terraced paddy 

fields, carp nurturing and other small-sized enterprises. Since the aging and depopulation problem had 

been severe before the disaster, community decline became a serious concern. 

An intermediary organization, Chuetsu Fukkou Shimin Kaigi (CFSK, consultation group for 

reconstruction by citizens) was established by volunteers in May 2005. It developed support activities 

through which it outreached affected victims and communities to link with the Niigata Prefecture 

Government. The prefecture government consulted with CFSK to establish disaster reconstruction 

fund. The local government supported CFSK’s activities. Its personnel, administration and activity 

cost was shouldered by the fund. The local government, in cooperation with the intermediary 

organization, has supported affected people and communities by making use of the fund.  

 
（Public Sector） 

  

（Private Sector） 

Public 
Support 

Self-help and  
Mutual Support 

Symbiotic society 
Participation and cooperation 

Institutionalization 
design 
Hard infrastructure 
development 

 
New approach in soft 
measures 

 
 
＋ 

Post-Quake Activities  

Institutional and financial 
assistance, 
Giving authorization 

Fig.1. Combination between public and private sector 
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3.2 Community support by reconstruction fund   

Fig.2. shows community support by the reconstruction fund, in cooperation with the local 

government and the intermediary organization. One of the projects is “community supporter system 

for reconstruction”. Community supporters were stationed within communities to build face to face 

relationship with residents. The supporters participated in community meeting to cooperate with 

residents. Thanks for the supporters, affected communities published community newspaper, opened 

community salon, took care of the elderly, revived traditional events, developed local products, 

exchanged with urban residents, and developed tourism. CFSK fostered the supporters by giving them 

training and consultation, which accelerated reconstruction and disaster resilient community.          

  The fund also provided the following projects. 

1) Support on networking by affected people and to supporters for reconstruction of livelihood. 

2) Support to the designing of future community by residents, in cooperation with experts, leading to 

its revitalization. 

3) Support activities to accelerate community design by residents, such as study meeting, visiting 

advanced places and organizing events. 

4) Support activities for local products and exchange to attract urban dwellers.  

  The background of these supporters is varied, including retired public servant, business man, 

volunteer and students. Some are affected people, while others are outsiders. All of them are not 

always familiar with community development. Thus, CFSK staff, who have already established good 

relationship with community people, has become an instructor to provide know-how and experience. 

The staff sometimes was accompanied by the supporters or has organized regular meetings training 

seminars for them to increase their ability. CFSK has developed the function of network, specialty and 

outreach.  

Private sector usually holds financial problem to sustain and develop their activities. In this aspect, 

the local government provided CFSK with financial resource through “reconstruction fund”. It was 

found out that connecting reconstruction fund with intermediary organization led to public and private 

partnership (= good governance), through which information, personnel and financial resource were 

mobilized together.  

In this disasters, CFSK literally went among local government, experts, supporters and affected 

people. It picked up local needs and provided necessary resource through public and private 

partnership.    

 

4.   The Lesson from the Great East Japan Earthquake Disaster 

 
4.1 Support to Affected SMEs  

The Great East Japan Earthquake Disaster was a more enormous calamity, which covered seven 

prefectures, while Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake covered two. In this earthquake, the death and missing 

toll reached 18,483 (excluding disaster related death). The economic loss is about 16.9 trillion 

Japanese yen. Support to private business had been a big challenge in Japan, because public support 

 
 

 
 
○ Outreach activities to 

affected people and 
communities 

○ Bridge between government 
and affected community 

○ Foster community supporter 
for reconstruction 
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Fig.2. Community support by reconstruction fund, in cooperation with local government and intermediary organization 
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cannot always cover them. According to the national government, “this is basically a matter of self-

help, because the government is not responsible for the loss of private property caused by natural 

disasters.”  

However, in this disaster, many enterprises lost their factories, shops and lands by the huge tsunami. 

It was very hard for them to reconstruct for themselves. Thus the new type of direct support was 

created by the government. SME core groups in the local areas were able to get the subsidy from the 

central government (1/2 of the total cost for facility) and the prefecture (1/4 of that cost), when their 

reconstruction project was approved to regenerate the local economy. The support policy to SMEs has 

been actually changed, compared to Hanshin Awaji Earthquake. 

On the other hand, private companies launched different type of funds to support local business. 

One of them is crowd funding system. I focused on the micro investment fund to support affected 

SMEs by “the Music Securities Inc.” (which I call MS). People can get information of affected SMEs 

from the website of MS, and they send their donation to their favorable SME. The support system is 

that one unit consists of 10,500 Japanese yen (1 yen equivalent to around 0.009 USD) for investment. 

Its breakdown is 5,000 yen for investment, 5,000 yen for donation, and 500 yen for commission fee. 

Investment period is maximum 10 years. 38 SMEs made use of this fund, through which 39 projects 

were established (One company made 2 projects). Many of these SMEs are fishery related along the 

coast. Their stores, factories or office buildings were lost or totally devastated by the tsunami disaster. 

All fund raising was completed in November 2015.  

In the case of public donation, we are not sure when, how, to whom and for what our money was 

used. But in this system, we were able to select favorable SME which we would like to support 

through MS’s website. We always got the real situation of those SMEs through internet and directly 

contacted to encourage them whenever we like. Since the cost of one unit was relatively cheap, many 

citizens have become an investor and actually gave their donation.  

The total amount which has been raised is 1,096,490 thousand yen. Accordingly, one enterprise has 

got 28,855 thousand yen, on the average. Since 29,282 persons participated in investment, one person, 

on the average, invested 37,446 yen. (nearly 4 units). Different from one time donation, such 

investment connected a business operator with investors, which led to long term support. Participation 

by citizens and social contribution by the private company were emphasized. 

They used the collected money for 1) opening temporary business by using the left over and 

working equipments, and raw materials, 2) build or rent temporary store or factory, and 3) extend their 

equipment and products. It was useful for the SMEs to alleviate economic burden. In addition, the 

business operators were encouraged by supporters, which led to morale support to continue their 

business activities.  

 

4.2  The Characteristics of the Private Fund  

Fig.3. shows significance and characteristics of the crowd-fund. The first characteristic of crowd-

Affected SMEs Investors 
(Supporters) 

 

“Make use of crowd fund” 
 “Support through investment” 

Fig.3. Significance and Characteristics of the Fund 

1. Arrangement 
○ Alleviate economic and logistic burden 
○ Personal relationship between business 

operator and supporter 

2.  Effect 
○ Economic effect 
○ Morale support 

3. Significance 
○ Direct support to affected SMEs 
○ Business support by citizens 
○ Social contribution by taking advantage of company’s resource 
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fund is that small amount of money from citizens led to huge support to affected SMEs. We can invest 

through crowd fund in a friendly manner. Anybody can be an investor whenever and wherever you 

like. Half of the cash was donation. Although it was a support-oriented system, many investors did not 

expect to get future allotment by investment. While each amount of investment was cheap, the 

business operator could get many supporters, which led to the huge amount collectively. The amount 

of fund they raised was totally 110 million yen and nearly 30,000 investors participated. Each 

enterprise, on the average, got nearly 30 million yen. Most of the investors could spend the cost for 

equipment and for other purposes. 

The second characteristic was morale support to affected business operator. Citizens’ participation 

in the support activities is also the characteristics of the fund. We can easily get the information about 

the SMEs situation through internet, which made both business operator and investor easily build a 

personal relationship. And investment ensures long term relationship through contract. Some of the 

supporters have visited or sent letters to their operators, and increased the amount. The enterprises 

were encouraged from investors. They informed investors of their management situation, including 

plan, progress and use of money, through the internet. Such responsibility led to appropriate tension 

and momentum for business continuity.  

 

Conclusion 
 

In this paper, I have considered the process of recovery and reconstruction in Japan for long years, 

by making use of cases from huge disasters like “the Great Hanshin Awaji Earthquake”, “Niigata 

Chuetsu Earthquake”, and “the Great East Japan Earthquake”. Especially, we have accumulated 

lessons focusing on “human being”. One of the characteristics is that we have emphasized not only on 

hard infrastructure but also on soft measure. Just making infrastructure is not enough. We should also 

implement soft measures from the viewpoint of humanity and social science through policy planning 

and disaster education. 

 The second characteristics is that we should realize “disaster governance” with which all of the 

stakeholders in the society, including government, business company, NGO/NPO, university, research 

institution, community and citizens, make disaster resilient society. Government mission is mainly to 

establish institution and policy framework, and its activities tend to be formal and standard. However, 

we are forced to face new type of challenges, which cannot be solved by existing institution or system 

after the disaster. And especially, vulnerable people have minor but variety of needs, which are 

beyond the solution by standard policy. Rather private sector can flexibly respond to such needs and 

challenges without hesitating to existing formal system.  

 When private sector joins disaster governance, we should make use of “participation and 

collaboration” in informal style, in addition to government authority in formal style. We should 

consider “human being or human relationship” rather than “formal organization”, especially when we 

give empowerment to affected victims. In Japan, people had traditionally thought that national or local 

governments should cope with disaster. But, in the Great Hanshin Earthquake, we realized the limit of 

government capacity, while volunteer activities have become popular. As natural disaster have had 

happened almost every year, volunteer activities have taken roots. In Niigata Chuetsu Earthquake, 

intermediary organization has cooperated with the local government to give empowerment to affected 

community. And in the Great East Japan Earthquake, social contribution activities are expanded by 

private companies. The accumulation of reconstruction process in many disasters has led to disaster 

governance by various stakeholders.   

However, disaster governance still has many challenges to go ahead. Still more, Japan is expected to 

get huge disasters, including Metropolitan Earthquake and Nankai Trough Earthquake, in near future. 

Governance should be promoted at both post and pre disaster stages.   

 

  It has passed almost one year after the Nepal Earthquake in 2015. I wish if Japan’s lesson could be 

useful for reconstruction in Nepal. When we connect “intermediary organization” with “disaster 

reconstruction fund”, we can mobilize human, finance, institution and information resource for 

reconstruction. Intermediary organization is indispensable to achieve disaster governance through 

which we can coordinate support activities to prevent duplication or fill in the blanks. Reconstruction 

fund can be the resource for intermediary organization to spend for their soft measure activities. If 
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Nepali people can use some of the financial support from inside and outside the country, and establish 

intermediary organization among relevant organizations, including government, international donor, 

NGO and university, they can promote reconstruction activities mainly in terms of soft measures for 

long term. Sustainable activities are important to lead revitalization of affected areas.           
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