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Kumamoto GLA volunteers, 2016.4.18
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Kumamoto earthquakes, April 14th and 16th 2016 

Kumamoto 2016: (lack of) 
“earthquake culture”

• “We are prepared for typhoons, or volcanic 
eruptions. These are the disasters that the 
people of Kumamoto think they are going to 
face. Nobody expected earthquakes around 
here.”

• “Here in Mashiki strong aftershocks 
continued for weeks after the earthquakes 
of 14 and 16 April 2016. Houses, factories 
and warehouses were destroyed and 
thousands of people had been displaced. We 
had no water and many went to the 
evacuation centre without an emergency 
bag. Hardly anyone had their bags ready at 
home, but we at GLA were prepared.” 

• (Noriko, 36; GLA Kumamoto – 2017.6.6)

The Headquarters for Earthquake Research Promotion, National Seismic Hazard Map 2020
https://www.jishin.go.jp/main/chousa/20_yosokuchizu/yosokuchizu2020_gaiyo2.pdf
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Case Studies: Sōka Gakkai and GLA

Sōka Gakkai GLA (God Light 
Association)

Founded November 18, 1930 April 8, 1969

Headquarters Tokyo, Shinjuku Tokyo, Asakusa

Membership 8,270,000 (SG website) 58,404 (GLA website) 

Leadership Honorary president Ikeda Daisaku (1928~)
President Harada Minoru (1941~)

Takahashi Keiko (1977~)

Founder(s) Ikeda Daisaku, Makiguchi Tsunesaburō, Toda Jōsei Takahashi Shinji (1927~1976)

Doctrine Lotus Sutra (Nichiren Buddhism) 魂の学 Study of Soul (Buddhist cause-
effect + perception-response practice)

[© Seikyo Shimbun] [© GLA headquarters]

Mrs Ueno (55, left), head of 
the GLA disaster relief 
volunteer group, 
Kumamoto Terminal
April, 21 2016

Mr Tsuji (58, left) and Mrs
Uno (48 right), heads of the 
Soka Gakkai disaster relief 
volunteer group 
April, 19 2016

Photos by PC)
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Kumamoto earthquakes - Qualitative data  
(JSPS 2016-2020 )

Participants’ 
information

Demographic
factors

Number of respondents (interviews) Number of children 
(mean)

Gender Men 8 (SG: 4; GLA: 4)

Women 62 (SG: 42; GLA 20)

Age 20-30 18 (Men 3  Women:15) 1

30-45 16 (Men: 2 Women: 14) 1.6

45-65 36 (Men: 13  Women:  23) 2.2

Education High School 
diploma

14 (Men 1 (SG) Women 13 (SG))

College degree 35 (Men 8 (SG: 7) Women 27 (SG:17 GLA: 15)) 

Bachelor degree 21 (Men: 4 (SG: 2 GLA:2) Women GLA:17)

Living City 52 (SG: 32    GLA: 20)

Countryside 18 (SG: 8   GLA: 10)

DATA & DATA ANALYSIS
- 32 semi-structured interviews + 8 unstructured interview with volunteers (3 affiliates and 5 not); Participant observation
- Data analysis: Nvivo

Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) 
discourse in Japan

1946 ~ Disaster countermeasure Act (+Revisions) 

(http://www.bousai.go.j
p/1info/pdf/saigaipamp
hlet_je.pdf)

1998 NPO Law

Post-1995 Hanshin-Awaji 
Earthquake

http://elaws.e-
gov.go.jp/search/elawsS
earch/elaws_search/lsg0
500/detail?lawId=410AC
1000000007

Hyogo Framework for Action 2005 – 2015

DISASTER RISK 
REDUCTION

Building the resilience of 
the nations and 
communities to disaster
https://www.unisdr.org/
we/coordinate/hfa

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk 
Reduction (DRR) 2015-2030

VULNERABILITY 
Four Priorities fro Action:
1. Understanding disaster risk
2. Strengthening disaster 
governance
3. Investing in disaster risk 
reduction for resilience
4 Enhancing disaster 
preparedness
https://www.unisdr.org/we/c
oordinate/sendai-framework

Sustainable 
Development Agenda 
2030 (2015)
RESILIENCE “By 2030, 
build the resilience of 
the poor and those in 
vulnerable situations 
and reduce their 
exposure and 
vulnerability to climate-
related extreme events 
and other economic, 
social and environmental 
shocks and disasters ”

GENDER 
FACTOR?
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Post-2011 
triple disaster
Major 
gender-based 
issues in 
post-disaster 

Not ensuring privacy using partitions

Lack of women’s changing room 

No breastfeeding room 

Need of women-only laundry drying area 

Separate toilets for men and women 

Providing more women’s toilets than men’s

No distribution of supplies for women (sanitary protection, underwear, 
etc.) by women 

Very little effort to ascertain women’s needs (by men)

No measures to prevent violence against women 
Source: Cabinet Office, White Paper 
in Disaster Management, 2017: 109

The Lessons from cases "The Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami“ 
(2012)
Cabinet Office, Gender Equality Bureau, 2012. 
https://www.gender.go.jp/english_contents/mge/drr/pdf/the_lessons_from_cases_at_The_Great_East_Japan_Earthqu
ake_and_Tsunami.pdf

Phase Issue Findings

The preparation stage Preparation by local women ensures quick 
response

“Iwakiri Women’s Disaster Preparedness Proclamation,” which urged 
women to plan their response in advance in order to react quickly to a 
disaster

Disaster assistance stage Pre-planned childcare frees first responders When disaster strikes, critical first responders must be able to drop 
everything and rush to the scene: Japan’s Ground Self Defense Forces 
(GSDF) has facilities and procedures ready on short notice to receive 
the children of personnel

Creating safe space to help women evacuees From crowded and chaotic spaces to women-only areas + help desk 
offered information and legal advice and distributed security devices. 

Healthcare NGOs collaborate on shelter 
visits

Japan Midwives Association and local NGO began regular visits to 
women in evacuation shelters: networks formed in normal times can 
provide the basis for effective response after a disaster

Local women make competent, caring 
managers

The situated knowledge of women is resourceful: they can effectively 
manage the local community

The Recovery and 
Reconstruction Stage

Giving women a voice in reconstruction Women’s familiarity with the surroundings and everyday family needs 
led them to provide very detailed criteria for reconstruction

9
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Disaster 
Management 
Basic Plan 
(2012 & 
2013)
(gender 
inclusive) Include 

women 
in:

1) Disaster Prevention 
activities 

防災まちづくり⇒障害者，
高齢者，女性等の意見
が反映されるよう環境
整備に努めるものとする。

2) Training activities 防
災訓練） + needs 

assessment 

男女のニーズの違い・
災害時要援護者への配
慮、自主防災組織への
女性の参画促進

2) Collect and distribute 
gender-specific goods  

物資の調達供給, 男女
のニーズの違いに配慮

3) Gender-specific 
management of 

temporary houses 

運営に女性の参画を推
進、女性のニーズへの

配慮

4) Facilitate access to 
decision-making process 

of reconstruction 
activities 

地域の復旧・復興の基
本方針の決定: 女性、障
害者，高齢者等の参画

を促進

6) Gender-specific 
management of 

evacuation centers to 
respond to gender-

specific needs 

運営に女性の参画を推
進、女性のニーズへの

配慮

http://www.gender.go.jp/english_co
ntents/about_danjo/whitepaper/pdf
/2012-01.pdf

Women’s narratives in Kumamoto 2016 
Themes Nodes Narratives

Problems related to the
disaster preparedness

Inadequate preparation to disaster

“During disaster preparation training (bōsai kunren) sponsored by the City Hall they tell us
what to prepare, where to evacuate, how to use fire extinguishers, and first-aid procedures. In
case of children and elderly people, they tell us to take them immediately to the evacuation
centre. Very often, this is not possible because we don’t have cars or other means of transport
and we don’t know what to do. Women usually stay at home and take care of them. So they
should be informed and trained on how to respond in case of disaster.” (A-san, 48)

Problems related to the
evacuation centre: relief
goods (food, water,
personal care goods)

Inadequate or insufficient goods/products for women or children;
psychological harassment.

Space management: privacy problem; need for safe spaces for women
and women with children only; spaces where to lay out the laundry,
spaces to change; management of male / female tasks (food preparation
and hygiene); family management (care for children and the elderly);
bathroom hygiene; violent behaviour towards women and children

“Every time I asked for water for me and my son (4 years old), the man responsible at the
centre harshly replied that I had already received the assigned quantity. The assigned quantity
does not take into account that children cannot gaman suru (endure)” (E-san 32)

Problems in the
reconstruction phase

Lack of support for women with children (childcare, baby-sitting…);
temporary housing built in areas too far away hospitals, schools and
kindergartens; difficulty returning to work to take care of the family.

“After the earthquake the schools were closed for ten days. I have three children and I had to
go back to work. I had to ask for a special permit, fortunately my boss is a woman and she
understands me. But I lost a month of salary and seniority.” (A-san, 38)

Role of the religious
organization

Resources, Capacity and speed of response; availability and support;
goods available and received; gender sensitivity; moral and psychological
support; clearing and reconstruction activities.

“Just after the disaster I received the anpi kakunin mail from GLA and I communicated with
them. They put me in communication with other affiliates in the area who could bring us help.
My religious organization was vital during the disaster because the aid of the SDF (jieitai, self
defence force) and the local authority arrived much later.” (K-san, 56)
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GENDER and DISASTER

Feminization of disaster:  
vulnerability does not lie with being a 
woman, but with the lack of access to 
resources necessary for coping with 

hazards (Bradshaw & Fordham2013)

New DRR initiatives: gender & 
disaster discourses need to shift from 

causes of vulnerability to coping 
capacity & diversity –resilience –

proactive, responsive

Sōka Gakkai & GLA: post-disaster input (Kumamoto earthquake April~August 2016)

Sōka Gakkai No. of volunteers GLA No. of volunteers

Male Female Male Female

Disaster relief products collection ✔ 178 193 ✔ 12 16

Disaster relief product delivery ✔ 243 278 ✔ 13 18

Disaster assessment (anpi kakunin; infrastructures) ✔ 142 98 ✔ 19 23

Managing emergency sheltering resources (sleeping 
mats, supplies, equipment, food, water…)

✔ 243 363 ✔ 13 17

Provide power generators  ✔ 14 -- ✗ -- --

Volunteer firefighters ✔ 12 -- ✗ 26 4

Volunteer medical personnel ✔ 27 62 ✔ 8 16

Legal service ✔ 19 4 ✔ 3 2

Emotional care ✔ 12 96 ✔ 8 112

Home visits ✔ 29 68 ✔ 12 27
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Gender and religion in DRR
Religious values and gender practices shape all 
phases of the disaster experience 

– the way in which the disaster 
event is interpreted and lived;

– how the community recovers 
economically, physically, 
psychologically, socially, and 
spiritually;

– and the immediate and long-
term strategies that are 
implemented to reduce risk. 

(Bradshaw et al. 2013; Johakim and 
White, 2015; Cavaliere 2019)

GLA Volunteer, Kumamoto 23 April 2016 (photo by PC)

ACCESS MODEL (Blaikie and Wesner 2004 + N. 
KABEER 1999)

Methodological 
approach: 
ACCESS 
PROFILE 

The level of VULNERABILITY varies according to the level of ACCESS 
to RESOURCES such as CAPACITY, GOODS and OPPORTUNITIES that 
affect ability of individuals, groups and communities to mitigate, 
respond and cope with emergency events

Resources (adapted from Blaikie and Wesner 2004; Liverman 1990; 
Kabeer 1999)

+

Environment
al Conditions

Technological 
Conditions 

Social 
Relations

Demographic
s and Health 

Land Use and 
Ownership

Economy and 
Institutions 

Social capital + 
social cohesion

Time factor Logistics / 
Finance

Situated 
Knowledge

Source of 
information 

Religious 
organization’s 
resources

Women’s 
resources

DRR resources
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FINDINGS

2016

Mashiki Elementary school, Evacuation centre, Kumamoto 2016.4.21 (photo by PC)

FINDINGS

2020 

Kumamoto City Elementary school, Evacuation center, Kumamoto 2020.7.28 (photo by PC)
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Disaster recovery steps 1&2
Disaster
recovery steps

Phase Actions and Tasks Gender of person 
in charge

Remarks

Soka
Gakkai

GLA Distribute and 
collect 
Situation 
Reports (may 
be formal or 
informal) 

Recovery is 
represented in 
the decision 
making 
processes for 
disaster 
response. 

The analysis 
changes over 
time as 
situational 
awareness 
improves

These steps 
are often 
undertaken 
concurrently

Pre-event 
preparedness 

Pre-event phase - Undertake recovery preparedness including training, exercises, network management, 
and community engagement.
- Establishes and identifies possible stakeholders to be included in the DRR. 
- Works with local authorities to comply with disaster response and recovery planning. 

♂ ♀

DISASTER EVENT

Phase 1: early 
response

early recovery 
(immediate –
short term) 
phase

- Head of the local recovery group (LRG) oversees and coordinate the ongoing provision of 
short term recovery (relief) services to impacted communities. 
- Establish Recovery Framework
- Undertake analyses of members’ condition and needs 
- Expand analysis of condition and needs to community level through its members
- Engage widely across the community to ensure analysis is comprehensive. 
- Finalise membership of LRG to include community and state agency actors. 
- Establish subgroups and local advisory groups as dictated by needs analysis. 
- Document and distribute a Recovery Operational Plan. Maintain plan throughout 
recovery process. 
- Subgroups develop action plans for their function.

♂ ♀ ♀

“Earthquake culture” in the 
religious organizations

• “Right after the first shock on April 14th they [Mr Tsuji and Mrs Uno] called me and checked the 
condition of my family (anpi kakunin). They also asked information about the neighbourhood, if I 

could report any emergency or family in need. They asked me if I could go door-to-door in the 
neighbourhood and check the safety level.”

(Chie, 51, Soka Gakkai, 2016 7.22) 

• “After the first shock, people ran to the supermarkets to buy everything and went home. Many 
thought that it was all over after the first shock and they stayed inside the house. Fortunately, the 
members of our Terminal [GLA Kumamoto Terminal] had contacted us and recommended that we 

evacuate immediately to the Terminal, or sleep in the car. On April 16, in the afternoon, emergency 
supplies arrived from the Osaka GLA Terminal. The rescue team and relief goods from the 

Municipality arrived on April 19.”
(Noriko, 36; GLA Kumamoto – 2017.6.6)
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Disaster recovery steps: 3&4
Disaster
recovery steps

Phase Actions and Tasks Gender of person in 
charge

Remarks

Soka Gakkai GLA This process 
may go for 
many weeks or 
months (or 
years in 
extreme cases). 

The LRG must 
strive to sustain 
effort in 
accordance 
with priorities.

Must have 
transitional 
arrangements 
in place. 

Suitable 
alternate 
process must 
be in place to 
support long 
term recovery 
needs. 

Update plans.

Phase 2: 
Recovery and 
reconstruction 

Medium to long 
term recovery 

- Continue to deliver recovery services as outlined in the Recovery Operational 
Plan and as detailed in subgroup action plans. 
- Maintain and update the Recovery Operational Plan and subgroup action plans 
as recovery progresses. 

♂ ♀

Phase 3: 
Staged 
withdrawal / 
standing down 

Transition to 
long term 
recovery

Progressively close: 

- Local advisory groups 
- Close LRG Debrief/review/evaluation of the recovery effort
- Close volunteer subgroups
- Submit final report on recovery to the LDMG

♂ ♀ ♀

Gender-sensitive initiatives at the 
religious facilities

Women’s participation in the 
operational frameworks of 
evacuation center 

Distribution of supplies for 
women (sanitary protection, 
underwear, etc.) by women 

Efforts to ascertain women’s 
needs (by women)

Opening and publicizing an 
advice desk for women 

Providing a dedicated section for 
families with infants and young 
children 

Providing a dedicated women’s 
and/or mother-and-child section 

Initiatives to avoid the fixed 
division of roles on the basis of
gender or age in the running of 
evacuation centers, such as 
assigning the cooking and serving 
of food to women only 

21
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Sources of resilience: “earthquake culture” 
training

• “Because men attend the bōsai kunren organized by the local authorities, 
they were mostly trained to respond to typhoons and volcano eruptions. 
We [women] participated to the religious organizations training that helped 
us prepare for an earthquake”  (Kiyono, 52, Soka Gakkai)

• «The religious organization helped me get ready for an earthquake and to 
recover quickly form the disaster. Within a short time my life was back to 
normal» (Naoko, 37, GLA)

Resilience associated with “earthquake 
culture” training and access to 
resources of the religious organization, 
which allow to shorten the time of 
insecurity, instability and precariousness 

Sources of resilience
Narrative Resilience

«my family and I are now aware of what the local 
authority can or cannot do in case of disaster 
(GLA)» 

Resilience associated to the capacity of knowing/getting access to 
information, which allows individuals to know the potentialities of 
one’s community and what strategies are necessary to cope with 
the lack of resources from the local authority

«we have been living in a temporary house for two 
years. Life is very hard here (SG)» 

Vulnerability associated to difficulty/precarity of life as an evacuee

«both my family and myself have learned how to 
get information and how to respond to a disaster 
(GLA)»

Resilience as a capacity of getting information on how to respond 
to an earthquake

«now I regularly attend both the disaster 
prevention trainings organized by the city hall and 
those organized by my religious organization (SG)»

Resilience associated to training before and after the disaster. 
Capacity of identifying the needed access resources to respond to 
a disaster

«my community feels safer know because 
everybody knows that in case of disaster the SG 
kaikan can be used as an evacuation centre (SG)»

Resilience associate to expose one’s religious identity to the 
community without the risk of been scrutinized + the local religious 
community has become a resource for the larger local community

23
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Summary: CORE EMPOWERING ELEMENTS 
of FAITH-BASED VOLUNTEERING

(i) Religious institutions reaching out gender-specific needs 
(providing RESOURCES)

(ii)Individuals seeking gender-sensitive involved in their 
religious institutions  (access to RESOURCES)

(iii) a change in context that improves current service 
provision (access to GOODS)

(iv) a context that facilitates resilient opportunities (improve 
CAPACITY) 

(v)participation in local decision-making processes (improve 
CAPACITY)

(vi)Contributing to more equal disaster risk management 
(access to OPPORTUNITIES) 

A
C
C
E
S
S

M
O
D
E
L

Level of trust on local authority vs. 
religious organization

Level of use and trust towards the religious organization and public administration,% of women

Rel. Org. Loc. 
Aut. 

Participated in disaster preparedness trainings and study seminars on Disaster Risk Reduction organized 
by the religious organization/local authority 65.3% 23%

The Rel.Org/Loc.Aut  offered adequate disaster preparedness 100% 34.7%

The Rel.Org/Loc. Aut. immediately verified the conditions of the families affected 100% 61.2% 

The evacuation center was immediately available 92% 72%

Number of women who requested assistance from Rel.Org/Loc. Aut (evacuation of elderly  and childcare) 78%  87%

No. Of women who received a positive response from the rel. Org/ Loc. Aut 100% 66%

The relief goods received by the Rel.Org/Loc. Aut contained female products 100% 38.8%
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Conclusion
The use that women of SG and GLA 
have made / make of the spaces, 
assets, social and financial capital of 
religious organization in order to 
implement rescue and reconstruction 
activities constitute a resource for the 
community.

The “earthquake culture” training and 
their access to resources makes it 
possible to activate dynamics and 
types of response that have an 
important effect on the level of 
individual and community resilience.

RESILIENCE + EMPOWERMENT

Develop women’s HIGH ACCESS PROFILE

Areas of further investigation 
• Areas that merit further investigation are  

– Larger scale investigations LFCs and religious DRR. 
– Look into some of the factors that prevent women’s religious volunteer from 

accomplishing societal transformation and how to foster transformative 
processes within volunteer tourism organisations; 

– How to export the community-based perspective on LFCs volunteering beyond 
the faith-based group;

– to understand the role interactions with government and non-government 
institutions may play in forging a path of transformative volunteering; 

– to address some of the issues around authenticity and emancipatory 
outcomes in term of gender that  equality that LFCs volunteering plays when 
addressing community issues. 

These themes will form the focus of future papers adapting transformative 
volunteering to the practice of LFCs
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Forthcoming (2023)
• The Handbook of Disaster Studies in Japan 

• (ISBN 9784909286307)

• Editors: Paola CAVALIERE Ph.D.
• Junko OTANI DDS, MPH, MS, Ph.D.

• Japan Documents Publishing Handbook Series, Tokyo: MHM Limited
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