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For True Recovery
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The Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake and other disastrous earthquakes in the Noto Peninsula, Niigata, East Japan and Kumamoto brought enormous damage to Japan. How can we overcome damage from disasters in reality?
Three essential elements for survival are ‘food’, ‘clothing’ and ‘housing’. But which of them do you think is the most difficult to satisfy in the aftermath of a natural disaster? ―It is ‘housing’. 

Shelters are provided first, as urgent assistance. But, of course, the conditions are still not enough for a comfortable life. For example, the places may be too hot and humid in summer and freezing cold in winter and also there may be problems with toilets and proper sanitation.

In addition to the measures taken to ensure survivors’ physical comfort, support for mental health aspects such as privacy, sense of loss and despair and the relationships with other people in the shelter should be the keys for true recovery from a disaster. 

Until now, victims have been rather passive for the recovery efforts. Generally, they have had to rely on volunteers, experts and the government after a disaster.

But there have been cases in which elderly people affected by a disaster became bedridden because they only depended on the care given by volunteers.

Of course, immediate physical aid for victims by the government and volunteers is indispensable. But I believe that there is a way to encourage evacuees to be self-directive, to have energy to face difficulties themselves and to mentally overcome their trauma, which is also very important.

When I was a high school student, I participated in a training camp.  There were 40 students who all met for the first time and shared a cooperative life for one week. Initially, our relationships were awkward and it was so tough for me to spend time with others in the same space for a long time. I felt time crawl by very slowly. The tasks we had to complete were not simple and no scenarios were prepared. We discussed, argued, disputed and clashed, going through a lot of trials and errors. But, when we finished the hard schedule, we were able to open up to each other and found that mutual trust had been built. Those ties gave me energy for tomorrow. 

I think the pains of disaster victims can’t be compared to my experience. However, thinking on our own, putting our heads together and trying to find a solution ourselves in a difficult situation enabled us to form strong ties and, in turn, to become self-directive with energy left over for tomorrow. This is something all of us have in common, isn’t it?

For example, I propose "paper architecture" to make life as comfortable as possible in a shelter even if it is for a short period of time. Evacuees and volunteers should cooperate to make a living space based on their own designs according to their needs and wants by using paper pipes and walls. This is to assure the privacy of each evacuee and create a comfortable, private and unique living space that will help to relieve stress in the shelter. It may be customized in accordance with the preferences of each evacuee. Some may be single households, big families, family with infants, the elderly, people with disabilities, etc. The point is that the design must be made through discussions with each evacuee, that the work must be done in cooperation and that evacuees should be self-directive. 

People are spiritual and mental beings as well as physical ones. When victims recover both physically and mentally, we can see a true recovery. To realize it, we have to create an environment where disaster-stricken communities can regain the power to live for tomorrow and overcome difficulties in a realistic way. I want to be part of the efforts for their true recovery.
