
Crisis management in the Great East Japan Disaster (Part 1) 

         
Kenji Sato   Iwate Prefecture, Japan  

         
 This report describes how teachers reacted to and overcame the disaster triggered by the mega- 

 earthquake on March 11, 2011. 

         
The M9.0 earthquake struck the northeast coast of Japan on March 11 at 2:26 p.m. Terrible tremors 

continued for 5 minutes. After that, a more than 15-meter tsunami hit the Sanriku region and destroyed

cities and towns. 
       

 The death toll rose to 15,687 and the missing to 4,757 as of Aug. 9, 2011, according to official data  

 released by the Japanese government. 

 Just after the quake, all lifelines were broken. There was no electricity. No drinking water. 

 The teachers were trying to rescue the children by tooth and nail. 

         
When I felt the swaying, I kept my presence of mind because an earthquake was not unusual in the  

region. 

But I stood up just after seeing that the files in the cabinet were scattered. I ran for the loudspeaker.  

 The quake was so severe that I could not run straight. Using the loudspeaker, I shouted: 

"Put yourselves under the desks! Don't move!"  

The students evacuated in a very calm manner without panic. The teachers 

 called the roll in the schoolyard. The 1st grade and 2nd grade students all were not injured. 

 But I soon felt uneasy. I realized that the 3rd graders were on their way home. Some of them 

lived near the coast. Their routes were less than 5 meters above sea level. From my heart, I hoped 

 they would get to their destinations. 

 I was sure that tsunami would come.  

 Warnings of mega-tsunami were announced.  

 
 Although the school is 2.4 kilometers away from the bay, it sits on ground that is less than 

5 meters above sea level. The principal instructed us all to evacuate. We ran for the shrine, which   

could give asylum, 1,000 meters away on a hillside cliff. We all shuddered in fear from the repeated 

 aftershocks. To make the matters worse, snow had begun to fall. We had no winter clothes. 

 We teachers repeatedly reassured the students, "Don't worry." 

 We got information about the disaster by radio and mobile phone. We told the students   

 little by little to avoid increasing their anxiety. 

 Parents and guardians gathered at the shrine to take their children back. The teachers wrote down  

when and to whom they gave over the students. But they didn't allow anyone to take the 



children whose homes were situated at less than 15 meters above sea level.  

Those students who were to remain in a safety zone went home with teachers. 

 We moved to an evacuation center near the shrine at 7 p.m. that day. Rice balls were delivered 

(one per a person  so precious). Later I learned that this relief came from Tohno city. 

Tohno city and Sumita town had started to try to rescue the neighboring municipality just after the 

the mega-quake. These good neighbors made a great many rice balls despite their own problems 

on the brink of disaster. We did not sleep all that day or night. 

 
         
         
Students from two schools combined in one school 

         
My Junior High School 

① No fatality or injured among the staff and students. 

② Twenty percent of the students lost their homes, and 30% of their guardians suffered  

    financial damages such as unemployment and layoffs. 

③ Students faced difficulties with school life due to lack of textbooks and so on. 

 
④  Some victims developed emotional problems, such as PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder). 

⑤  The school was designated as an evacuation center by the municipal government. Therefore 

    school activities were greatly limited. 

⑥  The neighboring school was combined with our school. New rules were needed. 

         
We established principles on how to deal with the crisis. 

① All staff must cope with the critical situation, except for those who were victims.  

② A leadership-centered organization was needed. 

③ Staff roles must be clearly established. 

④ We must gather correct information by going out on foot. 

⑤ Aim to return to normal daily school life gradually. 

         
The one of the objectives of the crisis management was to reduce damage for the victims. 

We expected the following problems, and decided how to cope with them. 

         
① How to manage the evacuation center without disorder. 

   All school staff took turns working all day long for the time being. 

② How to react to students' emotional problems.  

  Teachers talked with them (and their parents) as soon as possible. They decided whether 

  to refer them to a counselor. 



③ How to deal with the belongings of those lost in the tsunami and quake. 

  Teachers gathered information on the number of lost textbooks and so on. 

④ Rules set for school life to avoid confusion.   

  Teachers made common rules and announced them in two school-combined assemblies. 

⑤ Preventing troubles between the victims and non-victims. 

A joint assembly was held to understand the victims’ emotional situations.  

⑦  Dealing with other problems triggered by the disaster.  

  Teachers prevented further problems by establishing an emotional support program.    

         
MANAGEMENT OF THE EVACUATION CENTER (from March 13 to April 15, 2011)  

Our school accommodated 250 evacuees. They didn't know each other. No relief was delivered 

at the initial stage. There was great confusion. 

Immediate tasks: 

① Make a list of all evacuees 

② Arrange meals 

③ Cleaning and refueling 

④ Assist nurses 

⑤ Sort and deliver relief supplies 

⑥ Attend to visitors, such as relatives searching for victims and so on 

⑧  Manage room to prevent confrontations and conflicts between evacuees 

⑨  Take care of children’s mental health 

         
Mental health care for children 

①  Pay more attention to the children 

Teachers were with the students for as long a time as possible so that they could feel calm. 

They ate meals with the students. Whenever the students wanted to talk with teachers, we allowed  

them to. We paid more attention to the students whose parents couldn’t come to the center 

   because they were working as public servants. 

②  Physical activities 

We made play space and prepared equipment so that the children could enjoy sports. 

They enjoyed playing soccer, ping pong and so on. The adults sometimes joined in. They became friends 

with each other. Playing sports helped them relax. 

③  Role performance 

The children carried in relief supplies and cleaned up the restrooms. It was hard work for students to  

carry the supplies, due to perpetual requests. The evacuees who were supported became 

the people who backed up the victims. 

         



Students who were not victims volunteered as helpers at the evacuation center. 
 

The municipal staff workers praised them for their honest and sincere work. 

         
【Summary and problems in managing the evacuation center 】 

1 School staff learned to understand the children's mental state and deepen relationships with 

   them by living together with them. 

  2 Communication between working in shifts was aided by passing along notebooks 

called “takeover-note.”  

  3 Regular meetings were held twice a day. That led to smooth operations. 

  4 Rotation of the staff work prevented exhaustion and burnout. 

  5 It was more efficient to teach the students who acted as volunteers how to handle the 

    activities before they began doing the activities. 

         
 


