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1. Introduction  
 
On March 11, 2011, the author was in Sendai City, Miyagi Prefecture, to attend a conference1) held at 
Tohoku University, and was caught up in the Great Eastern Japan Earthquake (a 9.0-magnitude 
interplate tremor).  When a disaster strikes, it is necessary to determine the problems victims face, 
what they think, and the criteria on which they base their actions in order to provide appropriate 
support to them.  This paper describes the current situation and outlines problems that victims have 
with reference to the author’s personal experience of the earthquake.  It is hoped that it will be a 
source of helpful information in providing future assistance to victims, and that it will be useful in 
developing disaster prevention plans.  The paper summarizes information collected in the early 
stages of the disaster between around 2:30 p.m. on March 11 and around 5 p.m. on March 12.  
Accordingly, the problems that victims face may change as recovery progresses.  It should be noted 
that this paper does not seek to deal with problems that people living in disaster-stricken areas 
currently face. 
 
At the time of a disaster, actions taken by victims based on information they receive directly affect 
their personal safety.  For this reason, accurate information significantly influences their wellbeing.  
Such information can be obtained by victims themselves or conveyed to them by those providing 
support.  It is necessary to conduct surveys repeatedly before considering how to establish methods 
of providing information, since the things victims need to know vary according to their individual 
situations.  However, conducting such surveys takes a considerable amount of time. 
 
This paper is intended as an urgent report on the current situation and the problems victims face in 
obtaining information based on the experience of the author, who was caught up in the earthquake.  
The basic details of the paper are taken from the personal experience of the author, who does not live 
in the affected area, and from the experience of 17 members of the Siberia Project who were with the 
author after the disaster.  Although this paper does not cover the current situation of all victims, it 
brings together and reports as much information as possible from disaster-stricken areas and 



highlights the conditions and problems faced by those affected so that measures to support them can 
be taken in the future.   
 
People in Japan and around the world are concerned about the safety of the disaster victims, and are 
eager to promptly provide appropriate and effective support.  We hope that those in the stricken 
areas will be able to remain patient for a little longer and stay hopeful until support is provided.     
 
 
2. The importance of information and electricity at the time of disasters 

 
When a disaster strikes, the first priority is to ensure one’s own safety (self-help), and then to help 
others (mutual aid).  The safety of disaster victims can be further enhanced by public help 
(government assistance).  After a disaster, it is necessary to obtain accurate information and take 
appropriate action to ensure that these types of help are provided. 
 
Means of conveying information can be classified into paper media (such as newspapers and 
information posted on bulletin boards in municipal/prefectural government offices), face-to-face 
exchange to pass on information from one person to another, and communication tools (such as 
telephone, radio, TV and the Internet).  The quickest way to disseminate information is to use 
communication tools.   
 
Types of disaster information can be roughly divided into 1) global information on, for example, 
damage, the causes of the disaster and potentially imminent related disasters, and 2) local 
information on, for example, the provision of meals at evacuation centers, the times at which they are 
provided, how to get food, and available transportation.  Those affected by disasters need local 
information. 
 
Despite this, the information actually available to disaster victims is mostly global, provided via 
newspapers, radio and TV; there is little local information.   
 
Although the best way to disseminate the latest information after a disaster is to use communication 
tools, they require electric power.  A blackout at the time of a disaster can cause critical damage, as 
electricity supports essential utilities such as lighting, fuel pumps, public transportation, TVs, heaters, 
and cookers.  In contrast, Internet access via laptops, PCs used to charge mobile phones, and 
long-life batteries for mobile phones can be more powerful as supportive tools than expected during 
a disaster.   
 
 



3. The importance and roles of groups in disasters 
 

The author was with members of the Siberia Project when the earthquake struck.  Based on 
subjective analysis of the team, the roles of the project members can be divided into 1) the standby 
type (to integrate information as a base station) and 2) the active type (to acquire individual detailed 
information).  Members playing active roles had many tasks, including securing food, obtaining 
information on the disaster and means of transportation, and charging mobile phones.  These roles 
were assigned to several member groups, each of which made a list of the names of its members to 
keep track of them, and the roles were shared among them spontaneously.  This smooth role-sharing 
within groups resulted in the maintenance of mutual aid relationships as well as the acquisition of 
accurate information and the implementation of appropriate action after the disaster.  It is believed 
that forming groups at the time of a disaster helps to establish relationships of mutual aid and 
increases the likelihood of overcoming the problems that arise.  
 
 
4. Problems faced by disaster victims from the author’s personal experience 
 
On the basis of discussions with the author’s team members and other victims, the problems people 
affected now face are outlined below. 
 
(1) Power supply 

Some traffic lights are powered by generators.  At intersections where traffic lights are out, 
there is little danger because road users drive carefully.  Under such circumstances, everyone 
pays special attention to avoiding traffic accidents.  Minimum power supply directly related to 
the lives of disaster victims is required. 

 
(2) Operation of infrastructure in devastated areas by disaster victims 

Public institutions provide essential lifelines.  Staff at such institutions are also affected by the 
disaster. 

 
(3) Handling of money at the time of a disaster 

Not carrying money means not being able to ensure safety.  Quality of life is therefore 
threatened, as money is needed to buy food and use transportation.  Financial transactions are 
made even in such life-threatening circumstances. 

 
(4) Cooperation among disaster victims 

Those who belong to groups are in an advantageous position in terms of information acquisition.  
Workers living away from home and members of small families, on the other hand, are isolated 



in terms of receiving information. 
 
(5) Non-Japanese victims 

In evacuation centers, there is a system to check on and support non-Japanese speakers affected 
by the disaster.  However, no information is provided to non-Japanese people who do not stay in 
evacuation centers. 

 
(6) Communication problems faced by disaster victims  

Even when detailed disaster information is aired on TV, those who really need it are unable to 
access it due to power failure, whereas people who are not affected have access to it.  Those 
outside the disaster area seeing detailed TV information on completely devastated areas worry 
about relatives and friends there and try to call them to check that they are safe, thereby causing 
heavy traffic on telephone lines.  If several non-affected parties call each person in the disaster 
area, the victims’ mobile phone power is consumed when phone lines are temporarily connected 
due to the many incoming calls and text messages. 

 
Those in disaster areas keep their mobile phones on when power is available; otherwise, they turn 
them off to conserve battery life and turn them on to make calls in an effort to ration power.  It 
seems that phone calls can be made easily at certain hours but not at others.  Trying to make a 
call when connection is difficult wastes valuable power.  Public phones, on the other hand, are 
of great help to disaster victims because they are free of charge and calls are easily connected.   

 
Those affected want to inform people that they are safe, and at the same time need information to 
ensure their safety.   

 
(7) Selection of disaster information  

The media tend to broadcast images of the worst-affected areas repeatedly as global information.  
However, the information that victims need is local knowledge directly related to their lives as 
well as useful and specific information relating to their present situation. 

 
(8) Internet disruption 

Although the Internet has lots of useful disaster information, most victims do not have Internet 
terminals and are unable to access such data.  Internet access would be of great help to victims 
in different situations. 

 
(9) Sharing of information for disaster victims 

There is a gap in the level of information acquisition among disaster victims, which reflects their 
actions and directly affects their personal safety.  Information on affected areas, hospitals, 



transportation and other matters is posted at municipal and prefectural government offices, but 
not at evacuation centers or on streets.  Local residents walk around to obtain information.  
They require the integration of reliable disaster information. 

 
(10) Present situation of information dissemination among disaster victims 

Little information is available to Sendai residents who have no relatives outside the city.  There 
are even situations in which people living outside the city have more information on Sendai.   
People gather on the streets for food and access to telephones because they have no information.  
Food can be purchased and telephones can be used easily on side streets. It is not possible to get 
information at evacuation centers.  

 
(11) Local information required by disaster victims 

Information on times when meals are provided in affected areas 
Information on times when mobile phones can be used 
Information on spots where mobile phones can be charged 
Information on the locations of free public phones   
Detailed local maps and information on the conditions of disaster-stricken areas and safe places 
Information on available transportation services that reflect the damage caused by the disaster 
There is a need to transmit accurate information on goods required by disaster victims to those 
providing support. 
Integrated information also needs to be posted on bulletin boards in affected areas and on streets 
there. 
Support via radio is very helpful.  Victims want to know what kind of information is aired and 
when it is broadcast. 
The difficulty of making phone calls varies by the region to which a call is made.  Victims seek 
this information. 
Chairs from elementary schools were initially made into firewood so that water could be boiled 
to prepare meals.  Victims seek information on locations where firewood is available. 
Axes to chop wood are needed. 
Baby formula and food are needed. 
Blankets are needed because victims spend nights wrapped in blue plastic sheets. 

 
5. Personal experience of the disaster in chronological order 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Friday, March 11 
At around 14:30, I was in a large hall located on the sixth floor of the Multimedia Education and 
Research Complex when the building began to sway gently from side to side, and the swaying 



became violent, moving tables.  I ducked under a table and held its legs so that it would not move.  
After the first earthquake, a second one followed.  When the quake ended, we made our way out via 
the emergency stairs while being careful of falling objects.  When we were on the stairs, an 
aftershock hit, so we waited in a crouching position until it was over.  Then, we gathered in the 
parking lot.  The fifth floor of the Center for Northeast Asian Studies had collapsed.   
*Information gathering using a laptop was advantageous, and mobile-phone TV could be viewed.  
We headed to the evacuation center.  (It began to snow when the tsunami hit.) 
We arrived at the evacuation center (Sendai City Tachimachi Elementary School – the alma mater of 
Japanese poet Doi Bansui)   
There was a crowd of people in the gymnasium.  Straw mats, tubular-steel chairs (for sports day 
use) and TVs had been taken out of the storage room there. However, it was not possible to watch 
TV because there was no electricity.  Radio was OK.  No information was available at the 
evacuation center.   
*People became anxious because no information was available. 
  
 
Although there was no electric power, a convenience store remained open thanks to the kindness of 
the staff, who also suffered from the disaster.  Disaster victims formed lines and waited in checkout 
queues for one to two hours in the dark store even late at night after sunset.  No one complained.  
Everyone had a spirit of sharing.  We purchased beverages, chocolate, chopsticks, cups, fermented 
soybeans, canned food, cigarette lighters and other things. 
It was tough without lighting, so we used mobile phones and cigarette lighters instead.  No meals 
were provided on that day.  We used large blue plastic sheets as bedding and went to sleep.  It was 
cold, as we did not have any blankets.  Whenever someone moved, the plastic sheeting rustled 
loudly.  We could not sleep well because there were aftershocks, both large and small, about every 
30 minutes.   
During the blackout, we were unable to charge our mobile phones.  Public phones that could be 
used free of charge were helpful. 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Saturday, March 12 
At 5:30 a.m., we started walking to the JR station in search of information. However, we found that 
the JR and subway lines and convenience stores were closed. A few taxis and bus services within the 
city were running, but there were no intercity bus services. Without electricity, it was impossible to 
fill cars with gasoline. 
We talked to a policeman, but he had no new information.  Police in affected areas were also 
disaster victims. 
We found an open convenience store and purchased some food.   



Bus and taxi services were restored quickly. 
A mobile phone company offered a phone charging service, which helped victims a lot. Employees 
of mobile phone companies also suffered from the disaster.   
In terms of damage to hotels caused by the disaster, TVs fell down in guest rooms.  Flashlights are 
always kept for use by each guest.  As it was dangerous to stay in the rooms, guests moved to the 
lobby.  It was considered that hotels were safe, but in fact this was not the case. They said that 
because hotel card keys were based on an electrical system, it would be dangerous to use them 
during blackouts. (No further information was available on this.) 
Some hotels opened their lobbies to the public, and sprinkler systems were activated in some.  Hotel 
employees were also disaster victims. 
 
I managed to reserve a plane ticket on the Internet using a laptop that one of our members had.  The 
Fukushima nuclear power plant exploded.  We hastily moved to another location, as they said 
southerly winds were expected.  This information was provided by one of our members’ relatives 
(living in an unaffected area), who had read it on the Internet and called the member to convey it.   
The relative also read on the Internet that there was a bus service to Yamagata, and booked an inn 
there for us.   
However, there were two conflicting pieces of information on where the bus bound for Yamagata 
would depart from: in front of the prefectural government office or in front of the station. 
On the Internet, it said departure would be in front of the station, whereas the bulletin boards in the 
prefectural government office said it would be in front of that office.  In the end, people crowded in 
front of the station in line with the information on the Internet.  This confusion was caused by 
different information sources. 
We arrived in Yamagata at around midnight.  Although there was no electricity until 7:30 p.m. in 
Yamagata either, the inn kindly had a nice hot bath ready for us.)   
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Sunday, March 13 
It appeared that more stores were open in Sendai, which was damaged more than Yamagata, but this 
was not confirmed.  
At the inn in Yamagata, we had access to the Internet because the electricity came back on. After that, 
there was no need to worry about a lack of information. Information was gathered via the Internet, 
and members divided into smaller groups according to their destinations. 
 
Yamagata → Sakata: by bus and taxi 
Sakata → Niigata: by JR train 
Niigata → Chitose: by airplane 
Chitose → Returned home safely   



 
 
6. Conclusion  

 
Fortunately, the author was able to return home soon after the devastating disaster.  Currently, a 
number of victims in the affected areas are still waiting for assistance. 
 
People in Japan and around the world are concerned about the safety of the disaster victims, and are 
eager to promptly provide appropriate and effective support.  We hope that those in the stricken 
areas will be able to remain patient for a little longer and stay hopeful until support is provided. 
The author hopes that this paper will be useful in supporting the victims of the disaster. 
  
1) Siberia Project: http://www.chikyu.ac.jp/siberia/ 
 
 



 

 
Photo of damage immediately after the earthquake:  

what looked like air vent covers detached from the ceiling  

 
A collapsed wall in the meeting room 



 
The meeting room immediately after the earthquake 

 
 

 
The collapsed fifth floor, below which some meetings were held  

 



 
Heavy snowfall suddenly began on the way to the evacuation center, coinciding with the arrival of 

the tsunami.   
It has not been established whether there was a connection between the tsunami and the snow.   

 
 

 
Traffic congestion  



 

An elementary school used as an evacuation center 
 
 

 
A gymnasium used as an evacuation center.  Other school buildings were also opened for victims. 



 
A long line of people waiting for food (seaweed rice) 

 
 

 
Extensive mobilization of fire trucks 



 

Walls collapsed onto the sidewalk 
 
 

 
Damage to this building was not serious, but books fell to the ground. 

According to people at the university library, a number of books fell from the shelves. 



 
Free public phones were a great support to victims. 

 
 

 
Sidewalk subsidence 



 
The Self-Defense Forces were dispatched for disaster-relief operations.  

 
 

 
A free mobile phone charging service was provided by a mobile phone company (15 min. charge per 

person). 
Information on this service was obtained when walking around the area; it was not available at 

evacuation centers or municipal/prefectural government offices.   
  



 

A collapsed pillar 
 

 
In an evacuation center on the second floor of a school building, victims spent cold nights wrapped 

in blue plastic sheets.   


