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What are the roles of "outsiders" in restoration? 
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Two years have passed since the Great East Japan Earthquake.  While groups of dwellings begin to relocate from disaster areas to upland and other regions, some regions are being drained of population due to the scarcity of inhabitant participation.  The editor interviewed Mr. Akira Miyasada, Representative Director of "Town Communication," an NPO based in Nagata-ku, Kobe-shi, who has been active as a link among inhabitants in the Ogatsu district of Ishinomaki-shi, Miyagi Prefecture.  He has been taking advantage of his experiences in reconstructing the town after the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake in an attempt to restore the town which he is familiar with.
(Takayuki Naganuma) 
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- From the coastal region affected by the earthquake-induced tsunami, outflows of population into inland urban areas have never ceased.  
"We have been conducting a follow-up survey on how many people have managed to have new dwellings built at Mikuradori, Nagata-ku, Kobe-shi, where our NPO is based, since the earthquake.  We have been working hard to enable as many people as possible to return to their hometown.  Now that the land readjustment is over, the district has regained about 80 percent of its population but the number of people who have managed to return to their hometown is less than 30 percent.  Unless it fails to be reconstructed soon, most people will be unable to return.  In various regions of Tohoku, too, the locals have an increasingly intense sense of crisis that 'if this goes on, our hometowns will vanish.'" 
- In the Ogatsu district, the administration is planning a project for restoring the district by transferring groups of people to upland areas. 
"A survey of the intention of inhabitants conducted in December last year by the administration indicated that 36.4 percent of all the former inhabitants wanted to remain in their hometowns.  Of those, only 13.3 percent wanted to move to upland areas.  If only a few can return, who are the hometowns being reconstructed for?  Won't we end up making the same failure as that in Kobe?"
- Most of the temporary dwellings are out of the hometown.  Inhabitants have dispersed and flown out.  Are there enough opportunities for them to discuss what to do with the hometown?"
"Victims want to restore their lives as soon as possible.  But they have a lot of concerns over their future and have a dilemma in that they want to make their own decisions and be convinced in their decisions before they move on.  It would be best if the transfer to upland areas could be combined with other methods.  But, in meetings of the Town Building Council and other occasions, people tend to argue in the direction of accelerating the reconstruction project.  If you raise an opposition, the others will criticize you, arguing that the project will be delayed that much more.  In this way, opportunities have always been scarce for expressing your own views." 
"Those who urge others to 'hurry' in the project have nothing else to rely on, either.  People can't have opportunities to discuss drafts proposed by different parties having different views about reconstruction or have time to have their opinions reflected on the restoration plans, and those who want to have their houses reconstructed in their hometown without moving to upland areas will have nowhere to stand.  The transfer to upland areas is originally supposed to be as desired.  But the reality is that you have only two options: you get transferred or get out of town." 
- Building limitations on the coastal region affected by the tsunami have reportedly given spurs to the outflow of population. 
"Most of the inhabitants from areas designated as 'disaster-prone zones' in the center of the Ogatsu district have no wish to move to upland areas and sell their land and leave the town.  Even those who continue to do their business at temporary shop facilities reportedly earn most of their income from out-of-town volunteers.  If people don't come back, shops will end up leaving the community, seeking consumers.  As they live in temporary dwellings for a long time, increasing numbers of people opt for having their houses built in their towns of refuge.  If people don't come back to town, the reconstruction of schools, hospitals, and other life infrastructure will be affected as well.  The surrounding beaches will become deserted and can we maintain the place as a fishery village at all?  It's a matter of life or death." 
- How will people give support as "outsiders"? 
"Restoration begins when inhabitants learn how their community is and what to do with it.  We want to learn as much of what the inhabitants think as possible, gather information and materials for the inhabitants to talk with one another, and help them to establish opportunities for them to express their findings and views voluntarily, wishing to work by themselves for their community.  As this goes on, things won't stop going for the worse even after the project." 
"Now I stay at Ishinomaki-shi for about 20 days of each month.  I want to win the confidence of the locals by staying at a distance close enough to be accessible to them at all times.  I not only attend local meetings but also address frank and simple questions that they hesitate to ask their local experts.  By staying close to them, I can also take advantage of the network that I built after the Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake and, in so doing, link with outside experts and supporters who can act with inhabitant focus." 
- What are the challenges you have for the future?
"For the present restoration plan, the current building limitations don't leave enough land for dwellings.  If the town doesn't receive more inhabitants, the next generation after the project will be in a weak position in discussing the future vision of the community.  If this goes on, even more people may leave town." 
"Now that 18 years have passed since the Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake, what is the percentage of former inhabitants who have managed to return to their hometowns?  As a matter of fact, few people realize it in numbers.  The officers of the Town Building Council have been facing the severe reality that, although the land readjustment and other projects proceed, many of the former inhabitants can't manage to come back to town.  These experiences must also be conveyed to the people in the disaster areas of East Japan.  'Who is the restoration for?'  With this in mind, I aim to restore our town where inhabitants' opinions are reflected." 
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Akira Miyasada 
Born in Nishinomiya-shi in 1975.  Finished the graduate course in architectural engineering at the Graduate School of Osaka University.  In March 2000, he joined the activities of "Town Communication" helping the restoration of Mikuradori, Nagata-ku, Kobe-shi, and other communities.  He has been its Representative Director since April 2002.  He lives in Nishinomiya-shi. 
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"You can't call anything restoration unless it lets as many people as possible return to their hometown," says Akira Miyasada, at 5, Mikuradori, Nagata-ku, Kobe-shi (photographed by Yasuhiro Tanaka). 

10
Helping to reflect the inhabitants' opinions 
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One comment
"As this goes on, our town will vanish."  This complaint raised by a young man who had come over for consultation from a fishery village in Tohoku triggered Mr. Miyasada.  If any project ends up letting most of the former inhabitants leave town, is it worthy of being called restoration?  That heavy question is raised to us as well.

