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 Disaster Prevention and Reconstruction from a Gender Equal Society Perspective 
 
One year and three months have passed since the Great East Japan Earthquake and subsequent tsunami 
hit the north-east coast of Japan. Since then, the affected areas have been working to stabilize living 
circumstances as quickly as possible and to bring about a return to normal local life; various measures 
have been put in place in order to achieve this goal. While the response to this disaster continues, it is 
emergently required to improve and strengthen disaster prevention and mitigation measures in 
anticipation of a similarly large-scale event in the future.  
 
Here, we examine the Great East Japan Earthquake as it happened and government’s response to the 
event from the perspective of a gender equal society. We also clarify any lessons that are of particular 
note in the context of implementing current or formulating future disaster prevention and recovery & 
reconstruction measures.  
 

Section 1: Occurrence of the Great East Japan Earthquake 
 
1. Disaster  
 
Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures were the worst affected, with 8,363 female and 7,360 male 
casualties recorded in total (the gender of 63 further casualties is not identified). Female casualties 
outnumber male by around 1,000. The majority of these additional 1,000 female casualties were aged 70 
years or older; the gap in the number of deaths for elderly men and women is considerable (see Figure 1).  
 
A comparison of the respective number of casualties in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures, 
segmented by gender and age group, with population data obtained from the 2010 National Census, 
shows that the proportion of women and men aged 60 years or more is 35.0% and 28.9% respectively, 
while the ratio of casualties aged 60 or over is 67.6% for women and 63.7% for men. These figures 
reveal that the ratio of casualties disproportionally higher for the elderly (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 1: Casualties by Gender and Age Group in the Great East Japan Earthquake (Iwate, 
Miyagi, Fukushima Prefectures) 

 

 
Figure 2: Comparison of Male and Female Casualties in the Great East Japan Earthquake 

and Regional Population by Age Composition (Iwate, Miyagi, Fukushima 
Prefectures) 
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2. Rescue and Relief Operations 
 
Rescue and relief operations subsequent to the Great East Japan Earthquake were conducted through 
extensive cooperation among police, fire services, Japan Coast Guard and the Self-Defense Forces. 
  
No data by gender of the personnel dispatched to the affected areas from the National Police Agency, 
Fire and Disaster Management Agency, Japan Coast Guard and the Ministry of Defense is available. 
 
3. Tsunami Evacuation Operations  
 
The Cabinet Office, Fire and Disaster Management Agency, and Japan Meteorological Agency jointly 
conducted ‘Survey on Tsunami Evacuation’ from early to late July 2011. The survey targeted people 
affected by the earthquake and tsunami who were resident in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures 
and were evacuated from coastal areas to other locations in their respective prefectures.  
 
The survey indicates that, when the disaster occurred, women obtained information from talk with people 
around them like family members and neighbors, and evacuated with other people, suggesting that 
women have a stronger connection with their local community than men (see Figure 3).  
 
Figure 3: Accompanying Persons during the Evacuation process (by gender) 
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Section 2: Situation and Circumstances of Affected People 
 
1. Evacuation Sites 
 
In Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures, 96-97% of leaders of community organizations were men 
who were charged with the design and operation of evacuation sites. It has been pointed out that there 
was not sufficient awareness of the need to consider the requirements of women (see Figure 4). 
 
The Cabinet Office conducted ‘Survey on the Disaster Response from a Gender Equality Perspective’, 
between November 2011 and March 2012. Respondents were local governments and private 
organizations in affected areas as well as those that had provided support to affected areas. The survey 
reported due to the lack of female involvement in taking responsibility for the operation of evacuation 
sites: (a) there was a tendency not to place any importance on the requests and opinions of women; (b) 
there was a tendency among women to hesitate to request those items required by/for women when they 
were in short supply. Furthermore, stereotypical perceptions of traditional gender role perpetuated the 
idea that men should clear rubble while women should prepare meals for the evacuation site. In many 
cases, daily allowance was provided for clearing rubble while no such compensation was provided for 
working on food preparation.  
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Figure 4: Problems Encountered during Residence at Evacuation Sites Immediately after 
the Disaster (by gender, multiple answers possible) 

  
 
2. Emergency Temporary Housing 
 
Temporary housings were not “barrier free” with gravel paths, and steps up to entrances and bathing 
areas. This lack of accessibility caused everyday problems for the elderly and persons with physical 
disabilities. In addition, the above-cited survey by the Cabinet Office reported that: (a) most of the 
persons responsible for temporary housing were men, with few examples of women independently 
involved in running communities; (b) there were insufficient spaces safe for babies and young children; 
(c) less participation of men for group meetings held at meeting places revealed concern for isolation.  
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3. Trends in Internal Migration 
 
According to the figures for in-migration and out-migration (the number of inter-prefectural migrants) in 
Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures in 2011, no age groups showed any particular increase in 
out-migration in Iwate prefecture, while the number of out-migration aged 20-24 years and 25-29 years 
was considerably higher than the previous year in Miyagi prefecture.  
 
In Fukushima prefecture, out-migration was recorded for all age groups, with a particular increase from 
the previous year for the 0-14 year age group. Out-migration for the 0-14 year age group consisted 4,577 
women and 4,463 men and there was little difference by gender. However, those figures for the 25-44 
year age group which could include the parents of the former group were 6,628 for women and 4,514 for 
men, and those represented considerable gap between the gender (see Figure 5). 
 
Figure 5: Trends in In-migration and Out-migration (inter-prefectural migrants) in Iwate, 

Miyagi and Fukushima Prefectures 
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4. Employment 
 
The number of female active applications in February 2012 in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures 
had increased by 10.8%, but that of male had fallen by 2.4%, compared to the same month in the 
previous year (see Table 6).  
 
The number of persons receiving unemployment benefits in February 2012 was 34,256 for women and 
24,060 for men. The figure had increased by around 1.7 times for male and around 2.3 times for female 
the number in the same month in previous year. This higher rate of increase for women indicates that 
women in these prefectures are experiencing more severe employment situation (see Table 7).  
 
Data from branches of Hello Work (the national public employment security office) located along the 
coast of the affected areas shows that the active job openings -to- applicants ratio is low in the food 
production sector— with a comparatively high number of female applications. In contrast, the number of 
active job openings exceeds that of active applications in the construction and civil engineering sectors 
with small number of female applications. It indicates job mismatch between the sort of work that female 
applications are looking for and the actual jobs available (see Figure 8).  
 
Table 6: Employment Trends in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima Prefectures (by gender) 
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Table 7: Actual Number of Unemployment Benefit Recipients in Iwate, Miyagi and 
Fukushima Prefectures (by gender) 
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Figure 8: Active Applications and Active Job Openings at Regional Branches of Hello Work 
(January 2012) 
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5. Mental Health  
 
A research team from the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare was established to conduct the ‘Survey 
on the Health and Welfare of Affected People by the Great East Japan Earthquake’. The survey targeted 
residents of Rikuzen-takata city in Iwate prefecture and Ishinomaki city in Miyagi prefecture as 
participants.  
 
The survey collated data from male and female respondents separately. Before and after the Great East 
Japan Earthquake, most adult respondents showed little change in alcohol consumption. For both cities, 
the proportion of people reporting increased alcohol consumption subsequent to the disaster was around 
3% for women, and between 7-12% for men (see Figure 9).  
 
The survey also looked at insomnia levels. The proportion of respondents indicating suspected insomnia 
in Rikuzen-takata city was 44.4% for women and 27.7% for men, and in Ishinomaki city was 50.2% for 
women and 32.4% for men (see Figure 10).  
 
The distribution for indices to measure mental health indicated that the proportion of respondents 
scoring 13 points or more on the scale, placing them in the ‘severe’ category and indicating the need for 
individual support, was 7.0% for women and 3.3% for men in Rikuzen-takata city, and 8.4% for women 
and 6.0% for men in Ishinomaki city (see Figure 11).  
 
Overall, both these data shows how the impact of the disaster on health was greater for women than men 
in terms of insomnia and mental health.  
 
Figure 9: Proportion of Persons Reporting Increased Alcohol Consumption  

(Rikuzen-takata and Ishinomaki cities, by gender) 
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Figure 10: Insomnia (Rikuzen-takata and Ishinomaki cities, by gender) 

 
 

Figure 11: Mental Health (Rikuzen-takata and Ishinomaki cities, by gender) 
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6. Crime and Violence 
 
The number of confirmed incidents of crime for FY 2011 in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures 
fell by around 14-20% from the corresponding figures to the previous fiscal year, a greater decrease than 
the national average (see Table 12).  
 
With regard to sexual crime, the number of confirmed incidents of rape and indecent assault also fell in 
comparison with figures from the previous fiscal year (see Table 13).  
 
The Cabinet Office worked with local governments affected by the disaster and non-profit organizations 
to offer an advisory and counseling service for women living in the affected areas by telephone or 
interview, giving them the opportunity to speak out anxieties, problems and violence against women. The 
service was run in cooperation with consultants throughout Japan, and was conducted from 10 May 2011 
onwards in Iwate prefecture, 1 September 2011 onwards in Miyagi prefecture, and 11 February 2012 
onwards in Fukushima prefecture. A variety of problems were consulted, including: cases of increased 
violence as partners became more dependent on alcohol; cases of partners taking out their anger at the 
destruction of former homes and an inability to settle in a new environment; cases of women moving 
back in with separated partners as a result of the loss of home and work, but being unable to bear the 
violence; cases of former partners approaching women with offers of help after the disaster, but after 
getting back together the women suffering violence at the hands of these partners.  
 
Table 12: Confirmed Incidents of Crime in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima Prefectures 

 
 
Table 13: Confirmed Incidents of Sexual Offence in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima 

Prefectures 
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Section 3: Recover and Reconstruction Measures 
 
1. Basic Framework for Recovery and Reconstruction 
 
The Basic Act on Reconstruction in response to the Great East Japan Earthquake was passed in June 
2011. The fundamental principle of the law includes the statement that: “the wishes of those persons 
living in regions affected by the Earthquake should be reflected in the process of reconstruction, together 
with the views of a diverse range of Japanese nationals, including women, children and disabled persons.   
 
Basic Guidelines for Reconstruction in response to the Great East Japan Earthquake, formulated in July 
2011, states that its basic approach is to “promote the participating of women in all platforms and 
organizations of reconstruction, from the perspective of a gender equal society”. It explicitly states the 
required inclusion of gender equality and the perspective of women in reconstruction measures and 
policies.  
 
The Reconstruction Design Council in response to the Great East Japan Earthquake, made up of relevant 
experts, includes one female committee member of a total of 15 members. The Study Group of the 
Council has 19 members, 2 of which are women. The Reconstruction Promotion Committee, however, 
newly established in February 2012 in response to the establishment of the Reconstruction Agency, has 
15 members, 4 of which are women. 
 
2. Recovery and Reconstruction Efforts by Local Governments 
 
Of all the municipalities located in coastal areas affected by the disaster, 43 received direct technical 
support from nationally appointed staff in the formulation of disaster recovery and reconstruction plans. 
A survey of these municipalities showed that, as of April 2012, 38 of the municipalities had established 
committees to work on recovery and reconstruction plans. Committee members included experts not 
resident in the relevant municipality. The total number of members of such committees is 751; of these, 
84 are women (11.2%). There are a total of nine municipal committees with no female members at all 
(see Table 14).  
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Table 14: Proportion of Women on Reconstruction Planning Committees 
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3. Employment and Entrepreneurship Support for Women in Affected Areas 
 
Many of the areas affected by the disaster has been experiencing population aging and population decline 
since before the Great East Japan Earthquake. As efforts are made to revitalize life in local communities, 
it is vital that a new model for a society experiencing population aging and a declining birth rate is 
developed; one in which communities are maintained through new forms of mutual support, and in which 
women are encouraged to use their skills and capabilities to the fullest in order to participate in economy 
and society.  
 
New businesses are springing up in the affected areas, many of which have been sparked by volunteer 
activities in evacuation sites, for example women who provided meals for evacuees have subsequently 
set up businesses preparing and selling lunch boxes, and community-based cafes.  
 
All relevant ministries have schemes in place designed to provide assistance and support to women 
seeking employment or entrepreneurial opportunities in affected areas.  
 
 
Section 4: Lessons from the Great East Japan Earthquake 
 
1. Development of the Central Disaster Management Council 
 
In December 2011, the Central Disaster Management Council amended the Basic Disaster Management 
Plan in order to include more specific details on: the promotion of the participation of women in the 
operation of evacuation sites and the improvement of efforts to consider the needs of women and 
families with children in the operation of evacuation sites; the promotion of the participation of women 
in the operation and management of temporary housing and the provision of greater opportunities for all 
persons living in such accommodation, particularly women, to have their opinions heard and acted upon.   
 
The Central Disaster Management Council comprises 27 members, of which 2 are women. The Working 
Group subordinate to the Council has 20 members, of which 5 are women.  
 
In response to the lessons learned from the actual occurrence of the disaster and subsequent disaster 
response activities, many local governments are in the process of amended local disaster management 
plans. In FY 2011, 27 prefectures amended their regional disaster management plans.  
 
Local governments are required, in accordance with the Basic Act on Disaster Control Measures, to 
establish Regional Disaster Management Councils. The proportion of women on these councils as 
members was, as of April 2012, on average 4.5% for prefectures (3.5% in 2011). The number of 
prefectural councils with no female members decreased from 12 in 2011 to 6 in 2012 (see Table 15).  
 
In order to further encourage such measures, in May 2012 the Cabinet Office and Fire and Disaster 
Management Agency notified all prefectures that measures to promotion gender equality would be 
included in a review of disaster management measures.  
 
Furthermore, a bill entitled ‘Bill to Partially Amend the Basic Act on Disaster Control Measures’ was 
submitted to the 180th Session of the Diet. The bill proposes that, in order to better reflect the views of 
diverse actors in regional disaster management planning, prefectural governors should be able to appoint 
as members of the Regional Disaster Management Councils persons who have set up independent 
disaster management organizations and persons with relevant academic expertise.  
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Table 15: Proportion of Women on Regional Disaster Management Councils  
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2. Collaborative Support from Diverse Organizations 
 
The response to the Great East Japan Earthquake was characterized by the provision of support through a 
wide framework of collaboration, including national and local governments, Gender Equality Centers, 
universities, NPOs, NGOs, neighborhood communities, and private business.  
 
Gender Equality Centers play a vital role in the promotion of gender equality in local communities. On a 
day-to-day basis these centers provide information, undertake communication and awareness activities, 
and offer advice and counseling services, and have in place collaborative frameworks that include 
diverse organizations also engaged in local and community-focused work. This existing framework 
allowed the Gender Equality Centers to take on central and coordinating roles in terms of the various 
support activities provided by these organizations at the time of disaster occurrence. These centers used 
the network among Gender Equality Centers nationwide to provide support information for and 
assistance items to women in affected areas. In addition, these centers used their experience to provide 
support to evacuation sites and temporary housing in consideration of the needs of women and families 
with young children. The role of the centers was significant.  
 
However, the fact that support was provided to people affected by disaster by multiple organizations also 
highlighted a number of issues. The above-cited survey conducted by the Cabinet Office notes a number 
of difficulties in evacuation sites, many of which were experienced by the following groups of people: 
parents with illed children; persons with developmental disorders difficult to identify from outward 
appearances and persons with internal disorders; persons with allergies requiring special support; 
persons with gender identity disorders; persons experiencing violence from partners; non-Japanese 
persons with insufficient understanding of the Japanese language.  
 
3. Creation of a Gender Equal Society and Disaster Management and Recovery 
 
It is clear that overall women are more vulnerable to the effects of disaster than men. Now, as recovery 
and reconstruction progress, women in the affected areas are facing a challenging employment 
environment, and the issue of securing adequate employment opportunities for women is a serious 
concern. In terms of providing support to would-be female entrepreneurs, there is a general need for 
entrepreneurial support in the affected areas, including to women. Such support should focus on the 
provision of funding and know-how and skills-based assistance.  
 
Equally, the issue of isolation within temporary housing is of particular concern among men, who tend to 
have less interaction with their local communities on a day to day basis. It should be noted that more 
men than women report an increase in alcohol consumption subsequent to the disaster.  
 
There was a need for greater consideration of the differing needs of men and women with regard both to 
post-evacuation living circumstances and later processes of recovery and reconstruction.  
 
At the same time, however, large numbers of women were involved on the front-line of disaster response 
after the Great East Japan Earthquake, working in rescue, relief, support to affected people, 
reconstruction, recovery, and disaster management. It should still be noted that the proportion of women 
involved in decision making processes for disaster management and recovery measures was low, at the 
national and all other levels. Women are an important resource in terms of disaster management and 
recovery forces, and they are expected to take on an increasingly important role. The question of how to 
promote further participation by women is important as a future agenda as highlighted by the inclusion 
of measures for such in the Basic Disaster Management Plan and the Basic Guidelines for Reconstruction 
in response to the Great East Japan Earthquake.  
 
The lessons from the Great East Japan Earthquake made clear the importance of gender equality in 
disaster response; the importance of the day-to-day collaborative frameworks by multiple entities among 
national and local governments, Gender Equality Centers, universities, NPOs, NGOs, neighborhood 
associations, and private business; and the vital importance of the participation of women in the 
formulation of policy and principles for disaster management and recovery.   
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An inclusive society is one which does not exclude any person or group of people, and which shows due 
consideration for those persons unable or less able to speak up, and those persons who, when they do 
speak up, are seldom heard. The creation of such a society is inextricably linked to reducing the risk of 
social exclusion (e.g. isolation resulting from a lack of human relationships with people in local 
communities, inability to benefit from necessary services) faced by the vulnerable people who are most 
at risk from the impact of disasters. This viewpoint is not a perspective limited to the areas affected by 
disaster or the moments in which disaster occurs. It is a standpoint that relates to the very nature of 
society as a whole, and should be routinely considered as vital. The creation of a gender equal society, 
then, is very much linked to the realization of a society that can withstand the challenges of disaster.  

 
 
Articles 
 
Article 1: The Activity of Female Self-Defense Forces Dispatched to Affected Areas and the 
Importance of Nursery Support 
From the first day of the disaster, the Ministry of Defense and 
Self-Defense Forces worked to open temporary facilities for 
young children within Ground Self-Defense Forces bases. In total, 
1,138 children were temporarily taken in, which enabled a total of 
931 Self-Defense Forces were able to take part in disaster relief 
operations.  

 
 
 

 
Article 2: The “Bond Team”—Community Safety Officers Strengthening Community Links 
Police officers, mostly women, from the Metropolitan Police 
Department were dispatched to areas in Miyagi prefecture hit 
particularly hard by the earthquake as the “Bond Team”, a special 
community safety unit. The team worked to provide long-term 
support to these areas, and was present from immediately after the 
occurrence of the disaster through June 2011.  

 
 
 
 

Article 3: Business Innovation and Support in Relief Items 
The response of private business immediately after disaster occurrence was fast; many companies 
committed to large-scale support programs as part of their corporate social responsibility (CSR) policies.  
People affected by the disaster were in need of a range of relief items, ranging from shared requirements 
such as water and food, to more specific items required by men and women. The need, for example, to 
provide women with menstrual sanitary products was realized and met at a relatively early stage, but 
other items, such as underwear, hand cream, and cosmetics, were in demand among women but difficult 
to obtain immediately after disaster occurrence.  
One apparel manufacturer provided underwear in different sizes, as well as a one-size-fits-all type bra. 
The support of a cosmetics company made it possible to offer cosmetics at evacuation sites as well as 
massages using creams. Women were also provided with a cosmetics set, including face wash, skin tonic, 
moisturizer and hand cream.  
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Article 4: Support for the Elderly and for Child Raising: A Case Study Using an 
Employment Generation Scheme  
An employment generation funding scheme was used to provide support to persons housed in temporary 
housing, such as shopping and child-minding services.  
 

              
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Baby & toddler group at meeting center 
Miyagi University (Higashi-matsushima city) 

 

 
Article 5: Telephone Advisory and Counseling Service for Women in Fukushima Prefecture 
This service, Fukushima Women’s Telephone Advice and Counseling Service, received many calls from 
women who had been evacuated out of the prefecture or had been separated from their families and were 
suffering from anxiety as a result of this ‘double life’, as well as women who were having trouble with 
family relations. Examples of problems included such cases as: women who now found themselves 
responsible for raising their children alone in unfamiliar surroundings, having left their partners behinds 
on their own, and who were having trouble communicating with their partners as the mutual stress was 
leading them to argue; women who were having problems because of conflicts in opinion on the effects 
of radioactive substances between themselves and the older generation.  
The telephone service became a magnet for calls from women who had been evacuated outside of 
Fukushima prefecture, who wanted to speak to someone in Fukushima who would understand how they 
felt. 22.5% of all calls were made from outside Fukushima.  

 
 

Article 6: From Volunteering to Employment and Exchange 
Watari Ichigokko, an NPO based in Miyagi prefecture, used the 
experience gained providing meals in evacuation sites to expand its 
activities, hiring space (for free) in the local meeting center and then 
providing it to affected people as a space where they could select 
relief items and eat meals. Now, the NPO has opened a café in a 
prefab, and is progressing measures to talk to persons other than 
those living in temporary housing, and holding events in 
community centers.  

 

Support workers operating a shopping service 
Special activities: Sankaku Planning Iwate  

(NPO, Morioka city) 

Support workers visiting temporary housing residents 
Personal Support Center 

(Sendai city) 
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Article 7: Disaster Management from the Perspective of Gender Equality in Local 
Governments 
The Station Toyonaka Empowerment Partnership, in Toyonaka city, Osaka prefecture, made use of a 
scheme offered by the Cabinet Office, the Regional Gender Equality Collaborative Project Support 
Scheme, to draw up the ‘Toyonaka Women’s Disaster Prevention Guidebook’ in collaboration with local 
administration, private organizations and local citizens, and to propose the ‘Toyonaka Women’s Disaster 
Prevention Kit’.  
In Nishihara town, Okinawa prefecture, the first ever drill for tsunami-related evacuation was carried 
out, in collaboration with neighborhood associations and women’s groups.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Article 8: Issues Resurfacing with Disaster Occurrence  
Various issues were faced by persons resident in affected areas who were also experiencing spousal 
violence. For example, adding one’s name to a register at an evacuation site could lead to the violent 
partner discovering an address. For others, the fact that their divorce had not been finalized meant that 
they were not able to collect support funds paid out to the ostensible head of the family.  
Persons with gender identity issues faced difficulties in using toilets and showers at evacuation sites, 
which were divided for male and female use, with no further options.  

 
Article 9: Reaffirming Disaster and Gender at an International Conference 
On 9 March 2012, the 56th session of the Commission on the Status of Women passed with consensus a 
resolution entitled ‘Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women in Natural Disasters’. This 
resolution is designed to share the experiences and lessons of Japan with all countries of the world, to 
enhance the understanding of international society about natural disaster, and to promote measures that 
encourage disaster and disaster management measures to take the needs of women into account. This was 
the first resolution submitted to the Commission on the Status of Women by Japan.  
 

 
 

 


