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Prepared by

Ann Kobayashi
Vice President of SCI Japan

                              Work Sites:                      Iwaki City District, Fukushima Prefecture.

                            Camp Site:                        Auto-camp, Ibaraki Prefecture.

                             Camp Leader:                   Hanae Tsujimoto.

                            No. of Volunteers:             13, 6 full period, 7 part of week.

                            Gender/ Age range:             4 women, 9 men.  21-71 years of age.

                            Nationalities:                     11 Japanese (1 living in UK.),  2 English.

 For part of our stay in Japan we`d planned to join the SCI Japan Leadership Training camp at Kosugi farm which we had enjoyed last year.  Following the mega earthquake, tsunami and  consequent explosions at the Fukushima No.1 Nuclear Power Plant on March 11th, the Training Camp was cancelled so as to concentrate on how SCI could contribute to the relief effort.  Some SCI members travelled to parts of the affected Tohoku region in March/April to make contact with relief organisations already there and assist with clearing wrecked houses.  The stories they brought back of widespread devastation and forced relocation indicated a clear need for volunteers to supplement the efforts of the emergency services, self-defence force personnel and local government workers.  Was this the sort of work SCI should be doing?  Apart from doing relief work, another aim of the workcamp was to identify a future role for SCI involvement.

Official advice to volunteers was to be as self-sufficient as possible so on 30th April we headed north from Tokyo with tents, industrial work clothes, water and basic food supplies.  Without the large RV generously loaned by the "Free Kids" project, it would have been very difficult to hold the camp.  It was the start of Golden Week, a traditional Spring holiday in Japan.  The azalea was in full bloom along the expressway verges.  As we neared Fukushima prefecture the excellent road became bumpy, more and more houses were covered in blue tarpaulin where the earthquake had dislodged roof tiles but otherwise all seemed normal.  We moved to an ordinary road and suddenly we were in a coastal town where there were no more damaged roofs because there were no more houses.  A scene of desolation.  Piles of debris, household goods, merchandise, clothes, toys, files, photos, an almost intact upright piano, boats, vehicles, machines all heaped together on either side of the roads and lanes cleared as part of the initial rescue work to access people trapped, dead or injured by the colossal force of the tsunami.  On that first day we visited several Volunteer Centres to see how they were operating, before heading for our mountain camp site. 

The first night temperatures fell to near zero, to add to our misery the 2 flimsy tents were shaken by 3 after-shocks.   It was almost a relief to leave at 7am for the hour drive to Nakoso Volunteer Centre which opened at 8am.  A team of 50 volunteers organised this Centre situated on a piece of industrial waste ground where eventually more temporary housing is to be built.  By the time registration opened at 8.30am a long queue was waiting, mainly young people from across Japan.  After registration which included blood group details and having our names taped to our sleeves; we formed in rows of 5 to be admitted in groups of 20/30, to the briefing hut where each day jobs were explained and allocated.  A volunteer work leader was  then agreed in each group, responsible for head counting and making sure  everyone understood the work and the risks.  After checking everyone had a hard helmet, industrial goggles, face masks, coveralls, heavy gloves and heavy duty boots we were taken by bus to the work-sites.  Some of the Centre volunteers formed a cheer line to shout encouragement as each group left, as we returned they were there again to welcome us back.  After each morning and afternoon work session  we had to scrub and disinfect our boots and  hands then gargle with heavy duty stuff before being allowed into the main Centre area.  The group work leader gave a feed back to the Centre staff so they could plan jobs for the next day.  All the jobs were based on applications sent by residents to their local government office which acted as a Clearing House processing and distributing them to the Volunteer Centres.  The Nakoso Centre alone had about 300 volunteers daily who were all on a work site within an hour of registering.  On 3rd April we arrived at 8.20am to find an apologetic note pinned to the large teddy bear at the entrance "Sorry, we cannot  accept any more volunteers today".  We went instead to the Centre run by local government staff, where we spent 3 hours queuing and form filling before finally being allocated a job.  The atmosphere was so different with none of the quirky cartoon notices, enthusiastic send-offs and welcome backs which made Nakoso such a lighthearted, dynamic place. 

At both Centres volunteers arriving as a group, were able to stay together as part of a larger work team.  The work differed daily.  We cleared rice and vegetable fields feet deep in debris left as the tsunami overwhelmed them and then swept back out to sea again.  The work of separating the contents into burnable and non-burnable stacks ready for collection by garbage trucks was heavy; we had been asked to save anything which might have value especially photos, personal documents, shrine ornaments, children`s academic records.  A pitifully small collection of such items emerged. Plastic and polystyrene items survived well, drink bottles, utensils, bags and containers of all descriptions but of no value.  Only the periphery of large standings of bamboo were broken whereas large trees had been uprooted and carried huge distances. I found a wonderful length of red silk which still glowed as I hauled it from the mud and sand but was water damaged and stinking.  Everywhere there was a gagging stench of rotting food, dead fish, decomposing materials, collapsed communities and shattered lives.  Another day we cleared part of the beach, it took 10 of the men to dig out a small fishing boat buried deep in the sand.  It was a fine day, the sun glinting on the waves, hard to believe this sea could have wreaked such havoc.  We had a chance to speak to local farmers and a householder whose storage house we cleared.  All were deeply exhausted but appreciative of whatever amount of work we`d been able to do.  There were some Volunteer Centres which would only accept Fukushima volunteers partly because of the sensitive aspect of going into peoples` homes to search and then demolish them.  There was also the worry of having to manage large numbers of strangers in a rural society still very much made up of  long-established communities. 

On our last day we had a meeting with the local government branch office manager in a small community.  On 11th March all power shut down automatically after the earthquake but the tsunami started fires which they could only watch destroying part of the town.  Of 1600 residents 500 were made homeless, 90 died, 11 still missing; the manager`s own house was destroyed, 7 of his immediate neighbours died. Within 24 hours the whole area was evacuated because of the explosions at the Dai-Ichi Nuclear Power Plant, the adults had returned in April but they had decided not to reopen the 3 schools because of the radiation levels.   This man spoke movingly of the struggle to restore some normality to the shattered community. 

During the week we held 3 workcamp meetings by torchlight, crowded into the largest tent.  Introducing SCI to the new members, sharing our experiences in SCI and ideas about how SCI Japan should plan further work, and a camp evaluation.  One volunteer was from Iwaki city, it was very useful to hear her experiences.  Although only a small group, our pool of experience was extensive.  Peter had worked in disaster/humanitarian relief projects in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Haiti, Palestine and Lesotho. Kosugi and Sasaki had already done relief work in other parts of Tohoku since 11th March.   The rest of us had been involved in SCI long and short-term projects in India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Thailand, Laos, Japan, France, Belgium, Germany, Italy and UK.  None of us however, had worked before in a devastated area further affected by a damaged nuclear power plant.  There was considerable debate about SCI Japan getting involved organisationally with the current campaign against nuclear power.  Some members thought that SCI has primarily never been a campaigning organisation but rather one doing practical service with marginalised groups and those trying to establish a peaceful but radical alternative, environmentally sustainable way of living.   There was some questioning of how in this workcamp, we had been dependent on the local government`s decisions about who was to be helped.   Personally I think that we had little choice.  In a situation where people have been left bereft of so much that was familiar, for an outside group to attempt to bypass the local government`s set-up by negotiating direct with residents to carry out relief work, would only create more confusion and feelings of powerlessness.  We need to establish a record of being constructive and sensitive in a particular locality, then it is more likely that any suggestions for a future SCI Japan project would be treated seriously.  

Evaluating the week everyone agreed that the work had had obvious value; that having volunteers only able to attend part of the week, had not been a problem because of the nature of the work.  The newer members said that having 5 volunteers who had known each other for over 35 years in SCI, had been a positive and we all agreed that Hanae had been brilliant.  Thanks to Toyoda for doing all the driving, Sasaya for keeping track of the camp funds, Kobayashi for interpreting and everyone for working hard during the day and still sharing the cooking and general camp jobs with good humour despite the cold, rain and traumatic circumstances.

Since returning to Tokyo we have heard that 80,000 volunteers ( almost all Japanese), helped across the disaster region during Golden Week.  There is still a huge amount to be done and despite being small in numbers, SCI Japan can make a contribution to how the country recovers from this unprecedented catastrophe.   

The end of report

