Disaster expert seeks better tsunami defense

Better data, training, personal responsibility
key to survival, Indian-born Rajib Shaw says

Jane Singer
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town hall located several
kilometers inland was the
sg, designated disaster evacuation
Asite in Minamisanriku, Miyagi
Prefecture Immediately after the
magnitude 9 earthquake hit Tohoku on the
afternoon of March 11, a young town
employee broadcast an urgent evacuation
order to local residents. Her broadcasts
continued until the tsunami hit,
submerging the announcer, the evacuees
and the hall itself.

Given tragic examples like this, one
wonders: Could more have been done to
anticipate the tsunami and lessen its
impact? Or is it impossible, practically
speaking, to prepare for a natural disaster
of this magnitude?

These are the questions that concern
Rajib Shaw, 42, an associate professor at
the Graduate School of Global
Environmental Studies at Kyoto University,
wheo specializes in disaster and
environmental management,

Shaw leads a team of 20 professors and
graduate students who help communities
in 17 Asian and African countries as far
afield as Burkina Faso, Afghanistan,
Indonesia and Vietnarm prepare for natural
disasters and the consequences of climate
change through education and
community-based planning.

.- Shaw was born in Kolkata, India, and
studied applied geology at Allahabad
University before receiving an education
ministry scholarship in 1994 that allowed
him to continue his research at Yokohama
National University... - -

A quick study in all thmgs, Shaw had
acquired a Ph.D. in applied geology, a
master’s degree in science education and a
pretiy good grasp of Japanese by 1997.

On Jan. 17, 1995, Shaw was staying at the
laboratory in Yokchama for an all-night
experiment. “The television was on to help
us stay awake. Early that morning I saw
coverage of the Kobe earthquake that had
hit at 5:46 a.m. I remember the sight of fire
and smoke everywhere. My professor later
explained that casualties might climb to
several thousand.”

Many Japanese students in his lab
voluniteered their time to assist the
affected in Kobe. Shaw wanted to help as
well, but with his poor Japanese he .
thought he would only be a burden. “I then
decided that much as I enjoyed pure
research, I wanted to do something that
would involve people: After getting my
degreein 1997, 1 took a position with a .
Japanese consulting firm in the
development field.": ..o/ '

As it happened, his first assignment was
to helpthree communities — Zigong,
Ching; Bandung, Indonesia; and Tashkent,
Uzbekistan — with earthquake
preparedness. His team worked with

¥

At each site, technical experts created
an earthquake scenario showing which
buildings and infrastructure were at risk of
damage, while the other members came
up with an action plan to reduce the risks.
Shaw felt that he had found his calling.

The work allowed him to apply his training
in pure research to identify and solve
problems in the real world.

From 1998 to 2004, Shaw was with the
United Nations Center for Regional
Development and a government
earthquake research center in Kobe, where
he helped develop a master plan for
earthquake and tsunami mitigation in the
Asia-Pacific region. He also helped to
coordinate disaster management, risk
assessment and community participation
projects in 14 countries throughout Asia.

“Usually the U.N. works with national
governments, but in Kobe we saw that the
first responders to a natural disaster are
family, neighbors and local government, so
we need strong communication with local
stakeholders,” he said “We started several
community-based disaster projects with
local nongovernmental organizations and
local governments, and I convinced U.N.
officials to lend their support.”

In 1998 Shaw married Tomoko, a
Japanese architect who also worked on
disaster management projects throughout
the developing world, and in 2005 they had
a son, Aron. Shaw is now in Kyoto on
weekdays and, when not correcting
student papers and preparing meeting
agendas on trans-Pacific flights, returns to
the family home in Yokohama on
weekends.

“I've found many similarities between
Indian and Japanese cultures, including
respect for old people and a strong
attachment to family,” he said. “T've
become more attached to the country and
the culture, and 1 feel more Japanese in my
thinking; in fact, I tend to speak to myself
in Japanese.”

Shaw proved his attachment by
becoming a naturalized Japanese citizen
in 2007. “I had a natural feeling that 'm a
part of this society”

He professed that he hadn't experienced
any discrimination here from his fellow
citizens. “Maybe I'm just insensitive,” he
said laughing, “but I don't think deeply
about these things because there are many
other things to do, Many Japanese ask me
why I took Japanese nationality, while
others seem pleased. Indian friends are
accepting; they say, ‘There are more than
encugh Indians but not enough Japanese
today L

Since April 2004 Shaw has been at Kyoto
University, heiping to train young
professionals in the new discipline of
disaster risk management — formerly the
province of civil engineering but now
regarded as a melding of engineering and
social solutions.

One current project monitors the

Raijib Shaw inspects a tsunami-ravaged area of Rikuzentakata, lwate Prefecture, during his visit to Tohoku in early April. COURTESY
OF IEDM, KYOTO UNIVERSITY :

resettled inland to create a coastal buffer
zone. “Many residents were fishermen
dependent on coastal access, so social
issues arise when they move inland. We're
trying to understand how these social
lessons can be included in future
planning.”

Shaw's team is also involved in helping
36 Asian cities adapt to the heavy rainfall,
typhoons, and other impacts associated
with climate change.

“In these at-risk communities we

- understand the problems, we even know

the solutions, but still we don't take action,”
he said. “The challenge is how to prioritize
a low-probability but high-consequence
event like a flood or typhoon. After it
occurs, perceptions are higher and people
say, ‘We have never experienced this
before.” After a disaster there's an initial
recovery phase of three to five years, then
it's back to normal and the memory fades.

“Particularly when you're talking about
problems related to the global

environment, it's hard for people to relate.

We need to help individuals prepare, then
the community, the town and the region.
‘We must break disaster planning down to
the level of individual life and build a
‘culture of disaster preparedness.’

“This includes disaster education, either
formal or in the home; school and family
activities; and legislative measures, such as
traffic penalties or a tax exemption for
retrofitting your house. It also includes use
of hazard maps, learning about previous
disasters from the elderly, evacuation
drills, and working with community
organizations as well as the local

destruction in Tohoku “was beyond my
imagination,” he said. The enormous
contrast between the coastal damage and
the virtually unscathed areas in the hills
showed that earthquake damage was
limited, but the tsunami damage was
huge, he said

“In some of these areas people are
accustomed to tsunami threats so they
didn'’t take them seriously this time. In 1933
and 1960 there were major tsunami, so old
people have experienced them, but hearing
about something and actually experiencing
it are different.

“An earthquake in Chile in February 2010
triggered a tsunami warning in Tohoku but
only 10 to 12 percent of the residents
evacuated. Many people even went to the
beaches to see the tsunami. Coastal areas
were inundated with waves up to 180 cm,
although there were no fatalities.

“People make their own evacuation
judgments based on their experience and
awareness, and on whether they have the
right information at the right time,” Shaw
said. “Nobody anticipated a 20-meter
tsunami this time. People thought it would
be 1 to 2 meters high, and they
underestimated the severity of the
evacuation order.”

He noted that television netwaorks and
most local governments issued tsunami
warnings within four minutes of the
earthquake, but that the actual outcomes
varied. Some of the coastal dykes were
destroyed, but others helped to minimize
damage.

Communities that survived the tsunami
with relatively smaller damage than others

evacuation drill on March 3 in which they
went up into evacuation routes innearby
mountains, so most students evacuated
safely,” although more than 1,300 residents
of the city either died or remain missing in
the tsunami, Shaw said.

In Ishinomaki, Miyagi Prefecture,
however, 74 of 108 children at an
elementary school died “because they
thought their school, the designated
evacuation site, was safe,” he said.

In some cases, he said, parents went to
the school following the earthquake to get
their children and returned to their homes,
with disastrous results. “Residents need
more specific information on the height of
the tsunami to encourage them to make
correct decisions,” he said.

Most of the communities had made
hazard maps showing areas at risk in the
event of tsunami. Shaw said, however, that
when maps were available for tsunami of
both 4 and 8 meters in height, local
residents miay have only received the map
for a 4-meter tsunami because local
governments lacked the resources needed
to take the specific actions called for by the
other map.

“In the future we need to publish a
hazard map for a worst-case scenario, but
this may raise the ire of local realtors,” he
said.

“Flat areas will need buffer zones and
safe places for shelters, but plans need to
be customized,” he said.

Pointing to the example of flood-prone
Bangladesh, where each villager is tasked
with ensuring that elderly and other
vulnerable neighbors have evacuated, he

Coming to

proper terms

WHEN EAST
MARRIES WEST

Thomas Dillon

“You think you've got it rough?” says my
wife. “How about me?”

We are talking about identity. After 30
plus years in Japan, I have announced I am
not sure what to call myself.

This is unrelated to what I am called by .
others. I have been collecting those kinds -
of names since I 'was a kid.

A grade school sample, only for
reference...“Dumbo.” (You'll getitin a
moment, Just wait.)

No, I mean words that clarify my status in
Japan. There is a long list of such terms, in
whichever language you select: gaijin, foreign
resident, expatriate, non-native, alien...

And they are all accurate, I suppose. But
none quite hits the spot.

But what has set this off is the term
“alien resident.” I asked my wife if she truly
considered me an alien, which one would {
be? BT — cute, stoic, always mumbling
about home? Chewbacca — hairy, loyal,
inarticulate? Alf ~- sarcastic, bumbling,
forever hungry?

Her answer?

“Yoda. It's the ears.”

To get her back, 1 have decided to spice
my conversation with Yoda-ese for the rest.
of my life. Or at least the next 600 words.

The status term that grates on alien
residents the most? Without a doubt...

Gaijin, it is. Translated as “foreigner,”
the characters read more accurately as
“outsider.” Many thus sniff discrimination.
Gaijin hints at inside versus out. Us against
them. Japan against the world.

Bigotry, it is. Or so some people say.

But the whiff that I get is closer to slapstick.
Akind of...“Guy Jean" ... the clumsy cousin to
the Guy Smiley muppet. Silly Guy Jean! Who
knows what banana peel he'll slip on next!

In my 30 plus years, I have made my
share of slips. I couldn't write this column
without them.

However, { admit that the terr feels
limiting. For as a gaijin, I am placed in the

. same shallow box with other non-Japanese,

many fresh off the boat.

But 1 am not the same! After three decades,
1 am onto a whole different level of banana
peels. Yet I must always prove my ineptitude
as if Thad just arrived. Somehow 1 manage. |,

Gaikokujin is a softer version of gaijin,
diluted by the use of koku, meaning
“country,” with the full translation being
“outside country person.”

That reduces the sense of discrimination
with many forelgners, excepta friend
pronounces this as “gai-cuckoo-jin.”

“And cuckoo Iam!” is his Yoda-esque
way of explaining, So I cannot help feeling
cuckoo too, each time I hear it.

"Foreign resident?” No, thank you. It
sounds like an infection.

Here | become a foreign substance
invading the collective health of the
nation. I produce phlegm, inflame sinuses



