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　Six years have passed since the Great East Japan Earthquake, which struck at 14:46 on the afternoon of 

March 11, 2011. I would like to express my deep condolences for the people who lost their lives in the 

disaster or died during their subsequent evacuation and my heartfelt sympathy to all those who have been 

affected. 

　On that day, while being astonished by the magnitude of the quake, my first concern was the tsunami. I 

set up a disaster countermeasures headquarters in the second floor lobby of the municipal office building and 

gave instructions on response to the earthquake and tsunami. Pictures of tsunami along the Tohoku 

coastline were being broadcast on television constantly, and a big disaster was expected. To be honest, at 

that time I wasn’t thinking about the nuclear power station that much. 

　Regarding the situation at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station of Tokyo Electric Power Co. 

(TEPCO), which was located in our town, after the earthquake a member of our staff reported to me that its 

operation had been halted. The three principles for safety at nuclear power stations are “halt, cool, contain.” 

I thought that if operation had been halted, then the next steps, cool and contain, would follow. The words 

“just in case” stuck out in my memory of the day. When it came to the situation of the nuclear power station, 

rather than a crisis, I was thinking in terms of making preparations just in case. Even when, in the early 

morning of March 12, we received an order for the whole town to evacuate from Goshi Hosono, then assistant 

to the prime minister, I was quite calm, thinking that we would be able to return in two or three days. Like 

the other citizens, I left our town in the same clothes that I had been wearing since staying at the municipal 

government building since the previous day. 

　About forty years had passed since the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station had started operating. 

Even if there were problems, we just didn’t imagine anything like evacuation of the whole town or an 

explosion. The same was true for drills and disaster preparation. Following the accident, National Highway 

No. 288, which we used for evacuation, was chockablock. Before the accident there had been talks with the 

prefecture and national government about widening the road, but we were told that taking evacuation 

measures would only stir up anxiety among the residents, and I concurred. Belief in the safety of nuclear 

power had permeated my mind, and the sense of danger that I had initially harbored had dimmed. Now I 

realize that that is the risk when you live near and co-exist with a nuclear power station for four decades. If, 

at the time of the evacuation, the sense of crisis that the government and TEPCO had had been properly 

conveyed to the town, at the very least I might have been able to tell our citizens to take necessities for a few 

days and valuables with them. If the citizens had realized the critical situation, however, there would have 

been panic, and smooth evacuation prior to the explosion would have been impossible. It was extremely 

difficult. But whatever the case, my biggest regret now is that I was overconfident about the safety of the 

nuclear power station. 

　At the gymnasium in Tamura City, where we were evacuated, I awoke many times during the night 

thinking it must have been a bad dream. But then I saw our head of education and the speaker of the town 

assembly sleeping nearby, and I knew that this was not a nightmare but reality. Every morning I awoke 

wondering what kind of day it would be. I couldn’t even plan the day ahead. I had to explain to our citizens, 

so I asked a government official to give me a responsible report every day about our situation. In the end, 

however, our main source of information was the television. Lacking any reliable information, our citizens, 

staff, and everyone in the municipality that had accepted us were full of anxiety. 

　After we had been eating nothing but bread for some time, one day the evacuation shelter erupted in 

cheers when it was announced that today we were going to have rice and miso soup. Five days into our 

evacuation, members of the Self-Defense Forces installed a bath, and for the first time in what seemed like 

ages I heard laughter from citizens soaking in the tub. And the residents of Tamura, while saying there was 

nothing much they could do for us, came in light trucks loaded with rice and paraffin. Such incidents gave 

me delight but at the same time made me aware of the seriousness of our plight. 

　We held a celebratory graduation meeting at the Tamura gymnasium for sixth-grade elementary school 

students who had been unable to have a proper graduation ceremony. While we received many expressions of 

joy and encouragement, it was also pointed out that even schools in Tamura had been unable to hold 

graduation and end-of-year ceremonies. I also received a phone call from a parent evacuated outside the 

prefecture who had seen a report of the meeting on television, saying that “My child couldn’t join in the 

celebrations. The television report made me very sad.” It was also at the gymnasium where I received a 

phone call from Masao Yoshida, then manager of the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station. “I’m very 

sorry about this situation,” he said in a strained voice. “We are doing all we can to get things under control.” 

If raising my voice would have helped find a solution, I would have shouted a hundred times. But I didn’t feel 

like shouting then. What was the right way forward? What should we do? At that time, we were frantically 

searching for solutions to questions that did not have any correct answers.

　Despite the fact that they themselves had been victims and often did not know the whereabouts of loved 

ones, our staff worked hard from around five o’clock in the morning until about two o’clock in the night. I was 

told by a doctor who came to volunteer that if they carried on in this way, the employees would collapse, but I 

was unable to give them sufficient rest. About two weeks after the disaster it was decided that the city of 

Aizu-Wakamatsu would help out. I thought it was a hasty decision, but my main concerns were the care of 

our citizens and enabling our staff to work in a little more relaxed environment. Even after we moved to 

Aizu-Wakamatsu, though, since their work had changed overnight because of the disaster, I had to ask them 

to work beyond the call of duty. 

　Regarding the reconstruction of our town, sometimes I hear criticism that it is going too slowly, and 

sometimes I receive praise for having come so far. I keep asking myself whether enough is being done. Yet I 

am also proud of the fact that reaching the stage of special home visits in the sixth year after the disaster is 

the result of the efforts of our staff who have worked together to achieve recovery. I want each one of our 

employees to go about their work with a feeling of confidence. We are also receiving assistance from 

municipalities that have accepted evacuees and other parties. We couldn’t have got through these six years 

without this support, and I am immensely grateful. 

　I think six years has been too long a time for the citizens to just wait until their return. Our Okuma 

ancestors also faced famines and other difficulties, yet they built the history of the town over time through 

strenuous efforts. Now is the time for us to sweat and toil and build the foundations to make our community 

vigorous again. If we have the desire to pass on the town to the next generation, I believe we can definitely 

reconstruct our community. Unfortunately, the accident happened. Now I intend to learn from the experience 

and knowledge gained from the accident and make the utmost efforts to rebuild our attractive town. 

On Publication of This Record

Toshitsuna Watanabe, 
Mayor, Okuma Town



【2011.3.11▶2017.3.11】
On the Steep Road

picture provided by Courtesy of Tokyo Electric Power Company Holdings, Inc.



A tsunami hits the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station of Tokyo Electric Power Co. (TEPCO). 
(Courtesy of Tokyo Electric Power Company Holdings, Inc.)

A large tsunami heads toward the Kumagawa coastal area

Unexpectedly Huge Tsunami
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Overwhelmed by a huge tsunami, the Kumagawa area lies in ruin.
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above：Okuma Mayor Toshitsuna Watanabe and senior officials of the municipal government gasp at reports of the disaster. (Courtesy of Fukushima Minyu Shimbun)
below：After the evacuation order, residents gathered at the municipal sports center gymnasium.
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Unexpectedly Huge Tsunami

C l o s e - u p  o f   O k u m a  T o w n  ▼●1

 

　The Great East Japan Earthquake struck at 14:46 on the afternoon of March 11, 2011. In the town of 
Okuma in Fukushima Prefecture, located about 180 km southwest of the epicenter, the land rocked and 
cracked as well, and manholes flew out as a result of soil liquefaction. On the second floor of the municipal 
government office building, while holding on to a television set to stop it falling, a male staff member of the 
Living Environment Section, which was in charge of disaster prevention, read the measurement on the 
seismometer installed in the section: “Above 6!” When the swaying had subsided, he repeated in a loud voice 
the warning shown on the television he was holding down: “Large tsunami warning!”
　In order to call on people to evacuate, four staff members of the section jumped into two PR cars and quickly 
headed for the Kumagawa district, where flooding was a concern. “A . . . large . . . tsunami . . . warning . . . has 
been . . . issued.” The J-ALERT message was automatically broadcast in a drawling tone over the emergency 
radio system. In the intervals, staff members of the section who had remained in the government office 
building appealed to people not to go near the coast or river mouth and instructed residents in the Kumagawa 
district to evacuate to designated places. At 15:00 in the afternoon, a disaster countermeasures headquarters 
chaired by the mayor was set up in the second floor lobby of the municipal government office building. Staff of 
the Construction Section went out to check the state of damage to roads and buildings, and staff of the 
Planning and Coordination Section in charge of public relations also left to record the damage. 
　The first tsunami hit the town around 15:27, and the second arrived at about 15:36. According to estimates 
by the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station of Tokyo Electric Power Co. (TEPCO), which was located in 
the town, the size of the tsunami was 13 meters. By the time when the Meteorological Agency revised its 
forecast of the height of the tsunami from 3 meters or 6 meters to more than 10 meters, at half past three in 
the afternoon, the first tsunami had already arrived at the town’s coastline. In its disaster-prevention plan, 
the town had imagined a tsunami of 5.3 meters. One evacuation center that had been expected to escape 
flooding was inundated. Since it was daytime on a Friday, a large number of the evacuees were elderly people. 
Thanks to the guidance of staff members, the local fire service, the district head, and others, more than a 
dozen people in the evacuation center were saved, although some of them were saturated. Later, however, it 
was learned that the flooding had covered an area of about 2 square kilometers along the coast and 12 citizens 
of the town had lost their lives. 
　Meanwhile, centered on the Planning and Coordination Section, the headquarters was frantically making 
efforts to check the situation at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station. Following the earthquake, the 
direct telephone to the nuclear power station, which sat on the section chief’s desk, had been dead. The section 
confirmed that Fukushima Daiichi had been urgently halted and that there was no fire there at around 15:35; 
the information came via the Fukushima Daini Nuclear Power Station, which is located in the neighboring 
towns of Tomioka and Naraha. It was from around this time that the headquarters began to receive 
information from staff members about the state of damage and safety of residents throughout the town. 
Having confirmed that the nuclear power station had been halted, the headquarters concentrated even more 
on its response to the tsunami and earthquake. 
　As aftershocks continued, and the sun went down, because of the continuing blackout in the town, concern 
shifted to the possibility of secondary disasters occurring in relief and rescue activities. Fearing that another 
tsunami might arrive, the headquarters instructed residents on the eastern side of National Highway No. 6, 
which traverses the town, to evacuate to the municipal sports center. While showing the state of damage to 
roads and other facilities on a map and making preparations for full-fledged activities from the next morning, 
staff members also devoted their efforts to managing the evacuation center. Section chiefs joined in procuring 
food, water, power generators, lighting, and so on, and, in the middle of the night, staff began making rice 
balls at the sports center. Working under torchlight, they spent all night cooking rice. As if trying to 
encourage himself, one staff member called to his colleagues, “Come on, let’s do our best! We’ve got to get 
through this night.”



Residents board a bus following the order to evacuate from the area within a radius of 10 kilometers from the nuclear power station. 
(Courtesy of Yomiuri Shimbun)

Sudden Evacuation Order
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Residents gather at the municipal government office for evacuation. (Courtesy of Yomiuri Shimbun) above：The day after the disaster, Ibaraki Kotsu buses appeared at the municipal government office car park.
below：After guiding residents to evacuation, firefighters warm themselves in the gymnasium of Nakasato Elementary School in Miharu.
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Sudden Evacuation Order

▼●2
　At around 6 o’clock in the morning of March 12, 2011, the phone rang in the General Affairs Section on the 
second floor of the Okuma municipal government office building. It was an assistant to the prime minister 
wanting to speak with the mayor to notify him about the order to evacuate the area within a radius of 10 
kilometers of TEPCO’s Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station. In parallel with the phone call, eyewitness 
information reached the town’s disaster countermeasures headquarters that police were instructing people to 
evacuate outside the town. A police officer in the municipal government office called the Fukushima prefectural 
police and then reported that an evacuation order had indeed been issued. An evacuation order really should not 
come from the police, so a staff member called the Fukushima prefectural government to confirm the 
information with the official in charge. 
　The area within a radius of 10 kilometers of the nuclear power station covered just about the whole of Okuma, 
so it was virtually the same as an order for the entire town to evacuate. The order came just as the municipal 
government was getting ready to muster the fire service and others and set about relief and rescue activities in 
the wake of the earthquake. The staff member who had called the prefectural government couldn’t help but raise 
his voice: “Are you telling us to abandon the town and flee?” The person on the other end of the line said nothing. 
　After the outbreak of the earthquake on March 11, TEPCO notified relevant governments about the state of 
emergency at Fukushima Daiichi in accordance with Articles 10 and 15 of the Act on Special Measures 
Concerning Nuclear Emergency Preparedness. At 21:23 in the evening of March 11, the central government 
issued an evacuation order for the area within a radius of 3 kilometers of the nuclear power station. The disaster 
countermeasures headquarters had confirmed the notifications from TEPCO by fax and the 3-kilometer 
evacuation order on television. However, TEPCO’s notifications included the words “just in case,” and on 
television the chief cabinet secretary was proclaiming, “At the present time there is no need for any special 
action.” The municipal government’s understanding, therefore, was that the 3-kilometer evacuation was just a 
precaution. Moreover, the area within 3 kilometers of the nuclear station meant the area to the east of National 
Highway No. 6, where most residents had already evacuated the day before to escape from the tsunami. So for 
most staff members and residents, the order to evacuate the whole town came as a complete surprise.
　The prefectural government designated the city of Tamura as the evacuation destination. At 06:09, the 
municipal government ordered all residents over the emergency radio to gather at their nearest meeting places 
for evacuation. Perhaps because it had foreseen the evacuation of the whole town, the central government had 
already dispatched about 50 buses as the main means of transportation and was beginning to move residents 
from places near the nuclear power station, such as the sports center. As disaster drills had not supposed the 
evacuation of all residents out of the town, there was much confusion. Staff members also climbed on to the 
buses without knowing where they were going, only that they were heading west of National Highway No. 288. 
The evacuation centers in Tamura located nearest Okuma were full, and employees of Tamura’s fire service 
standing on the roadside waved the buses on further west. “How far are we going?” By the early hours of March 
13, Okuma residents had been dispersed to about 20 evacuation centers in Tamura, Miharu, Ono, and 
Koriyama. 
　By around two in the afternoon of March 12, Okuma was deserted. A few senior officials of the municipal 
government and about 10 firefighters and others remained in the municipal government office building, just in 
case any residents had failed to evacuate, but TEPCO staff at the headquarters urged them to go as well. At 
15:36, a big boom was heard at the municipal government office building, which is located about 4.7 kilometers 
from Fukushima Daiichi. There had been a hydrogen explosion at the Unit 1 reactor. Immediately realizing the 
situation, the senior officials also quickly left the town. 
　After the departure from Okuma, the disaster countermeasures headquarters was set up again at Tamura’s 
gymnasium. When the mayor, who had gone out to see the mayor of Tamura, and senior officials reunited in the 
gymnasium, it was not known where Okuma residents had been taken. And similarly, the staff members who 
had been evacuated to other places together with the residents did not know that the headquarters had been set 
up in Tamura. There were also residents who had evacuated to other places of their own accord. As neither cell 
phones nor radio were working, the only thing for the headquarters to do was to go round evacuation centers in 
the vicinity and check whether Okuma residents and staff members were there. 　
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A satellite photo of Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station taken on March 14 after a hydrogen explosion.



Many residents evacuated to the Tamura municipal gymnasium. (Courtesy of Tamura City)

 A “Small Community” amid 
Uncertainty and Confusion
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above：An Evacuee reads newspaper reports of the nuclear power station accident. 
below：Commotion erupts at an evacuation center when meals are served.

above：People cooperate in carrying relief supplies into an evacuation center. (Courtesy of Tamura City) 
below：Screening inspectino has been done to evaluate the dose of evacuees. (Courtesy of Tamura City)
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above：A graduation event for sixth-grade elementary school children was held at the evacuation center.
below：Many messages of thanks for the assistance were posted on the evacuation center bulletin board.

▼●3
　When they left Okuma following the evacuation order early in the morning of March 12, 2011, most 

residents, and government office staff members too, were not aware of the situation at TEPCO’s Fukushima 

Daiichi Nuclear Power Station and boarded buses with just enough belongings for two or three days. Most 

people learned for the first time about the March 12 hydrogen explosion at the Unit 1 reactor when they 

watched television at their places of evacuation. Subsequently the situation at Fukushima Daiichi grew worse 

with hydrogen explosions at the Unit 3 reactor at 11:01 in the morning of March 14 and at the Unit 4 reactor 

at around 06:14 in the morning of March 15. “Oh my . . . .” All that staff members could hear coming from the 

mouths of residents glued to the evacuation center’s television were exclamations of astonishment and sighs of 

dismay. They were lost for words.

　The evacuation centers sheltering Okuma residents numbered more than 20 facilities in Tamura, Miharu, 

Ono, and Koriyama alone. The municipal government established the disaster countermeasures headquarters 

at the Tamura gymnasium to collaborate with Tamura, and liaison officers were appointed to respond to 

developments in Miharu, Ono, and Koriyama. Other staff members went to the other evacuation centers to 

help with operations there. However, because the main evacuation centers were dispersed in the four 

municipalities, and because of the continuing shortage of official cars and gasoline, it was difficult to speedily 

share information between the headquarters and the evacuation centers. Since each evacuation center differed 

in terms of the form of support from the local municipality and facility administrator, the number of evacuees, 

the number of dispatched staff, and so on, in the end management of the evacuation centers was left virtually 

to each site.

　While small evacuation centers had just a few dozen evacuees, larger centers sheltered more than 1,000 

people, and there was a limit to what staff members could see to. The most worrying thing for staff members 

was how to look after the many people who had not brought medicine for existing illnesses with them. Among 

the evacuated Okuma residents they found medical personnel and asked them to “help us by keeping an eye 

out as best you can, and if you notice anything strange, let us know.” Local firefighters took over from staff 

members to respond to requests from evacuees and handle reception during the night. At some evacuation 

centers, local residents made the baths in their homes available for babies and infants and supplied 

vegetables, rice, and other food. Using kitchens at the evacuation centers and other facilities, the Okuma 

townspeople took the initiative and prepared hot meals with these ingredients. They took a role as patrols in 

the center, tidying up the garbage, cleaning . . . . As one staff member remarked, “It was like a small 

community, with the evacuees cooperating among themselves.” This staff member is still full of gratitude to 

the evacuee who quietly refilled a thermos of hot water when she was too busy to do that task. In a strained 

environment, it was little things like this that kept the evacuation centers running. 

　When they left the town, people thought that it would not be long before they could meet again. But now 

they did not know whether others were still alive or where they had been evacuated to. And they did not know 

how long they themselves would have to stay in the evacuation centers and what would become of their town. 

While continuing their evacuation life, the townspeople were beset by increasing uncertainty and confusion. At 

that time, though, the staff members, and the disaster countermeasures headquarters, which had access to 

information from TEPCO and the central government, could not predict the future. In a diary kept at that 

time, one Okuma resident expressed concern about the safety of relatives and acquaintances. And when their 

safety was confirmed, there was only one wish: “I hope we can meet again . . . .” 

20  21

A “Small Community” amid Uncertainty and Confusion
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Snow covers the temporary housing in Aizu-Wakamatsu.

Restarting in Aizu-Wakamatsu



大熊町を襲った震度 6強の揺れにより役場庁舎の天井は崩落

above：Residents enter the Okuma municipal government office branch set up in Aizu-Wakamatsu. (Courtesy of Kyodo News)
below：Construction proceeds on temporary housing in Aizu-Wakamatsu with a view of Mount Bandai.

above：Staff members and press attend the opening ceremony of the Aizu-Wakamatsu branch of the Okuma municipal government.
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above：Newly admitted children were given satchels at a joint entrance ceremony for the municipal elementary and junior high schools.
below：New students of Okuma’s junior high school attended the entrance ceremony wearing ordinary clothes instead of uniforms.

▼●4
On March 25, 2011, about two weeks after the evacuation of the whole town, it was announced that Okuma would 

move its base of operations to the city of Aizu-Wakamatsu. The transfer from evacuation centers was to take place 

on April 3 and 4. The move was taken with a view to medium- to long-term evacuation. As well as local government 

functions, Okuma’s municipal kindergartens and elementary and junior high schools were to be resumed in 

Aizu-Wakamatsu, and until the completion of emergency temporary housing, residents who so wished were to be 

accommodated in guesthouses and hotels in Aizu-Wakamatsu and its surroundings. 

     “Why Aizu-Wakamatsu?” Okuma residents who heard about the move from explanations by staff members at 

their evacuation centers or through media reports may have been puzzled. 

     After the evacuation of the whole town, hydrogen explosions had successively occurred at reactors at TEPCO’s 

Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station, squashing all hope of a quick return. At the same time, it was clear 

that the health of the residents, who had been forced to evacuate in the clothes they were wearing, was 

deteriorating, both physically and mentally. There was also concern that staying in Tamura, which itself had set up 

a disaster countermeasures headquarters and included areas that had been ordered to evacuate, was placing a 

heavy burden on the administration there. Furthermore, as a new fiscal year began, some Okuma residents were 

expressing concern about their children’s education. Recognizing that a base was necessary where the local 

government and residents of Okuma could think together about the future in a calm environment, the mayor, on 

the evening of March 17, instructed the head of education, who had come to consult with him about schools, to 

resume schooling from April and to select a place for that purpose. 

     In making the choice, as well as the securing of facilities that could be used as schools, consideration was given 

to such factors as the ability of the local administration to accept all Okuma residents who wished to come, the 

existence of reliable medical institutions, and distance from the nuclear power station. Aizu-Wakamatsu emerged 

as a candidate. When it was sounded out, in addition to an abandoned school that could be used, Aizu-Wakamatsu 

suggested using a closed nursery as a kindergarten and proposed a facility that could serve as a base for the 

Okuma municipal government. After talks between the mayors of Aizu-Wakamatsu and Okuma, the 

announcement was made on March 25. 

     Aizu-Wakamatsu is located about 100 kilometers to the west of Okuma. The two municipalities have vastly 

different climates and cultures. While Okuma is situated near the coast and has relatively warm weather even in 

winter, Aizu-Wakamatsu lies in a region of heavy snowfall. It was certainly not an area where Okuma residents 

could feel easily at home. Nevertheless, the number of residents wishing to move exceeded the Okuma municipal 

government’s expectations. On April 3 and 4, around 2,100 people moved from their evacuation centers in Tamura 

to Aizu-Wakamatsu, and the number increased after that too. As of September 30, there were 3,723 Okuma 

residents living as evacuees in the city of Aizu-Wakamatsu and 4,175 in the Aizu region as a whole. The people of 

Aizu-Wakamatsu showed sympathy for the position of people who had lost their hometown. Sometimes referring to 

the ordeal of the Boshin Civil War (1868–69), they would say, “If we don’t accept the people of Okuma, whatever 

will they do?”

     On April 5, an auspicious day on the calendar, a ceremony was held for the opening of the Aizu-Wakamatsu 

branch of the Okuma municipal government in the former building of the Prefectural Aizu Gakuho Senior High 

School in Aizu-Wakamatsu. Standing in front of a banner proclaiming “Welcome!” in the local Aizu dialect, the 

Okuma mayor addressed the participants, saying, “Let’s work together so that we can return to Okuma as soon as 

possible.” The municipal kindergarten and elementary and junior high schools held entrance ceremonies on April 

16 and commencement ceremonies on April 19. Temporary housing was constructed at 12 places in the city, and in 

June occupants began moving in. 

     Today (March 2017), six years after the disaster, the Okuma municipal government is still operating from its 

branch in the same place.   

Restarting in Aizu-Wakamatsu
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Agricultural land in Okuma is covered in weeds. 

A Distant Hometown
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Residents don protective clothing for temporary visits to their homes. (Courtesy of Kyodo News) above：Four months after the disaster, a memorial service for tsunami victims was held in the Kumagawa district.
below：A child’s satchel remains in a classroom at Kumamachi Elementary School, just as it was when the earthquake struck.　
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above：An ostrich roams around the deserted town.
below：National Highway No. 288 was closed at the entrance to the difficult-to-return zone. / Someone vandalized vending machines in the town and stole money.

A Distant Hometown

▼●5
　In September 2012 the Okuma municipal government compiled a first reconstruction plan in which it 

clearly stated that a return to the town in the next five years was out of the question. The municipal 

government had been aiming for a return as soon as possible, but this was the first time for it to indicate a 

specific period during which there would be no return. A year and a half after the Great East Japan 

Earthquake, the severity of the situation was made evident. 

　On April 22, 2011, shortly after the Okuma municipal government had moved to Aizu-Wakamatsu, the 

whole town of Okuma was designated as a restricted area on the basis of the Act on Special Measures 

Concerning Nuclear Emergency Preparedness. Until then, even though the evacuation order had been issued, 

there had been no physical restrictions on road traffic. Residents would occasionally enter the town to search 

for belongings and livestock that they had left behind. In view of the empty houses, concerns about crime were 

increasing too. Still, although the municipal government had been asking the central government to take steps 

to protect the health and assets of residents, the designation of Okuma as a restricted area meant that even 

residents were no longer able to freely enter their town. In June, under the surveillance of the central 

government, short visits did begin, but initially residents were only able to stay in their homes for a couple of 

hours and to take back one vinyl bag (70 cm x 70 cm). 

　Even memorial services for disaster victims had to be carried out in a short time and wearing protective 

clothing. On July 24 a joint service was held for tsunami victims in the Kumagawa district, which suffered 

heavy damage from the tsunami. Speaking on behalf of the town residents, one man who was forced to 

evacuate on the day after the disaster despite the fact that three of his family members remained missing 

said, “Sometime we will return to live here and look out on the sea that took your lives.”

　In December of the same year the central government announced a policy of reorganizing the restricted area 

into three zones depending on the level of radiation. Among the three zones, the area where almost all of the 

residents lived had the highest radiation level and was designated as a “difficult-to-return zone,” meaning that 

there was no prospect of the amount of radiation falling to a level permitting daily life for the next five years. 

The differences in classification were directly linked to the delineation of such things as soil decontamination, 

which was essential for the recovery of the town’s land, and compensation, which was vital for residents to 

rebuild their livelihoods. 

　After almost a year of consultations with the central government lasting for about a year, on December 10, 

2012, the town was reclassified as a “difficult-to-return zone” (covering 62% of the town’s area and 96.5% of its 

population), a “restricted residence zone” (15% and 3.3%, respectively), and an “evacuation order cancellation 

preparation zone” (23% and 0.2%, respectively). Roads into the “difficult-to-return zone,” where entry was 

strictly limited, were blocked by gates. Meanwhile, in the remaining two zones with relatively low radiation 

levels, soil decontamination by the central government proceeded, and residents were allowed free entry 

during the daytime. 

　The statement in the first reconstruction plan, issued prior to the zone reclassification, that a return to 

Okuma in the next five years was out of the question was made with the desire to maintain the unity of the 

town, which looked likely to be split by the different levels of radiation. However, five years is a long time. 

Even if people wanted to return, vacant houses and the townscape would fall into a state of disrepair. About 

three and a half years after the disaster, residents were allowed to temporarily visit their homes in the 

difficult-to-return zone. Making their way through waist-high grass, they climbed into their homes from the 

verandas with their outdoor shoes on to find grass growing from the tatami. “I wish radiation had a color,” 

sighed one person “If my house were glowing deep red, perhaps then I might give up.” 
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As the focus of restoration, the Ogawara district waits for construction work to begin.

Determination to Reconstruct



大熊町を襲った震度 6強の揺れにより役場庁舎の天井は崩落

Decontamination waste is carried to a provisional storage place of a temporary disposal facility. above：Tne Ministry of Envieronment organized explanatory meetings for residents about temporary disposal facility. 
below：Full-fledged construction begins on a temporary disposal facility in the town. 
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大熊町を襲った震度 6強の揺れにより役場庁舎の天井は崩落

above：Related persons celebrate the opening of the Okuma municipal government’s Ogawara Liaison Office.
below：A family spends the evening together after returning home on a special overnight stay.

▼●6
Determination to Reconstruct

　On March 13, 2015, four years after the Great East Japan Earthquake, 12 black sandbags containing waste 

collected by soil decontamination arrived in the grounds of the Okuma-Higashi Industrial Estate. The 

temporary radioactive waste disposal facilities is to be built by the central government in the 

16-square-kilometer “difficult-to-return zone” extending over the towns of Okuma and Futaba. It was the first 

time for radioactive waste to be brought into the town for storage there. The radioactive waste was to remain 

in the town for the next 30 years. 

　The temporary radioactive waste disposal facilities were places prepared by the central government to store 

radioactive waste collected inside Fukushima Prefecture after the accident at TEPCO’s Fukushima Daiichi 

Nuclear Power Station for 30 years. Following the accident, 43 municipalities in the prefecture conducted 

decontamination. The radioactive waste had been put into bags and kept in the municipalities. What to do 

with it had been a pending issue since immediately after the disaster. In October 2011 the central government 

announced an outline of facilities. In 2013 geological surveys were carried out at candidate sites, including 

Okuma, and in December of that year the central government made an official request to the town. In 

December 2014, after explanations to residents and other meetings, Okuma accepted the construction. 

　The area taken by disposal facilities in Okuma covered 11 square kilometers, the equivalent of about 

one-third of residential land. Owners would lose their homes, land, and townscape, and, if accepted, the desire 

to restore the town to the same appearance as it was before the disaster would be destroyed forever. For 

Okuma, the decision to accept the facilities was a huge one affecting all of the residents. 

　In March 2015, after the acceptance, the municipal government compiled a second reconstruction plan. The 

center of reconstruction was the Ogawara district in the southern part of the town. Before the disaster, only 

3.3% of Okuma’s residents lived in this district, but it had low radiation levels and decontamination had been 

completed. On the eastern side of the town, temporary radioactive waste disposal facilities were being 

planned. Using the Ogawara district as a foothold, the policy was to improve the living environment for people 

who wanted to return or move to Okuma and, while keeping an eye on the progress of decontamination and 

radiation level trends, expand the scope. Already several projects were starting in the Ogawara district, 

including TEPCO’s meal service center, a solar power generation facility, a reactor decommissioning office, 

and a dormitory for TEPCO employees. In April 2016 the municipal government opened the Ogawara Liaison 

Office, with three people stationed there during the daytime. In August of the same year the central 

government permitted special overnight stays, and so for the first time since the disaster lights shone at night 

in houses in the town. A new municipal government office is scheduled to be completed in fiscal 2018. 

　Some people looked on these changes in the town with skepticism. As one resident said, “Now, when you go 

into Ogawara, there is a TEPCO meal service center and a TEPCO dormitory, and it looks wonderful. But 

when you think about it, they aren’t ours, are they? They are not facilities for the townspeople. Can you call 

that reconstruction? I don’t think so.” But looking at the surrounding townscape where decontamination had 

been completed, the same resident remarked, “It does give me a stronger desire to return myself.” The mayor 

stated, “It is my wish that the appearance of human activity in the town, which was previously deserted, will 

give hope to residents, regardless of whether they return or not.”

　Six years after the disaster, at long last the dream of returning had a tinge of reality.
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Okuma, Seven Years After the Disaster
【2017.3.11～▶】

This photograph was taken in halfway to the top of Mt.Higakureyama.
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	28p29pグラビア5_1導入英訳
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