Focus on Japan

Is another tsunami coming?

When will all this shaking stop?

Has anyone seen my wife, my child, my grandchildren?

Five weeks on from the
worst natural disaster to
hit Japan for more than a
century - some would say the worst ever - the questions keep
coming. Indeed day after day there are more of them, many
stemming from a crisis around a nuclear power plant .

How long will it be before we go home? How long must we
stay in this sports hall, this school, this makeshift evacuation
centre? Will we ever go home? Will it be like Chernobyl? Will the

place I grew up in become a ghost town?Will the fields in my
family for generations ever grow crops again?

As the tide of questions grows, many answers stay missing
just as - besides the dead - over 14,000 people are missing. And
what answers there are can be less than reassuring.

Stemming the tide

Dr Toshiharu Makishima, General Director of the International
Medical Relief Department of the Japanese Red Cross, says that
needs changing, “People need good, reliable information early.
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“You cannot see radiation, and people’s fear
can be the fear of the unknown...
What you cannot see is difficult to respond to”
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ht into what is going on, especially on nuclear
ot see radiation, and people’s fear can be the fear
of the unknown. When you can see what is wrong, you can take the
amnropriate action. What you cannot see is difficult to respond to.”

Japan's 11 March disaster was a triple catastrophe. A 9.0-mag-

ude earthquake off the country’s northeast coast moved the
seafloor by 24 metres, and unleashed a furious tsunami. Up to 30
metres high, it devastated coastal communities, reached inland
as far as five kilometres, and in Fukushima prefecture crippled a
nuclear power plant which has since leaked enough radiation for the
event to be classified maxium risk. An evacuation zone around the

plant has now been expanded, suggesting the long-term displace-
ment of many thousands of people.

The psychological toll on those who survived right along the
coast is now presenting major challenges and Dr Makishima is in
the field to strengthen Red Cross psychosocial response.

“You know,” he says, “the Japanese people are a stoic race, Even
the foreign media have spoken of that, the absence of open grief,
of tears and emotion. The people stay calm for the most part, dis-
ciplined, dignified. And it is true - this is how cur pecple behave.
In Japanese culture people are not used to expressing feelings, or
passing on their opinions. Silence is golden.
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“But when the stress, the trauma is as great as now, it is impor-
tant they do express themselves. Which is where we come in,
providing a place and a time for them to do so. We have doctors
and nurses trained in psychological first aid, and make no mis-
take, the need for that out there is enormous. Japanese people
can deal with the greatest disaster, the loss of a home and loved
ones. But they do need support to do it.”

The japanese Red Cross was fast in providing psychosocial sup-
portin the three most devastated prefectures: Iwate and Miyagi as
well as Fukushima. Five days after the disaster, a Miyagi support
centre was established in Ishinomaki Red Cross hospital, provid-
inghelp to grieving families. A second opened in early April at the
Iwate Red Cross branch, from where outreach groups are working,

Fourth largest ever
More than 2,300 Red Cross nurses were already trained in psycho-
social support, and many have joined the medical teams mobi-
lized to disaster areas from a nation-wide network of Red Cross
hospitals. The teams run clinics in evacuation centres, and mobile
units bring care to the smaller and more remote ones, as well as
to the general public deprived of care by the serious disruption
of state services. Six specialist psychiatric teams have also been
deployed.

Now Dr Makishima is strengthening networks and coordinat-
ing efforts with Japan's psychologists’ association, local govern-
ment health sectors, and other organizations.

When the earthquake - the fourth largest in the world since
1900 - occurred, he was with a Japanese team in New Zealand,
dealing with anguish from the Christchurch quake which
occurred on 22 February.

Some 28 Japanese students had been among the missing in
Christchurch and their families had travelled to New Zealand
to search for them. The Red Cross team had flown in to support
the searchers.

Waiting for news

Where the families gathered every day to wait for news of their
loved ones, they opened a Red Cross café, a place to rest, have
tea, and talk if people wanted to. If a death was confirmed, Red
Cross help was at hand if needed.

Japanese residents of Christchurch were assisted, too, with
advice on stress and stress reaction, stress coping skills, and how
to support their children. A 24-hour telephone hotline allowed
Japanese people to speak of their feelings in their native language.

Dr Makishima says four important factors emerged from the
psychological first aid: stay close to those who suffer, induce a
sense of not being alone; be an active listener, wait for people to
talk spontaneously; show empathy, accept people’s feelings; give
practical support, including information. Now those are guide-
lines practised at home. “What we learned in Christchurch gave
us confidence in our programme, confidence it can be effective
even in a tragedy as great as our own.”




