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Are you prepared to deal with a disaster or emergency situation?

EARTHQUAKES (地震)

Earthquakes are probably the most well known natural disaster in Japan. You may or not feel them, but they
occur multiple times each day. They may be scary at first, especially for new ALTs, but the good thing about
the frequency of quakes in Japan is that there is already a good deal of preparation already done and support
systems in place. Building codes require certain anti-earthquake safety measures so, unless you are in a very
old building, you will likely not have the building collapse around you. The most important thing to remember
in the event of a large earthquake is, don’t panic. You’re most likely going to be just fine.

EARLY WARNING SYSTEM

A couple of seconds before a quake hits you will likely hear a rumbling sound as it approaches. Apart from
this natural warning there is also an early warning system in place to notify you of a large impending
earthquakes. When the system is activated, your cellular phone will give off a loud warning noise and a
notification will appear on the screen giving details (in Japanese only, unfortunately).

However, due to the technical difficulties of earthquake detection, this will usually only sound a few seconds
before the quake hits (or even afterwards!)

THE JAPAN METEOROLOGICAL AGENCY SEISMIC INTENSITY SCALE (震度)

Outside Japan, the strength of earthquakes are usually reported based on the “Richter Scale” which uses the
magnitude of the quake at its epicentre measured from 0 (weakest) to 10 (strongest). Although its the scale
usually used by western TV news reports, it’s actually not really that useful for regular people as it doesn’t take
into account the distance you were from the epicentre and the depth at which it occurred.

The Japanese use a different scale that measures the peak intensity of the movement of the ground during
the quake at hundreds of sensors around the country. Towns have multiple such sensors that rate the quake
on a numerical scale from 0 (weakest) to 7 (strongest).

For most quakes able to be felt, the ratings will get reported almost immediately on the TV as well as the
Japan Meteorological Agency’s web site (more information on that later). At first, these ratings will be more
regional (“Northern Miyagi” etc.) but specific ratings for your town will usually be available within 30 minutes.
By way of example, the quake in March 2011 was a 5+ or stronger in most parts of Tome and a 7 in Kurihara.

In my experience, you will generally only notice quakes with a value of 3 or more. See the table at the back
for a more detailed view on what you can expect from each rating.

じしん

しんど

Big cracks created by the tennis courts in Towa, Tome
(March 2011)

A manhole forced above ground level in Sanuma, Tome
(March 2011)
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WHAT TO DO AFTER A LARGE QUAKE

In most cases, the quake won’t be too bad and
classes / life can continue after a minute or two. In the
case of a larger quake, your school may run their
emergency evacuation procedure where staff and
students will evacuate to a designated area, such as
the school field. This is practiced numerous times
during the school year. Ask your teachers for more
information about your school’s procedure.

If you are at home and are unsure about the
stableness of your apartment/house, go outside, but
be especially aware of things like loose / falling roof
tiles, fallen power cables (that may still be live) and
concrete fences that might fall over, even after the
quake has finished. If you have a helmet, wear it.

Be aware that large earthquakes are often followed
by aftershocks that can be rather large quakes by
themselves and can cause things to fall down. After the
2011 quake, there were still powerful aftershocks many
hours after the main quake. So be careful when walking
around after a large quake.

Be aware of any cordoned off areas as these indicate
places deemed unsafe as they may suddenly collapse,
even days later.

Older or improperly constructed buildings can collapse.
The building shown above is actually the 2nd floor (March 2011)

Some buildings can be marked “Unsafe” (March 2011)
Stay well away from them.

WHAT TO DO DURING A LARGE QUAKE

As you will often be in a classroom or staffroom at
school, the main danger to your person will be things
falling down from above. Try to move away from large
things that can fall over, like bookcases. If you are at
home and you have time, try to open a door or window
that you can escape from if necessary. Most importantly,
protect your head by taking cover under something
strong, like a desk or table, as soon as possible. If
nothing is available, crouch and cover your head with
your arms to protect your head. Once the quake has
passed, wait for instructions from those in charge (the
senior teachers at your school etc.) If you are at home,
you can see information about the quake on the TV or
on the internet. My fridge was pushed about 40cm forward in Tsuyama, Tome

(March 2011)
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NOTIFYING THE BOARD OF EDUCATION

As an employee of your board of education,
you are required to check in with them so
they can confirm your location and safety
after a large quake in the your area (or the
area you are in if you are travelling).

A “large quake” is a quake rated as 5強
(5-upper or 5 “Strong”) or more on the Japan
Meteorological Agency Seismic Intensity
Scale. See the table at the back for more
information.

The best person to contact would be your
supervisor. If you are having difficulty in doing
so, try to contact one of the other ALTs in your
area so that someone knows if you’re okay
and can try to get a message through for you.

きょう

CONTACTING FRIENDS AND FAMILY

Naturally, you will want to contact your friends and family
back home. Please be aware that, in times of natural
disasters, damage to communications systems and the
sheer volume of people sending messages etc. can
overwhelm cellular phone networks. Emergency services
will have priority and you may not be able to get an
international phone connection.

From experience, I’ve found that you stand the best
chance of getting a message through if you send a short
(“I’m fine. More details later” etc.) by SMS or a messaging
app and/or update your status on social networks like
Facebook etc. After a major disaster, it may also be a good
idea to get in contact with your country’s embassy, too.

If you want to contact Japanese friends or colleagues, a
very simple message saying 無事です。(”I’m uninjured”)
and your name will be fine until you can send them
something more detailed later.

ぶ じ

THE JMA ENGLISH QUAKE WEBSITE

Foreign media will often report headlines like, “BIG QUAKE IN JAPAN!!!” and give scary numbers based on
magnitude after a larger quake somewhere in Japan occurs. Depending on where you are you may well not
have even felt it (a 2 or less in your area on the scale). However, your family and friends may see these reports
and worry about your safety.

I’ve found it useful to give my family and friends a link to the Japanese Meteorological Agency (JMA) English
quake website (http://www.jma.go.jp/en/quake/). It’s automatically updated after all quakes in Japan and it is
in English. You can click on a map of Japan to zoom in and see what the quake was rated as on the Japanese
scale at the various sensors around the country.

If you show your family where you live on a map and teach them about the Japanese scale, they can check
themselves when they hear about something before sending panicked emails saying, “I just saw the news!!
Are you OK!?!” when you’re completely oblivious to a quake having even happened.

The JMA English quake website showing the areas affected by a quake and the ratings.
(In this case most sensors are showing a rating of 1 ~ 3 which means the quake will likely have gone unnoticed by most people)

http://www.jma.go.jp/en/quake/
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EVACUATION

If your house or apartment is extensively damaged or if your area is in danger due to floods, landslides, fires
etc. it may become necessary to evacuate to a shelter until it is safe to return.

You may have received a document from your BOE listing your designated evacuation shelter. If not, please
ask your supervisor if they have assigned you one or not. These are the shelters that the board of education
assume you will go to if you need to evacuate. If you’re in another area and evacuate there, please let your
supervisor or another ALT know as soon as possible so that someone else knows where you are. As you never
know when you might need to evacuate, please take the time to familiarise yourself with where your shelter is
and how to get there.

If you are in an unfamiliar area when a quake hits and you need to go to a shelter, look for community centres
and schools as they are usually designated as evacuation shelters.

If you are in an area close to the coast and are concerned about a tsunami caused by a large quake, check
a TV or the JMA quake website as they will have information about whether or not a tsunami is expected.

If you are unsure and can’t check any information to confirm, head for higher ground, just in case.
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LIFE AFTER A MAJOR DISASTER

In the aftermath of a major disaster, like the Great Tohoku Earthquake and Tsunami in March 2011, many of
the things you may take for granted may not available for an extended time. Damage to pipes and other
infrastructure may cut the water and electricity supply. Damage to roads and railways may disrupt food
shipments so you may have difficulty buying food and things to drink.

Existing food stocks in stores will sell out quickly and there will be very long queues and, possibly, limits on
how much you can buy so, in preparation for such times, I strongly advise you keep a good supply (at least a
few litres) of bottled water and some dried / canned / long-life emergency food at home. During previous water
outages, there have been water tankers distributing water to residents so have some clean water containers
available that you can collect drinking water with.

Petrol / gasoline may be in short supply (and emergency services may have priority over regular people). I
recommend that you keep at least half a tank full of petrol / gasoline in your car at all times as, even in these
times, as a public worker, you will likely still be expected to go to work.

Just after the March 2011 quake, it snowed, and there was a week-long power outage so, in winter, try to
have an extra supply of kerosene available for heating and, if possible, access to a heater that doesn’t need
electricity to operate so that you can keep warm.

Stores completely sold out of almost everything within a few days after the quake. (March 2011)

Hand-cranking petrol / gasoline pumps due to lack of power. People were limited to 5 litres each (March 2011)

People had to line up for hours in long queues at shops and food / water distribution areas (March 2011)



6 Michael Taguchi 2022

TSUNAMI (津波)

Much of the loss of life in the Great
Tohoku Earthquake was caused by the
resulting tsunami. People did not expect
such a large tsunami (if one at all) and
did not evacuate quickly enough to
higher ground.

Please be careful if you are in a coastal
area or next to a large river and a large
quake occurs. TV and radio should
indicate if there is a tsunami expected or
not.The JMA quake website will also
give this information, in English, so try
and look at a TV or check the website as
soon as possible after a large quake.
The town’s emergency speaker system
will probably also give announcements
(in Japanese) or sound a warning siren
to tell people if tsunami is expected or
not.

WHAT TO DO DURING A TSUNAMI

One of the tell-tale signs of an
upcoming tsunami is a sudden low tide
where the sea pulls back before coming
back in the main tsunami surge. If you
see this or if you are in an area likely to
be affected by a tsunami, get to higher
ground as soon as possible. Do not
waste time going back anywhere for
personal possessions etc. If a tsunami
doesn’t come or is small enough to not
flood that area, your things will be there
when you return but, if a large tsunami
does flood that area, your returning
could put your life at risk.

Be aware that most houses and
apartment buildings outside of large
metropolises are constructed mainly
from wood and will not survive a large
tsunami such as the one in March 2011.
This is one of the reasons for the level of
destruction seen in coastal towns. Many
larger, stronger concrete buildings were
severely damaged, too, but such
buildings stand a better chance of
withstanding a tsunami so, if you’re far
away from higher ground, seek out a
strong building to evacuate to.

In the aftermath of the March 2011
tsunami, many low-lying areas have
constructed special “tsunami platforms”
that are designed to be high and strong
enough to survive a tsunami. If you go to
a coastal area and see such platforms,
note their location, just in case.

つなみ

A tsunami surge can be extremely powerful:
This truck was deposited onto the 2nd floor of this building.

Some of the damage done by the tsunami in Minamisanriku (March 2011)

A tsunami platform *Source: Wikipedia

https://ja.wikipedia.org/wiki/file:Jrb_20061121_Tsunami_Evacuation_Platform_001.JPG
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Especially in many smaller coastal towns in Miyagi, there are forested hills surrounding towns. In the event of
a tsunami, if you cannot escape anywhere else, try to climb up into these hills as they rise steeply, are strong
and the forest trees are a natural barrier against the tsunami surge itself as well as any debris that may be
swept that way. These areas may be a good place to escape to if you can’t use any established evacuation
areas.

WHAT TO DO AFTER A TSUNAMI

After a tsunami, the water will be pulled back out again, towards the sea. If you have escaped somewhere,
wait for the water to subside and settle before venturing out. If you are on a roof or something floating and are
being swept out to sea, stay where you are instead of trying to swim for it as there will be strong currents and
lots of dangerous debris in the water.

Many people were rescued by helicopter after the tsunami even when the roof they were on had been pulled
out to sea. Try what you can to be visible by any rescue operations.

If you are in an area affected by a tsunami and were able to safely survive, please be extremely careful in the
affected area. Fires can break out due to ruptured gas lines or gas tanks and toxic materials like oil or
chemicals may have leaked from their storage. Wear a face mask, if possible, to protect against breathing in
harmful material. Sharp debris and broken glass is a danger and buildings still standing will be in danger of
sudden collapse. Try to find emergency personnel like members of the self-defence force or police officers as
soon as possible for assistance and instructions about what to do and where to go.

TYPHOONS (台風)

Although, generally, not as violent as hurricanes, Japan’s annual typhoons can cause a lot of damage. The
typhoon season ranges from May to October, peaking in August and September. There are, on average,
around 30 typhoons a year and are usually referred to by number rather than a name, as is the norm in Western
countries. They usually will move up from the south and are usually able to be accurately predicted.

Whilst they do move rather slowly, the winds that they produce winds can be in excess of 120km/h and the
heavy rainfall that accompanies the storm can cause floods and landslides. Please take shelter inside and be
careful, especially near rivers and areas with steep mountain slopes as mud or landslides can be as dangerous
as a tsunami.

Every typhoons season, high swells in coastal areas are experienced, rivers may burst their banks and roofs
may be blown off houses, especially in the south so be especially careful near the sea, rivers and in areas where
there are many old buildings, especially those with old, traditional-style roof tiles that may get blown off.

During a time of a typhoon, you can track its progress on TV and the on internet. If you are traveling, be aware
that some transport systems, especially Shinkansen and regular rail service, may be temporarily disrupted due
to high winds. Stations and railway websites will have information about the current state of available transport
services on display. Highways may be closed or have their speed limits reduced.

A raised, forested area. Note the resilience of the trees compared to the building in front.

たいふう
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Even in areas that have been, in general, relatively unaffected by typhoons there are incidences of roofs or
tiles being blown off and well as cases of flooding caused by overflowing rivers. Sometimes, people are told to
evacuate to a shelter for the night, so please be aware of the possibility and know where your designated
evacuation centre is.

FIRES (火事)

As a great number of Japanese buildings are constructed from wood and
can be close together, fires can be especially dangerous. In winter, many
people use kerosene as well as electrically-heated heaters and Kotatsu
tables. Food preparation is often prepared on gas stoves. All of these can
cause a fire that can, in the absence of swift action, rapidly spread to engulf
a whole house, apartment block or neighborhood, especially in areas where
houses are close together.

It is for this reason that Japan has so many local volunteer firefighter groups
that will regularly patrol neighborhoods. You will often hear them with their
clanging bell (“On patrol”), driving slowly around, especially in winter. To do
your part in preventing fires:

• Keep a fire extinguisher in your apartment or house. They can be bought
from hardware stores like Homac or Komeri. Keep it in an easily
accessible place, like the kitchen, so you can use it quickly, if needed.
Sometimes, volunteer firefighter groups may come to check if you have
an extinguisher and inspect if it’s in good working order.

• Make sure to turn off heaters when you leave your apartment/house. Many kerosene heaters have a 3-hour
auto-off feature for this reason (as well as to prevent carbon monoxide buildup) but its best to do it yourself
so that an unattended fire doesn’t break out.

• Don’t dry wet clothes too close to a heater or under a Kotatsu table as they may become a fire hazard after
drying. Similarly, keep loose papers and tissues away from heaters.

• Be careful where you store kerosene for your heater. Don’t store it where it may come into contact with an
open flame.

• If you have a grease or oil fire while cooking, don’t throw water on it as this will make it even bigger. Try to
cover a burning pot or pan with a lid or something else to smother it by cutting off the oxygen supply.

If you see an unattended fire, please call the fire department immediately. Note that farmers will often do
burns of their rice fields or burn piles of leaves, but these are usually relatively small and attended by the farmer.

• If you see a fire and want to notify/warn people in the immediate area, the standard warning, in Japanese,

is火事だ！ (“Fire!” )

SOME IMPORTANT PHONE NUMBERS (VALID NATIONWIDE)

If you need help or if you see an unattended fire, please contact emergency services immediately. They have
access to an English interpretation service, so do not worry that they won’t be able to understand you. In many
areas, the system is designed to have emergency services able to respond to any area within 10 minutes.

Service Phone Number

Fire and Ambulance 119
Police 110

か じ

か じ
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A small emergency kit at a school

EMERGENCY EVACUATION KIT

No matter the emergency, it may become necessary
for you to evacuate your house or apartment. At such a
time, you will likely have very little or no time to pack
anything to take with you.

It is, thus, a very good idea to prepare an emergency
evacuation kit (bag) ahead of time that contains any
necessities and that can be picked up and taken with
you at very short notice.

Hopefully, you will never need to use this kit but it will
be invaluable in a time of disaster.

Here are some suggestions for things to include :

• Water (at least a few litres)

• Emergency dried / tinned food (preferably nothing
that requires cooking)

• Any important medicine you may need (insulin, heart
medication etc.)

• Any important documents you may have like
passports, ID cards, bank books etc.

• Some money (notes and coins)

• Spare underwear and personal hygiene products

• Face masks to protect against dust etc.

• A torch / flashlight and spare batteries

• A battery pack for charging your phone during power
outages

• A blanket and / or sleeping bag.

• Gloves (for cold weather) and work gloves (to protect
your hands when moving debris)

• Slippers (to use in an evacuation centre)

• An emergency toilet and toilet paper

• Collapsable water container(s) for collecting water
from a water tanker in the case of a water outage

• A canvas or cloth bag for carrying things like
shopping

• A lighter and / or matches

• Glow sticks

• A portable radio

• Raincoat and / or small umbrella

• A basic first aid kit

• Some eating utensils (bowl, cutlery) and a cup

• A mirror and a whistle (for attracting someone’s
attention)

• Paper, pen and tape for leaving a message
somewhere

If you are preparing an emergency kit, please bear in mind that you may well have to carry it a fair distance
(to a evacuation shelter, for example) so, while ensuring you have all you may need in an emergency, try to keep
it as compact and light as possible.

You can buy basic kits at hardware and electric stores that contain many of the above and add other things
important to you, in particular. Many of the above items can be found at 100-yen stores.
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Intensity/Meter reading Effects on People Indoors: Outdoors Residential buildings Other structures Utilities Ground and slopes

0 Imperceptible to most
people. Indoor objects will not shake. No damage

1
Perceptible to some people
in the upper stories of multi-
story buildings

Objects may sway or rattle. No damage

2
Perceptible to most people
indoors. Wakens light
sleepers.

Hanging objects sway. Shaking without damage. No damage

3
Perceptible to everyone
indoors. Frightens some
people.

Objects inside rattle
noticeably and can fall from
raised surfaces.

Overhead power lines sway.
Perceptible to people
outdoors.

Houses may shake intensely.
Light damage possible to
homes with low earthquake
resistance.

Light damage to older
buildings with low
earthquake resistance. Light
damage possible to
earthquake-resistant
buildings.

Unaffected

4
Frightens most people. Some
seek escape. Wakens most
sleepers.

Hanging objects swing and
cupboard dishes rattle.
Unsecured objects topple.
Loud noises.

Power lines sway. Tremor
perceptible to people
outside.

Light damage to less
earthquake-resistant homes.
Most homes shake intensely
and walls may crack.
Apartment buildings will
shake.

Light damage to non-
residential buildings. Little
damage to earthquake-
resistant structures.

Interruptions (esp. electricity) No landslides or ground
cracking

5-lower (5弱)
Most people try to escape
from danger by running
outside. Some people find it
difficult to move.

Hanging objects swing. Most
unsecured objects topple.
Dishes in cupboards and
shelved books fall; furniture
moves.

Utility poles swagger.
Windows may break or fall,
unreinforced cinderblock
walls topple, some road
damage

Wall and column damage to
low earthquake-resistant
residential structures

Wall cracks in low
earthquake-resistant
buildings. Light damage to
regular and earthquake-
resistant structures

Automatic valves cut
residential gas. Some water
supply interruptions.
Blackouts.

Soft ground may crack.
Rockfalls and small slope
failures possible

5-upper (5強)
Many people are
considerably frightened and
find it difficult to move.

Most dishes in a cupboard
and most books on a
bookshelf fall. Occasionally, a
TV set on a rack falls, heavy
furniture such as a chest of
drawers fall, sliding doors
slip out of their groove and
the deformation of door
frames makes it impossible
to open doors.

Unreinforced concrete-block
walls can collapse and
tombstones overturn. Many
automobiles stop because it
becomes difficult to drive
from the shaking. Poorly
installed vending machines
can fall.

Less earthquake-resistant
homes and apartments suffer
heavy/significant damage to
walls and pillars and can
lean.

Medium to large cracks are
formed in walls. Crossbeams
and pillars of less
earthquake-resistant
buildings and even highly
earthquake-resistant
buildings also have cracks.

Gas pipes and water mains
are damaged. (Gas service
and/or water service are
interrupted in some regions.)

Cracks may appear in soft
ground. Rockfalls and small
slope failures would take
place.

6-lower (6弱) Difficult to keep standing.

A lot of heavy and
unanchored furniture moves
or falls. It is impossible to
open the door in many
cases. All objects will shake
violently.

Strongly and severely felt
outside. Light posts swing,
and electric poles can fall
down, causing fires.

Less earthquake-resistant
houses collapse and even
walls and pillars of other
homes are damaged.
Apartment buildings can
collapse by floors falling
down onto each other.

Less earthquake-resistant
buildings easily receive heavy
damage and may be
destroyed. Even highly
earthquake-resistant
buildings have large cracks in
walls and will likely be
moderately damaged, at the
very least. In some buildings,
wall tiles and windowpanes
are damaged and fall.

Gas pipes and/or water
mains will be damaged. Gas,
water and electricity are
interrupted.

Small to medium cracks
appear in the ground, and
larger landslides take place.

6-upper (6強) Impossible to stand; cannot
move without crawling.

Most heavy and unanchored
furniture moves or becomes
displaced.

Trees can fall down due to
violent shaking. Bridges and
roads suffer moderate to
severe damage.

Less earthquake-resistant
houses will collapse or be
severely damaged. In some
cases, highly earthquake-
resistant residences are
heavily damaged. Multi-story
apartment buildings will fall
down partially or completely.

Many walls collapse, or at
least are severely damaged.
Some less earthquake-
resistant buildings collapse.
Even highly earthquake-
resistant buildings suffer
severe damage.

Occasionally, gas and water
mains are damaged.
(Electrical service is
interrupted. Occasionally,
gas and water service are
interrupted over a large area.)

Cracks can appear in the
ground, and landslides take
place.

7
Thrown off by the shaking
and impossible to move at
will.

Most heavy and unanchored
furnitures move or becomes
displaced.

In most buildings, wall tiles
and windowpanes are
damaged and fall. In some
cases, reinforced concrete-
block walls collapse.

Most or all residences
collapse or receive severe
damage, no matter how
earthquake-resistant they
are.

Most or all buildings (even
earthquake-resistant ones)
suffer severe damage.

Electrical, gas and water
service are interrupted.

The ground is considerably
distorted by large cracks and
fissures, and slope failures
and landslides take place,
which can change
topographic features.

じゃく

じゃく

きょう

きょう

THE JAPAN METEOROLOGICAL AGENCY SEISMIC INTENSITY SCALE (震度)
しんど

*Source: Wikipedia


