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The aftermath of the 9.0 magnitude earthquake and tsunami that hit Northeast (Tohoku) 
Japan on March 11, 2011 saw over 340,000 displaced people in the region and shortages of 
food, water, shelter, medicine and fuel for survivors. 
 
On March 12, 2012, one year after the tragedy, the Japanese National Police Agency report 
confirmed 15,867 deaths, 6,109 injured and 2,909 missing across twenty prefectures, as well 
as 129,225 buildings that totally collapsed, with a further 254,204 buildings which “half 
collapsed” and another 691,766 buildings that were partially damaged. 
 
Throughout the media, so many numbers describe the dimensions of these tragedies, 
however, during my trip to the affected area in the Northeast of Japan in July 2012, I tried to 
center my focus on the people who felt, first hand, the force of nature and whose experiences 
brought a more personal perspective to what we all saw in the news. 
 
I had the opportunity to visit the places, speak to people, listen to their stories and be amazed 
by the positive energy that they are all using to rebuild their homeland from the rubble. 
 
Minamisanriku was among the cities most severely hit by the tsunami, with its buildings being 
largely destroyed and over half of the town’s population of 19.170 going missing or almost 
certainly dead.   
 
The town had two evacuation centers where residents could go in the event of a tsunami – 
one on the southern headland overlooking the town, and another back from the center of the 
town. Although both were 20 meters (65.6 ft.) above sea level, the tsunami inundated them 
and washed the people inside away.  
 

 



 

 
 
During my recent visit to Minamisanriku, we noticed a lot of new construction occurring and a 
provisional shopping center had been rebuilt. People gathered there and worked together to 
bring their lives back to normal.  
 
As we drove around, we could still smell a strong odor in the air in certain areas inland.  
On a large flat plain where the city’s downtown used to lie, a steel structure stands still. This 
building’s skeleton became a focal point for the tragedy, where people went to deposit 
flowers, mementos, and pray to those who lost their lives. 
 
I looked up at the structure which once was the Minamisanriku Disaster Management Center, 
and I found it hard to believe that the building was submerged by water from the ocean. 
 
This is the very place where two people were working on the day the tsunami hit this town; 
two people with two different destinies. 
 
Miki Endo (遠藤未希), a 25 year-old employee of Minamisanriku Disaster Management 
Department, was hailed in the Japanese news media as a heroine for continuing to broadcast 
warnings and alerts over a community loudspeaker system as the tsunami came in. She was 
credited with saving many lives. The three-story headquarters of the department remained 
standing but was completely gutted, with only a red-colored steel skeleton remaining; in the 
aftermath of the disaster, Endo was missing and was later confirmed to have died. 
 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fQOiCV0hYRU  
 
http://www.nippon-sekai.com/main/articles/great-east-japan-earthquake-of-2011/body-of-
minami-sanriku-heroine-recovered/  



On the day of the tsunami Jin Sato (佐藤仁), the mayor of Minamisanriku was holding a 
meeting at the same Minamisanriku´s Disaster Management Centre. As the waters surged in 
he and his staff retreated up the floors. But the three-story building was not high enough. 

Thirty of them found themselves on the roof clinging on for their lives. A further 20 were 
swept away to their deaths, never to be seen again. Jin Sato and nine others survived by 
holding onto the building's communications mast, watching helplessly as the town was 
submerged around them; watching as their friends and colleagues were torn away. 

As with so many survivors, Mayor Jin Sato does not see his former home as just mud and 
rubble. To all of them, it is still their home; that muddy ground is still personal; the place 
where their memories are, and they have taken up to them to rebuild their town for future 
generations. 

     
Miki Endo         Mayor Jin Sato 

  
Photo in front of the Minaminsanriku´s Disaster Management Centre building during my recent trip in July 15, 
2012. 
 



 
Photos in sequence show the roof of the Minamisanriku´s Disaster Management Centre building completely 
submerged at the height of the inundation, with some survivors clinging to the rooftop antenna. Mayor Jin Sato 
is one of them. 
 

 



 

On the weekend of August 11-12, 2012, a group of young people from the JCI Local 
Organization in Kesennuma, Japan held the Port Festival for the first time since the tsunami 
destroyed the city. A long tradition to the people of Kesennuma, the Port Festival (Minato 
Matsuri) was carried out with one additional component that symbolized the hope and the 
desire of the young people to rebuild the community. 

 

Kesennuma was also severely damaged during the March 11, 2011 tsunami. Its famous 
fishing industry was closed down as its port infrastructure, fishing market and distribution 
center were all completely destroyed. 



At the entrance of Kesennuma Port, there used to be the Oil refinery terminal. It was also 
destroyed by the tsunami. The tanks filled with oil were carried out to sea by the waves and 
eventually broke down, spreading tons of oil that ignited an uncontrollable fire in several 
areas that were once the thriving city. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kkMtK57NJyk  

 

As the drums of the Port Festival echoed throughout the bay, every firework lit up the night 
over Kesennuma and the Tohoku region as a symbol of resilience of the people of the region 
and as a sign that life continues and ahead they will move forward. 

A young man from Sendai City in the Miyagi Prefecture, Tomoki Saito, a member of JCI and 
his family felt first hand their lives changing due to the tragedy that hit Tohoku. His house and 
business were heavily damaged, but he is grateful to have survived and was among the first 
ones to help the people in need, understanding their grief personally. Tomoki Saito wrote, 

Since that day, my town has been called "disaster area.” 
Since that day, my house has been called “rubble.” 
 
That’s not “rubble,” that's where my treasured memories are.  
That’s not “disaster area.” This is my hometown. 
 
Everything had been taken away from me, I thought. 
But, right now, more than anybody, we feel strong to live our lives and move forward. 
We feel we know more than anybody, the value of being alive.  
 
And we can clearly see that with our hands we will build a "bright community." And 
this dream is right there, around the corner. 
We will work hard and leave our legacy for the generations to come.  


