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Public and Private Partnerships Key to 
Supporting Evacuees of the Fukushima Disaster
By Ryosuke Aota

On March 11, 2011 the Great East Japan 
Earthquake and tsunami devastated 10 
prefectures in Japan, including regions 
from Hokkaido to Kanto. Damage in 
Fukushima was unique as a result of the 
accompanying nuclear accident at the 
Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. 
About 142,000 people left their homes 
in Fukushima and continue to live as 
evacuees. While some authorities are 
optimistic about reconstruction of the 
area, in part because Fukushima evacuees 
are eligible for compensation from the 
Tokyo Electric Power Company, this article 
considers the challenges, efforts and 
prospects for the affected people.

Evacuations from Fukushima are due 
largely to a safe living standard set by 
the Japanese government. That standard 
is based on recommendations of the 
International Commission on Radiological 
Protection. The standard is 20 milli 
Sieverts of radiation exposure in one year 
or 20 mSv/yr. In the first stage following 
the disaster, the government designated 
a restricted area within a 20 km radius 
around the plant, where radiation exposure 
may significantly exceed the standard. 

In addition, an evacuation area is 
designated for areas beyond the 20 km 
radius where radiation exposure exceeds 20 
mSv/yr. The government has divided these 
evacuation areas into three zones: 1) areas 
where residents will not be able to return 
for a long time because radiation exposure 
is currently greater than 50 mSv/yr and is 
not expected to be less than 20 mSv/yr in 
the next five years; 2) areas where residents 
will be able to return in a few years when 
radiation exposure becomes less than 20 
mSv/yr; and 3) areas where residents are 
expected to return home in the near future.

It is problematic that the radiation exposure 
standard of 20 mSv/yr is not always 
accepted as safe. Even in the surrounding 
areas outside of the evacuations, radiation 
exposure reaches 1 to 10 mSv/yr. This 
causes the residents of Fukushima, 
especially parents with young children, to 

be concerned about the potential for future 
health issues. They face major decisions 
about remaining in their hometowns or 
relocating.

Complicating their decision is that 
Fukushima has kept a traditional Japanese 
culture in which residents wish to remain 
where their ancestors have lived. In 
addition, there are many homes containing 
several generations, where serious clashes 
of opinion between older and younger 
people have led to breakdown of families 
and communities. Finally, some evacuees 
feel isolation or suffer from harmful rumors 
in their new places because they might 
have been exposed to radiation.

The Japanese national and local govern-
ments have worked to decontaminate the 
affected areas with a goal to reduce the 
radiation exposure to 1 mSv/yr. However, 
reaching this level has not gone smoothly. 
This unprecedented incident includes a 
wide geographic area, including forests, 
which are difficult to decontaminate. Ad-
ditionally, the national government has not 
found a final disposal site or even interim 
storage facilities for contaminated soil and 
water. The contaminated materials have 
been temporarily stored in each town and 
village, but mostly without the consent of 
local residents and leaders.

As scientific knowledge and government 
decisions remain unstable, the victims 
of the Fukushima disaster are also left in 
unstable conditions. As of November 29, 
2013, about  92,000 people had relocated 
within Fukushima, while about 51,000 
people had relocated to places outside 
Fukushima. The latter have dispersed to all 
47 prefectures of Japan. Tokyo, which is 220 
km from the accident site, has the largest 
number of evacuees (7,200), followed by 
Yamagata in the prefecture adjacent to 
Fukushima (6,200). In addition to the 
approximate 102,000 residents in the three 
zones mentioned earlier, around 40,000 
people in the surrounding area have also 
left Fukushima.

Efforts to Support Fukushima Victims

While no one solution can solve the 
problems faced by the victims of 
Fukushima, there have been various levels 
of support provided by both public and 
private sectors that are noteworthy.

Inside Fukushima
Eleven municipality governments have 
opened temporary offices in the evacuation 
areas so that their citizens have access to 
public services. One unique community 
called the Odagaisama (meaning “thanks 
is mutual”) Center. It was set up by the 
Tomioka town government at Koriyama 
City. Tomioka is located about 10 km 
from the Daiichi Plant, and the distance 
between Tomioka and Koriyama is 50 km. 
The Center is situated within a temporary 
housing site where 500 Tomioka citizens 
have taken refuge. 

The center has hosted events such as 
dance classes and mini-music concerts 
to boost morale and cultural exchange. It 
has assisted local FM radio stations with 
dissemination of town information and 
“voices from citizens.” The Center has also 
borrowed fallow fields for the evacuees to 
launch farm work. The Center has placed 
importance on keeping “Tomioka identity” 
and “motivation in life,” and has sought 
to create sustainable community within 
temporary housing.

Outside Fukushima
Many local governments and citizens 
throughout Japan have provided temporary 
residence, food and other needs to victims 
of the Fukushima disaster. One noteworthy 
example is the Aichi Support Center, 
established in June 2011 by the Aichi 
Prefecture, which is about 450 km from 
Fukushima. The government entrusted the 
service into four nonprofit organizations 
in cooperation with Co-op Aichi and Aichi 
Social Welfare Association. As of February 
28, 2013, more than 1,200 evacuees stayed 
in Aichi, many of whom were parents with 
young children.

The Aichi Center has provided various 
services such as exchange meetings among 
evacuees and supporters, consultation 

with lawyers and medical doctors, delivery 
of food and commodities, babysitting 
and invitations to sporting events. The 
Center also organized press releases and 
a panel exhibition for public awareness, 
as well as meetings with local government 
officials and workshops for volunteers. 
This support system is a public and private 
partnership, established by the public and 
operated by the private sector. Prefectures, 
municipalities, universities, businesses, 
co-ops, social welfare centers and local 
communities have teams to cooperatively 
launch such supports.

A nationwide private network organization 
has also been established for sharing 
information and linking support groups. 
The Japan Civil Network established 
eleven days after the earthquake, was 
joined by 801 nonprofit organizations, 
nongovernmental organizations, business 
companies and victims groups. It has 
conducted 13 meetings across Japan and 23 
onsite meetings in affected areas.

National Government Policy
Initially, the national government intended 
for all Fukushima evacuees to return home. 
As we have seen, however, many evacuees 
have given up on returning, and have 
settled outside of Fukushima. In December 
2013 the government made a change to 
its policy for supporting both return and 
relocation.

Specifically in zones 2 and 3, the 
government will increase monetary 
compensation and accelerate 
decontamination as incentives for evacuees 
to return. In zone 1 it will extend support 
for victims to spend their lives in relocation 
areas. The government is considering 
creating new communities to help people 
keep their cultural identities within 
relocation sites. It is also considering setting 
interim storage facilities in such areas.

New Challenge
While Japan’s aim was to have affected 
persons return home, we must support 
new settlement in the case of Fukushima. 
People’s concerns about the effect of low 
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Among ASPA’s strengths, as cited by 
participants, are  the enthusiasm and 
commitment of so many of its members, 
its ability to bring together practitioners 
and academics, the expertise and broad 
representation of members across all 
levels of government, its inclusive nature 
and its long and proud history . Among 
the weaknesses cited were aspects of 
membership retention, the need for more 
professional development opportunities 
and the lure of competing scholarly 
conferences.

As for opportunities, the attendees 
raised the prospects of revamping the 
annual conference to more effectively 
integrate practitioner perspectives, 
journal bundling, rethinking membership 
pools, building capacity to take smart 
risks, offering innovative conference 
partnerships and strengthening academic 
and practitioner engagement in the 
Association. Small group sessions dove 
into these areas of opportunity in greater 
detail, especially as they relate to Sections 
and journals, Chapters, conferences, 
ASPA’s purpose and its networking 
with other organizations. Each group 
later reported its recommendations 
for enhancing ASPA’s engagement in 
four areas: practitioners, scholarship, 

generating new revenue streams and its 
value propositions.

The groups generated more than 30 
suggestions, which ranged from enhanced 
training opportunities for members, 
greater Section involvement in the Annual 
Conference, greater support for Chapter 
leadership, and an increased ASPA profile 
as an advocate for those who work in 
public service and a renewed emphasis 
upon improving the quality of governance 
as means to building a stronger America.

The weekend discussion provided an 
outstanding foundation for the continuing 
effort to develop the draft strategic plan. 
The meeting built upon the comments 
from more than 50 individuals who had 
earlier responded to the membership-
wide invitation for comments and ideas 
regarding ASPA and its next strategic plan. 
The draft plan will be made available to 
ASPA members for feedback, and further 
input, both electronically and in special 
sessions to organized at the Annual 
Conference in Washington, DC. After 
that time, the National Council will then 
review, finalize and approve the plan, 
which then will serve as the guiding 
document for ASPA’s multi-year priorities 
and new initiatives.
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doses of radiation vary by person, family 
and community. There is no certainty that 
evacuees will follow the government’s path 
based on official zoning. This challenge will 
last for several decades, making it difficult 
to draw a future image of Fukushima.

A tendency has emerged for the private 
sector to support evacuation areas, but the 
government will eventually need to help 
fund these organizations in order for their 
services to be sustainable.

Based on requests from many evacuees, 
some researchers propose quasi-
citizenship, so that evacuees who settle 
in new places can also maintain the 
citizenship of their original home towns. 
Although this is a type of institution that 
governments would create, the need for 
officials to meet with evacuees on this 
matter is paramount.

The key to supporting victims of 

Fukushima is public and private 
partnerships. The role of the intermediate 
organization is important as a catalyst. 
While there is a long road ahead, 
partnerships could lead to the social 
innovation that is desperately needed to 
cope with an unprecedented event.
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