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As (probably) still the only Japanese member of ThinkCamp, I chatted with 

Johannes today and was given a privilege to write a short article on my 

impressions related to Japan’s disaster. I was personally safe myself but as 

you must all know, there are thousands of people dead due to Tsunami and 

the estimate of the total dead casualties extends to tens of thousands. The 

damage regarding the properties is the worst you can imagine – there are 

many former cities that were completely eliminated from the earth. As a 

Japanese, it is difficult as of now to utilize this disaster as a single case in 

history to be learnt from, but I feel it best to do whatever I can to make the 

world a better place, and this is certainly a precious opportunity thanks to 

Johannes. 

1. Lessons to be learnt from the Earthquake and the Tsunami 

Micro-economists usually advocate for decentralized market mechanism. 

What they say is that if people know the risk of tsunami, then the market 

should set the adequate real estate prices, which helps people to decide 

whether to live there or not. Some people who put really high importance on 

life may avoid living in the risky area, whereas others that may love working 

as a fisherman may continue to live in such area. The risk can be reduced by 

the well-priced insurance market that covers the expected damage. Unlike 

tragedy of commons observed in global environment problems, such a 

discussion is quite effective provided that the people have sufficient ability 

and information to make adequate decisions. There are several cases 

however, in which it seems very difficult for people to make adequate 

decisions. 

Tsunami in Indonesia 2004 seems the first time the Indonesians suffered 

from such huge tsunami in Indian Ocean. If we simplify the situation in such 

a way that this was the pure first-time event with no scientific theory to 

predict things in advance, we can say that market mechanism with 



self-interested participants has absolutely no effect. One possible lesson that 

the world may learn from the Indonesia tsunami is that if you live in a 

coastal area, you should at least know the basic signs of tsunami. There were 

apparent signs of tsunami but nearly all victims were taken completely by 

surprise. Sophisticated tsunami warning systems may be required only for 

the areas like northeast Japan that are expected in advance to suffer from 

serious tsunami, but at least the most basic knowledge may possibly be 

shared to everybody in the coastal area throughout the world. There is not 

much else we can say about how to prepare as selfish individuals for such a 

case in which we have had no prior experience. Instead, the world stood up 

as compassionate citizens to help the victims. German government and 

Japanese government donated around Euro 500 Mil and $US 500 Mil 

respectively.  

Unlike Indonesia, Japan has had the long tradition of fighting against the 

earthquake and the tsunami. It was really impressive regarding the former, 

the earthquake, especially. Despite one of the most powerful earthquakes in 

the world history (9.0 Magnitude), the damage regarding the architecture 

itself was not too severe even in Sendai which is the regional capital of the 

worst area. All the books in the bookshelves fell off and the computers on the 

desks were destroyed, and yet the buildings stood firm. There were Chinese 

exchange students that flee from Sendai to Tokyo that I helped, and they told 

me that if they had been in China under such a shake, they would have been 

all dead no doubt. Market mechanism thus seemed to function perfectly here. 

The consumers have been wise enough to pay much higher price for firm 

houses to prepare for the earthquake, and of course the developers 

responded to that. The government helped making the market transparent 

by setting strict rules and check system to make sure that the buildings were 

strong enough against earthquakes. 

Tsunami on the other hand, though we have been really prepared, was well 

beyond the expectation. In the worst areas, they built really high dikes as 

high as ten meters. Japan has been notorious of its over-spec public projects, 



and this issue may be of interest in itself that I may talk about elsewhere. If 

I had been to see such massive dikes before the disaster this time, I might 

have responded “What a waste of money again!” However, the reality this 

time was that the tsunami by far exceeded all the preparations we made. It 

was quite heart moving for me as a scientist to see tsunami experts 

apologizing how they were powerless against this disaster. The tide in the 

worst area was well over 15 meters high, and the tsunami also hit really long 

coastal line. What can we learn from this? The traditional paradigm adopted 

by modern Japan has been to build yet higher dikes! If such a decision is 

made purely by the residents themselves, then it is kind of all right. However, 

if the central government intervenes this as a public project, then history 

seems to show that there come lots of stakeholders that insist for more and 

more projects. My personal opinion regarding this is as follows. First, let the 

local people make their own wisest decisions. They should know what to do 

best. As a heuristics of how they can prepare, I think they can build dikes to 

some extent, but I think they should give up trying to construct a perfect 

dike. As Karl Popper insists, we can never verify anything for certain with 

science. We should be modest enough to admit there are things we do not 

know and there are things we cannot control. Japan had the long tradition of 

Shintoism with the awe to the mother nature. However, we have forgotten 

that spirit after the modernization more than the westerners probably, and 

we tried our best to avoid all disasters through engineering. I feel we should 

revive our modesty. In order to deal with the uncontrolled and unpredicted 

disaster, we should come back to the compassion system that I discussed in 

Indonesia case. That is much more cost-effective overall as well. The decision 

making cost is not negligible at all either. So forget about calculating the 

perfect insurance pricing. It is much less costly to raise donations after crisis 

actually happen than to try to prepare too much in advance based on 

imperfect scientific predictions. 

 

2. Lessons to be learnt from Communication Media – Cases of Twitter 



I would like to change the topic to positive news.  

As I noted above, I tried to help some Chinese students get out of Sendai, the 

capital city of the worst area. The railway system around the city was down 

and the expressways were open only for emergency cars and the gas stations 

lacked fuel. Hence I was at a loss what to do to help them get out. In order to 

search for the information regarding the transportation, by far the best 

medium was Twitter. It was really impressive to see how people responded 

very promptly to requests of information, and how easy it was to search 

information using simple keywords. The official website of the huge railway 

company Japan Railway East had very little detailed information regarding 

what lines were in operation and what were not in the worst area. The 

tweets instead spread to show the active lines that could be connected to 

Sendai via bus. Thanks to the robust system of mobile phones and the twitter, 

it seems as though it was much easier using the power of the safe people to 

update the effective information than it was for the huge railway company.  

As for another beautiful example, let me introduce to you a system provided 

by Honda to show what roads are still active in the worst area on Google 

Earth – the system uses the information from the driving routes of GPS 

members. The link for the download of Google Earth file is  

http://traffic.premium-club.jp/earthquake/sanriku.kmz 

Be careful, the file size is large. 

Lessons to be learnt from this – a very good combination of de-facto 

centralized portal of Twitter (or Honda) and the completely decentralized 

tweets (or driving) of people worked magnificently. It was also very nice to 

see how conscientious people were willing to share information they had for 

free. I hope that ThinkCamp will grow up to become such a hub – one of the 

prestigious places to go if you want to know and talk about sustainability. 

Of course, another good aspect of Twitter and other interactive media is that 

they are on-demand. Different people have different information needs. 

Hence it makes little sense to provide the same information to everybody 

http://traffic.premium-club.jp/earthquake/sanriku.kmz


especially when the decisions of people require different sorts of information. 

Mass media like TV seemed quite effective to let people share the same mass 

information regarding nuclear damage or electricity blackouts. However, for 

the survival in the worst area, the Twitter seemed really powerful to me.  

Let me give another interesting example – which is the hub on Twitter. 

There is a “star” player on Twitter called @tsuda (he only tweets in Japanese, 

hence you do not understand what he is tweeting). He is really impressive in 

both the quality and the quantity of tweets. I personally followed his tweets 

constantly to grasp the overall image of what was going on instead of having 

had a clear idea of what information to search for. In that sense, he 

functioned as a mass medium like a TV channel. I would say however that he 

was much more effective than any single TV channel for me. He has basically 

selected the information from various media and reported. The TV stations 

do not lose their status in making high-cost reports such as flying with 

helicopters to video tape the damaged area. However, there is no necessity 

that the editors be directly tied up with the primary source journalists. We 

have come to the age that an intelligent individual may function as a very 

good selector and editor of information at a very low cost instead of a huge 

mass media corporation. I feel such a movement is very important. It is 

becoming more and more difficult for the government and other stakeholders 

to tell lies and hide information. 

Finally, I should add that I want to thank my foreign friends who gave me 

warm words through Facebook. And last but not least at all, Johannes who 

encouraged me through Skype. I really felt in this earthquake the smart use 

of different communication media for different purposes greatly enhances 

our ability. 

 

3. Nuclear Power Plant Case 

Having checked the latest news related to the nuclear power plant crisis as 

of March 16, 2011, I feel that that if you limit your focus purely to the 



technical aspect such as the severity of radioactivity, then I can say that the 

situation is most probably still something fundamentally safer than that of 

Chernobyl, and it looks unlikely that the situation gets worse to Level 7. 

Japanese experts seem to agree with the French however that our situation 

may be possibly severer than the Three Mile Island, and may be labeled as 

Level 6 crisis. We hear that Lufthansa has stopped the flights to Tokyo, and I 

do agree with the decision as the potential risk-evading move. Nevertheless, 

that does not directly imply that the Tokyo as of now is completely 

contaminated. The radioactivity along with the diffusion of the radioactive 

substances, say 30 km away from the power plant, have little effects on 

human health as of now.  

However, I can say that the soft side of crisis management has been way too 

weak. My feeling tells me that modern Japan has relied too much only on 

engineering, and here seems the extreme example in nuclear power plant 

management. The issue is clearly related to the dike discussion I developed 

in the tsunami part. The “official” stance of Tokyo Electric Power Company 

(TEPCO) and the government especially at the initial negotiation stage of 

constructing the power plant is that the plant is perfectly safe. Otherwise, 

the authority fears, the local residents would not say yes to the construction. 

Thus it seems as though the information disclosure and communication 

strategy along with the clear standards of evacuation were virtually 

non-existent in advance. Every strategic move seemed to have been decided 

after the crisis occurred. It is rather surprising that the authority and the 

electric company could continue to have such an attitude after Tokai Village 

nuclear accident (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tokaimura_nuclear_accident), 

but I am sure that the citizens this time will finally get furious enough to let 

the authority have the more honest and soft policy regarding nuclear power. 

Let me introduce to you a concrete example. TEPCO has had a number of 

official announcements, but frequently the information given to the 

spokesmen was far older than that given to the government (the government 

spokesman Edano had official announcements separetly). The company 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tokaimura_nuclear_accident


spokesman made an excuse that those people with the information were 

doing their best at the very power plant to minimize the damage. Apparently, 

the so-called “damage” they referred to seemed to include only technical type 

of damage. Letting the locals as well as the millions in Tokyo area to feel 

uncertain and to make possibly inadequate decisions was not “damage” for 

them. Of course engineering is important, but at the same time we should 

never forget that all systems involving human beings are “human activity 

systems” so to speak. Japanese have had the long tradition of paternalism, 

letting the “authority” make decisions instead of the citizens. I feel that we 

are much more mature enough to make decisions ourselves based on the 

well-disclosed information. Even if we did make wrong decisions, for example 

panic, we should take it as our own responsibility. In this earthquake, there 

were hundreds of beautiful scenes observed in the worst area. Nobody stole 

things from the stores with commodities scattered around the floor, people 

were in a very neat line to escape walking down the staircase, and the 

Chinese student told me that a stranger gave them a public telephone card 

for free. Thus, even under difficult situations, we acted with warm heart and 

cool head. We as citizens are ready to act cool with bad news as well.  

The reluctance of disclosure is observed also at the government level. The 

government opened the media announcements to only selected mass media 

journalists. This is really sad considering the fact that we had an 

epoch-making change in the ruling party from LDP to DPJ in 2009. As a 

result, for instance, no foreign media could have direct access to official 

announcements regarding the nuclear power plants. The formal justification 

of such a system is that the authority wants to keep the standard of 

reporters high enough! Such logic also dominated the auction of public 

project contractors as well until recently. Such a weird country… It looks as 

though there is a dark mutual benefit relationship between mass media and 

the government. Media should be one of the most important gatekeepers of 

democracy, but it is quite questionable in Japan. I simply hope that the 

people will stand up seeing the power of Twitter and other media to destroy 

the monopoly of public information by huge mass media companies.  



One of the long-term lessons obtained from this turmoil, in addition to 

information disclosure issue, is the risk of relying on monopoly. Electricity 

industry is well known in micro-economic theory as a most illustrative 

example of natural monopoly. It does not make sense to build two power 

distribution systems for example. Further from the equity perspective, 

Japanese government has not permitted independent power generators until 

recently. The logic is that if you permitted the huge companies in Tokyo to 

generate power at a low cost, then they would stop buying electricity from 

TEPCO, which would result in a really high electricity price in the provincial 

areas. Today, the government deregulated the power generation, though with 

lots of restrictions still. What we have learnt this time, I think, is that it is 

too risky to centralize all the intelligence to a single company, TEPCO, and 

the cost seems much higher than that of losing equity. If the government 

thinks equity is important, it may subsidize. There is no guarantee that the 

technology and management provided by TEPCO is the best (though, of 

course, I wish to believe that the employees are doing their best from their 

brave warm heart). We should have several options. Democracy usually has 

really high costs to run, the election being the simplest example. But we 

should incur that cost for the sake of making sure that our important 

decisions are not too bad. In real markets with non-linear mass production 

cost reduction effects, natural monopoly becomes reality quite commonly 

today even without government intervention, the most well-known example 

of which may be amazon.com. I feel that we should make sure at least that 

there are potential competitors that always watch for the opportunities of 

entrance such that the monopolist is constantly given the pressure towards 

best innovation and good disclosure of information. TEPCO, it seems, 

enjoyed the gifted monopoly too much. If the incumbent is too strong at 

partly because of the past history, then we may possibly consider doing some 

favor for the entrants, like gender equity laws in Norway or affirmative 

actions in the USA. 

 



4. The Case of Donation – the Reduction of Transaction Cost 

I was personally very much impressed this time again with the web. It is 

becoming really easy for the people to donate. The two examples I would like 

to introduce to you are: 

http://www.google.com/crisisresponse/japanquake2011.html 

http://technolog.msnbc.msn.com/_news/2011/03/11/6246445-japans-earthquak

e-how-to-help 

I have also donated through Yahoo Japan that allows you to donate using the 

shopping points as well. Many companies follow this making people to feel 

easy to donate. The well-established portals like Twitter are very important 

for this since there may be many fake organizations that collect money for 

their own profit.  

The reduction of transaction cost has the power to create a whole new 

market. Japan has not had the mainstream tradition of private donation. 

The nonprofit sector in economy is far less significant than that in the west. I 

hope and am quite confident that the donation systems this time stimulate 

the Japanese to become the donating citizens. The government should 

support this fully via tax benefits and other ways.  

At a much larger scale, it is easier than ever before for us the world citizens 

to be connected information-wise or financially. It was really easy for me to 

support ThinkCamp from Japan financially and intellectually this time 

hopefully. I sincerely hope and thank you very much for whatever support 

you may give to the victims, may it be warm words or money.  

I hope that we will make such connections closer and closer, and I am sure 

we can. This is not only a normative wish but a reality as well. Human 

beings as biological beings are genetically programmed like chimpanzees to 

feel compassionate with the community, like a village, to which they belong. 

Internet helps in many ways to let us feel as one on the entire globe quite 

naturally! It feels very interesting that I personally feel closer to Johannes 

than to a neighbor next door!  

http://www.google.com/crisisresponse/japanquake2011.html
http://technolog.msnbc.msn.com/_news/2011/03/11/6246445-japans-earthquake-how-to-help
http://technolog.msnbc.msn.com/_news/2011/03/11/6246445-japans-earthquake-how-to-help


Please do not misunderstand that I am trying to give you the pressure to feel 

compassionate to Japan. We do not really need the hard discipline of acting 

according to the categorical imperative proposed by Immanuel Kant. We may 

each focus on the issues that interest us. Hence, feel relaxed please even if 

you are not that interested in the Japan Disaster. There will be sufficiently 

many other people that will be interested in the issues you may not be. 

 

 

I have written enough. Possibly the article was too long for you, but I wish 

you had at least one message that intellectually stimulates you. 

Thank you all for warm supports to Japan! 


