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THE 1995 KOBE EARTHQUAKE

• January 17, 1995 at 5:46 am

• Magnitude 7.3

• Deaths: 6,434 (as of 2006/12/22)

• 250,000 houses destroyed

• 316,000 people evacuated

• Damage cost estimated at 

US$100 billion 

• Most life-lines and urban 

facilities were destroyed and 

became unavailable
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Social Construction of Disaster

• The earthquake revealed fragile urban 

infrastructure.

• The impacts of the disaster were not evenly 

distributed.  Vulnerable groups (elderly, disabled, 

women, children, low-income households, 

foreigners, etc.) suffered disproportionally.

• Long-term recovery plans did not exist.  There 

was no recovery plan for communities.  



How do Communities Recover?

• Are any communities able to recover smoother 

than the other communities?

• Are there any changes in their vulnerability 

between before and after the event?

• How do community vulnerability and capacity 

interact to influence post-disaster recovery at the 

local level?
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JAPANESE EMERGENCY 

MANAGEMENT APPROACH

• Limited interaction 

between governments 

and local communities 

• Top-down hierarchy, and 

traditional disaster 

management approach

• Slow emergency 

response
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TWO CASE STUDIES

Case 1: Mano

Case 2: Mikura 

A Map of  Kobe City

Nagata Ward

Japan Railway

What did the communities look like before the disaster? 

Nagata Ward (Most 

severely affected area)



PRE-DISASTER CONDITIONS

• Case 1: Mano (40ha)

– Pop. 5,500 in 1994

– Long-term community 

development practice

– High social integration

– CBOs (bottom-up)

– Collaboration with local 

government

• Case 2: Mikura (6ha)

– Pop. 750 in 1994

– Inactive community 

development practice in 

the past

– CBO (top-down)

– Limited resources

Inner-City communities 

(economic decline, population decline, aging, high rate of  tenancy, blue-

collar workers, old wooden housing, high density, few open spaces, 

narrow streets)
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Mano 

History of Community Development

Anti-pollution movement and more. . .



THE IMPACTS FROM THE QUAKE

Case 1: Mano

• 25% of housing units  
destroyed (fire damaged
less than 2%)

• 19 people died

• Pop. 4,278  in 2005 (78% 
recovery)

Case 2: Mikura

• 70% of the area 
destroyed and burnt

• 27 people died

• Pop. 394 in 2005 (53% 
recovery)



RECOVERY—Mano

• Case 1: Mano

– Fast response (bucket-

relay to put out a fire)

– Many residents remained

– Continuous community 

development practices 

(turning down the disaster 

restoration project) 

– Increased capacity

– Some efforts to reduce 

physical vulnerability after 

the event

Mano Today (as of  October 2003)
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Case 1: Mano Quick Response

Houses burnt by the fire Tents in the local park

Mano emergency headquarters

(Source: Jichitai Kenkyusha & Kobe City)
Serving food to the victims
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Long-term Reconstruction Efforts 



Old Wooden Houses (70% as of 2006)

Source: Miyanishi (2006)



Mikura Today (as of  October 2003)

RECOVERY—Mikura

• Case 2: Mikura

– Designated as land-use 
zoning area

– Increased physical safety

– Slow recovery

– Establishment of  a CBO, 
Machi-Communication

– Contributions of  CBOs 

– Somewhat increased capacity

– Different social vulnerability 
emerged (wider roads, open 
spaces)



Collaborative Work—Cooperative Housing



Mikura Five (Cooperative Housing)



Case 2:  Mikura Community Activities

New community centre

Visitors from Indonesia

Elementary school field trip

(Source: Machi-Communication)

New high rise apartment and park



Reconstruction

•Open Spaces

•Smaller Lots

•Dark spots

•Losing 

liveliness

•Widened Streets

•Dividing 

Neighbours

•Limited 

communication



Summary of the Cases

• Case 1: Mano

– High vulnerability

– High capacity

– Well organized 
community development 
practices

• Case 2: Mikura

– High vulnerability

– Low capacity

– Poorly organized 
community development 
practices

With outside assistance and self-

help approaches, Mikura gained 

community capacity, and reduced 

vulnerability. Challenges to deal 

with emerging social vulnerability.

Utilizing existing resources, Mano 

further gained community 

capacity, and reduced 

vulnerability.  Yet there remains 

high physical vulnerability.



ANALYSIS

• Pre-disaster community development positively contributes to 
disaster recovery even if there are high vulnerability factors (e.g., 
poverty).  However, certain types of development can increase 
vulnerability while they have high community capacity.

• Capacity building efforts can be achieved with help from CBOs, 
governments, local businesses, and committed participation from 
the residents. However, the limitations of CBOs are hard to 
overcome without assistance from local governments.

• Vulnerability reduction and capacity building are critical 
components of community recovery. However, the interactions 
between the two are highly complex and contingent on many 
contextual considerations.



Two Case Studies: Findings
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