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ABSTRACT 

WHO REBUILDS? CIVIL SOCIETY IN POST-DISASTER RECOVERY IN CHINA 

AND JAPAN 

Hiromi Akiyama, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2019 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Ming Wan 

 

This dissertation explains how and why the work of civil society in post-disaster recovery 

varies under the ‘strong state’ settings, comparing recovery efforts of Wenchuan 

Earthquake in Sichuan, China (2008) and the Tohoku Disasters – officially known as 

Great East Japan Earthquake (2011). Drawing upon data collected through interviews, 

participant observation, as well as primary and secondary sources, I analyze the varying 

relationship between the state and civil society and the factors leading to civil society 

survival. I find that while China’s centralized and quick rebuilding left little space for 

civil society organizations to operate for long after the immediate relief phase, Japanese 

government’s decentralized recovery planning and centralized decision-making 

specifically incorporated local civic associations to be part of the planning process. I 

argue that the relationship between civil society and the state is not only important but 

critical in determining the survival of civil society activities. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Large-scale disasters bring about devastation and shocks in communities, causing 

not only economic damages but also tremendous impacts on political, social, and 

psychological aspects of daily life. In the era of ever-increasing disasters worldwide, 

questions arise not only about the state’s preparedness and capacities to manage disaster 

consequences, but also as to whether the state is the sole agent in planning, preparing, 

responding, and rebuilding before and after disasters. Increasingly, observers and analysts 

have come to pay attention on the societal power to gather and provide necessary 

resources for the affected population. Yet the way societal actors are involved in the 

aftermaths of disaster events varies significantly across countries. 

As for the involvement of societal actors following disasters, a body of studies 

have emphasized various aspects of the support offered by them, ranging from volunteers 

in the immediate aftermath of disaster occurrence, to the long-term involvement of 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), religious and ethnic communities, and other 

voluntary civic associations in recovery processes. The variation stretches from where 

civil society actors are given substantial freedom to where the heavy state presence gives 

a limited space for civic actors. On one end, civil society not only helps with recovery 

efforts, but can even lead, plan, and execute recovery projects on behalf of the state, such 

as seen in some parts of the United States. On the other end, the state’s heavy presence in 
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the reconstruction efforts has much impact on what citizens can do to build back their 

communities, thus providing limited spaces and flexibility for civic engagement. 

Variations in the patterns of civil society involvement in post-disaster recovery is an 

under-investigated topic that has implications for both state-civil society relationship and 

post-disaster recovery strategies.  

This dissertation research addresses the variation in civil society’s involvement in 

post-disaster recovery processes by focusing on the cases of China and Japan. In these 

non-Western countries, both prone to natural hazards, state-society relationship has been 

characterized as having relatively strong states, while China more so than Japan. I 

investigate how civil society makes contributions to post-disaster recovery and how the 

interactions between the state and civil society have evolved over disasters and consider 

the factors for why civil society involvement in post-disaster recovery varies across 

cases.  

1.1. Main Arguments 

The study presents mainly two arguments. First, the ways in which the state 

incorporates civil society in the recovery processes differentiates the space civil society 

gets – and which type of civil society are more involved. While China’s centralized and 

quick rebuilding left little space for civil society organizations to operate long after their 

involvement in the immediate relief and response phase, Japanese government’s 

decentralized recovery planning and centralized decision-making specifically 

incorporated local civic associations to be part of the planning process. This argument 

differs from the existing view that the space for civil society is determined by how much 
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the state is involved in post-disaster recovery (Chamlee-Wright and Storr 2009a, 2009s), 

which does not provide enough explanation for the variation between the two countries 

that both mainly rely on the state-led reconstruction.  

Second, the state is still an inevitably significant actor to consider in studies of 

civil society. In the two cases studied for this project, both having relatively strong state, 

the relationship between civil society and the state is not only important but critical in 

determining the survival of civil society activities. By contrast, the current studies on 

civil society’s role in disaster management, especially in post-disaster recovery, are 

inadequate in understanding civic engagement in some countries. The common 

conceptualization of civil society as being autonomous from the state and accumulating 

social capital, hence having democratization effects, either excludes critical components 

of emerging civil society in certain countries or overlooks the importance of the 

relationship between the state and civil society that enables civil society’s survival. The 

current emphasis in the literature on the aspect of civil society that facilitates local 

community’s autonomous, spontaneous, and self-reliant involvement in the post-disaster 

recovery process fails to explain the development of nascent civil society in China that is 

partly encouraged by the state, or the presence of civil society in Japan that maintains 

relatively amicable relationship with the state.  

In order to understand the potential collaboration between the state and civil 

society actors, it is necessary to incorporate the literature on the nonprofit sector, third-

party government, and the welfare state. When attempting to compare civil society of 

different countries, the conceptualization of civil society gets stretched to include 
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different aspects from its original model, which has been based on the observations of 

Western civil society. The civil society actors in China and Japan, considering their 

functions, include the features of the nonprofit organizations as social service providers, 

as partners of the state. Incorporating the views on the nonprofit sector can provide a 

better understanding of civil society involvement in post-disaster recovery in these 

countries.  

1.2. Key Concepts and Definitions 

Some of the key concepts in this study are defined as follows. Adopting the 

standard definition derived from Habermas, the following is the definition of civil 

society: the realm of associational life existing autonomous from the state, organized 

voluntary, and relatively self-supporting (Alagappa 2004; Diamond 1994; Habermas 

1989 [1962]). Yet some of these attributes become questionable when applied to 

countries across the world. As I will demonstrate in the following chapters, in both Japan 

and China, what constitutes a part of civil society is not entirely autonomous from the 

state or may not be self-supporting. Moreover, scholars of civil society associate various 

types of organizations with the concept of civil society, such as NGOs, community 

associations, and faith-based organizations. This study is not limited to only one aspect of 

civil society organizations but defines civil society in an encompassing way, namely 

considering potentially non-autonomous civic groups, and examines various types of 

nongovernmental actors, from social capital type organizations, citizen groups, and 

external NGOs. Chapter 4 explains these specific types of civil society organizations in 
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detail. Similarly, civil society organizations (CSOs) refer to any associations that operate 

as part of civil society, consisting of civic actors.  

The state can be conceptualized in two ways: the penetrative state and the 

administrative state. The penetrative state can be understood with the classical definition 

of the state by Weber (2004 [1919], 34) as representing “a relationship in which people 

rule over other people . . . based on the legitimate use of force.” In understanding the 

relationship between the state and society, this relationship holds true that the state 

consists of those who rule, or govern, and society consists of those who are governed. Yet 

in the realm of disaster management, the state is less of a policing apparatus that 

emphasizes the legitimate use of force, but the state roles are focused on an administrator, 

a planner, and a provider. The administrative state is about the state’s role and capability 

in making policies, implementing public works, and providing public goods to the 

citizens (Mann 1986). This administrative side of the state function is often synonymous 

with the ‘government,’ vis-à-vis the third (i.e. nonprofit) sector, or ‘civil society.’ In 

Chapter 3, I review the different views of the state according to the role it plays.  

Post-disaster recovery, or recovery for short, refers to the long-term phase of 

rebuilding what have been lost in the disaster to bring back the pre-disaster level of 

livelihood, if not building back better. Fischer (2008) identifies four different stages to 

disaster management: 1) planning, 2) response, 3) recovery and 4) mitigation. While 

disaster response focuses on the emergency situation of saving lives, as well as the 

management of disruption and provision of food, water, shelter, and other supplies to 

survivors, recovery starts after the chaotic emergency situation is more or less contained. 
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The former is relatively a short period, ranging from several days to a few weeks, 

involving the government dispatching rescue and medical personnel, gathering and 

distributing relief supplies, providing and managing temporary shelters, finding 

replacement homes for those who lost houses, and restoring service disruptions to enable 

normal daily living. The recovery stage, the focus of this study, often extends much 

longer than the response, thus taking years to complete. In Haas et al. (1977)’s 

identification of different stages of recovery are emergency, restoration, replacement, and 

betterment. While the emergency period, in which search and rescue and emergency 

housing are the focus, corresponds to the response phase, the other three stages of the 

restoration of basic infrastructure, the replacement of capital stock to rebuild to its pre-

disaster level, and the betterment and development of larger projects, can take up to 10 

years (Haas et al. 1977). Others argue that there is no clear endpoint in recovery, 

suggesting that recovery is more complex than Haas and colleagues suggest (Olshansky 

2005; Rubin et al. 1985). 

While focusing on rebuilding and restoring the loss, recovery also encompasses 

the other two stages of planning (planning for future disaster risks) and mitigation 

(preparing measures for mitigating the impact of future disasters). Thus, post-disaster 

recovery is a complex yet comprehensive process of negotiations and coordination 

among different agencies, sectors, and stakeholders.  

Although I use the terms ‘recovery’ and ‘reconstruction’ almost interchangeably, 

the word ‘recovery’ requires some additional caveats. Some disaster management 

scholars and practitioners argue that ‘recovery’ is a preferred term, because it 
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encompasses larger aspects of post-disaster activities than sole rebuilding of physical and 

hardware assets, as the word ‘reconstruction’ might imply (Quarantelli 1998). In addition 

to physical rebuilding, in this view, recovery also includes the revival of local economy, 

the restoration of livelihood and social ties, the provision of mental health needs and so 

forth (Abramson et al. 2011). The confusion of the terminology also comes from the fact 

that others tend to use ‘recovery’ to mean the relatively short-term ‘restoration’ of normal 

services after a few days or weeks of disaster occurrence. While restoration happens in a 

relatively quick manner, I consider restoration as part of the response phase, 

simultaneously occurring with the rescue and relief. In this study, I mostly use the word 

‘recovery’ to emphasize the longer-term dimension of rebuilding, while paying attention 

to physical, economic, and social recovery. I generally avoid the use of ‘reconstruction’ 

to avoid the confusion with the Reconstruction era of the late-19th century in the United 

States, following the Civil War. However, where official English translation of 

documents in Japan or China uses the word ‘reconstruction,’ I follow the translation.1 

Figure 1 visualizes the varying concepts within disaster management by time.  

 

                                                 
1 Japan’s government documents tend to use ‘reconstruction’ for the word fukkō, which is considered to be 

more comprehensive than the word fukkyū, which means the restoration of pre-disaster conditions. In 

addition to restoring, fukkō also means to revitalize, which implies building back better than before. 

Chinese word chongjian (rebuilding) is also often translated into ‘reconstruction’ in English.  
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Figure 1 Conceptualization of disaster response and recovery stages 

 

1.3. China and Japan as Case Points 

In order to understand how the functions of civil society interact with the state in 

post-disaster recovery, I examine the cases of China and Japan, focusing on relatively 

recent large-scale disasters that these countries have experienced. In China, the 

Wenchuan earthquake in May 2008 caused devastations and triggered a change in 

patterns in which the state responds to disasters, as well as civil society’s participation in 

the process. In Japan, the Tohoku disaster, triggered by the Great East Japan Earthquake 

in March 2011, challenged the country with “the most difficult crisis since World War II” 

in the words of the then Prime Minister Naoto Kan (quoted in WSJ, 14 March 2011)2. 

The large earthquake caused a massive tsunami, which subsequently triggered a nuclear 

meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plants. The two disasters share the 

                                                 
2 Wall Street Journal (Japan Edition). 2011. “Kan Shusho, sengo saidai no kiki to uttae [Prime Minister 

Kan describes as the biggest crisis in post-war].” March 14. 

http://jp.wsj.com/public/page/0_0_WJPP_7000-197766.html 
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characteristics of crisis that challenged existing state capabilities in responding to 

disasters caused by natural hazards. 

These disasters occurred against somewhat similar backdrop of civil society 

development through disasters. While Japan has a long tradition of community-based 

civic activities, volunteering and nonprofit activities beyond one’s immediate 

neighborhood only became common after the 1995 Kobe earthquake. Legal and 

institutional arrangements developed in the late 1990s, thus opening a way for 

diversification and maturing of the Japanese nonprofit sector. In China, where non-

governmental activities had been long prohibited under the Communist Party regime, a 

slow development of activities by foreign NGOs and government-organized NGOs (also 

known as GONGOs) had taken place in a few areas of expertise. The Wenchuan 

earthquake spurred civic engagement in the immediate phase following the event, and in 

some cases, continued into long-term recovery. The nascent civil society’s development 

was reflected in its role during another earthquake in Lushan, also in Sichuan province, in 

April 2013. 

During recovery, both countries saw civil society’s involvement, albeit at 

different levels. In Japan, existing and newly created nonprofit organizations, as well as 

pre-existing neighborhood associations, have been fairly active in community recovery in 

Tohoku. Communities were charged with forming a consensus among residents to decide 

how to rebuild. A number of civic groups emerged to serve various aspects of assisting in 

local community recovery, taking advantage of the existing legal framework. In China, 

on the other hand, once the focus shifted from the relief to recovery, many of the nascent 
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civil society groups faced restrictions by the state on organizing and fundraising. New 

grassroots organizations needed to rely on networks of other NGOs and GONGOs to gain 

access to the disaster areas. Yet, as local governments are starting to see the utility of 

grassroots organizations, there are signs of change, with the instances of local 

governments encouraging activities by civic groups. These cross-national variation are 

described below in the dependent variable section.  

1.4. Research Questions 

This study attempts to add to the relatively thin pool of cross-case analysis of the 

role of civil society in disaster management, focusing on the long-term recovery stage. 

The primary research question that drives this dissertation research is: why does the work 

of civil society in post-disaster recovery efforts vary across countries? More specifically, 

why do certain areas of civil society activities stand out more than others in a given 

country? Or, why are certain types of civil society organizations more prominent than 

others? For instance, neighborhood associations in Japan function to bind communities 

together and create community consensus, while government-supported organizations 

provide resources and services for disaster-affected communities in China. And when – 

or under what conditions – do civil society and the state interact? And ultimately, what 

explains the long-term involvement of civil society, or its survival, in recovery? Overall, 

this research addresses the conditions under which civil society makes contributions to 

post-disaster reconstruction. The dependent variable is described in detail in the 

following Section 1.6. 
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1.4.1. Logic behind the research questions 

An increasing number of high-impact disasters have occurred worldwide in recent 

years, such as Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy in the United States, earthquakes in western 

China, Haiti, Chile, or Nepal, and massive tsunamis in the Indian Ocean or in Japan, to 

name a few. As catastrophic damages are widely known to the world, what follows are 

reports on the inability of the state in preventing, minimizing, and managing the 

consequences. As the state attempts to put together resources for rescue, relief, and 

rebuilding after disasters – and often struggles to do so – the role of civil society and 

nongovernmental entities receives greater attention.  

Yet the majority of literature on disaster and crisis management emphasizes the 

aspects of swift response and mitigation. While studies on post-disaster recovery have 

been increasing, they predominantly examine the outcomes of recovery measured in the 

speed, the rate of population return, and the rate of housing and infrastructure rebuilding. 

Explanations for varying outcomes of recovery have centered on different damage levels 

(Quarantelli 1998), neighborhood living conditions (Aldrich 2008b), health of local 

businesses (Boettke et al. 2007), and socioeconomic and demographic factors (Angel et 

al. 2012; Matanle 2013; Quarantelli 1998). As scholars turn to focus on the concept of 

‘community resiliency,’ or how already prepared communities can rebuild faster after 

disasters than those not well prepared, they start to look to the endogenous characteristics 

of communities. Such societal perspectives on disaster recovery include the role of civil 

society and social capital as possible determinants of community resiliency following a 
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disaster (Aldrich 2008b, 2011, 2012; Angel et al. 2012; Nakagawa and Shaw 2004; 

Scribner and Herzer 2011, Tse et al. 2014; Weil et al. 2018).  

Naturally, the societal aspects of recovery vary across countries. In such countries 

as in the United States, citizens are given substantial freedom in engaging in recovery 

efforts regardless of the state presence. In other countries, as in China, citizens may be 

limited in their actions to build back their communities under the state-led reconstruction. 

While many scholars focus on the outcome of disaster recovery and the role played in 

facilitating recovery by such societal factors as collective resources, civic engagement, 

and community organizations, the mechanism of how and why civil society’s role could 

vary is often overlooked.  

1. To what extent is civil society involved by areas or organization types? 

Existing studies that examine the role of civil society and social networks tend to 

resort to qualitative methodology due to lack of quantitative data and appropriate 

measures (Weil et al. 2018), thus resulting in a number of case studies and small-N 

analyses. Qualitative studies reveal the kinds of contributions civil society makes, and the 

preliminary examination of multiple case studies reveal that the types of civil society 

organizations examined are not consistent across cases. For instance, civil society that 

generates social capital and practices civic behavior are highlighted in the United States 

and Japan, as seen in ethnic and religious communities in post-Hurricane Katrina New 

Orleans (Chamlee-Wright and Storr 2009a) and Japan’s neighborhood associations in 

post-Kobe earthquake rebuilding (Nakagawa and Shaw 2004). The increase of volunteer 

activities at the onset of disaster events, individually or in groups, is highlighted as a new 
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wave of civil society in Japan and China (Tatsuki 2000; Q. Zhang 2015; Gao 2009a). 

Other types of CSOs provide social services to survivors or implement recovery-related 

projects that complement the process of recovery, such as Japan’s nonprofit sector and 

China’s nascent civil society with NGOs and some grassroots associations (Shieh and 

Deng 2011; Teets 2009).  

This inconsistency in the various types of civil society results in a problem of 

conceptualization. By generalizing all activities by nongovernment actors under the name 

of ‘civil society,’ the existing studies often advocate for greater roles played by 

nongovernment actors, but who can make what kind of contribution at where or when has 

not been explored enough. The conceptual inconsistency, along what Sartori (1970) calls 

“the ladder of abstraction,” causes conceptual overstretching without specifying its 

attributes when the same concept is applied to different temporary and special points. 

In the existing literature in English, which is drawn mostly from experiences in 

the United States, the nonprofit and philanthropic sector is treated separately from the 

‘civil society’ concept, albeit implicitly. Analyses of how the nonprofit sector has 

contributed to recovery are not in dialogue with the discussions on other countries or of 

social capital literature. While the U.S. literature on civil society focus exclusively on 

local-level civic associations based on shared identifies of ethnicity, religion, or 

residential proximity, the counterparts in Japan and China include the aspects of the 

nonprofit sector and other NGOs. Those who study civil society development (within or 

outside of disaster context) have little agreement in what civil society is and have 

difficulties in proper comparison across cases.  
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The first step in the endeavor of civil society analysis, therefore, is identifying the 

extent to which civil society is engaged in recovery processes by organization types and 

areas of involvement. The different types of organizations are described in the next 

section. This description is then followed by an analysis of why certain areas of activities 

or type of organizations are more prominent than others in the long-term recovery efforts 

in each country.  

2. How do civil society and the government interact?  

When – or under what conditions – do civil society and the state interact? When 

they do, in what manner do they interact? For the consideration of enabling factors for 

civil society, there are both internal (such as organizational capabilities, human and 

financial resources, and maturity) and external factors (such as legal frameworks 

regulating civil society, support provided for organizations, and general environment for 

the nonprofit sector). While internal factors are critical in considering how to enhance 

civil society activities, the conditions outside of organizational structure are important for 

a comparison of civil society across countries.  

In particular, echoing the argument that the interactions with the state is a 

determining factor for civil society (Skocpol 1999; Pekkanen 2003a), I examine the 

relationship between the state and civil society as dynamics of competing (or converging) 

interests in achieving what they see as priorities.  

3. What explains long-term civil society involvement in recovery?  

Finally, why some civil society actors are involved in the recovery process longer 

than others? While the Wenchuan earthquake spurred spontaneous volunteer activities 
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and excited the observers that a “window of opportunity” (Birkman et al. 2010; Q. Zhang 

2015) has opened up, once the government regained its grip on managing the disaster 

consequences, many of the emerging grassroots organizations were not so lucky in 

continuing their activities. That was also the case in Turkey after the earthquake in 1999 

(Kubicek 2002). Other countries see longer involvements of civil society, in either forms 

of community organizations or nonprofit organizations, in recovery processes, thereby 

achieving greater contributions. This study explores both the changes in civil society 

engagement across disaster recovery experiences and the variation in the longevity of 

their involvement by types of organizations to find what enables some civic actors to last 

while others retract.  

1.4.2. Importance of the research question 

Government failures in responding to disasters, as well as slow or halted recovery, 

have highlighted the contributions by civil society actors. Civil society work to 

complement the tasks that the government cannot fulfill or provide the services that the 

government does not place the highest priority. Such functions of civil society is 

considered essential in achieving community recovery (Rowley 2007; Chamlee-Wright 

2008). When the catastrophic scale of a disaster exceeds the capacity of the state to 

manage response and lead recovery efforts in an extended period of time, it is expected 

that the role of civil society is only going to increase.  

The relationship between the communities (or organizations) and the government 

at various levels during the recovery phase is understudied, despite the increasing number 
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of studies on civil society in disaster recovery. Studies on this topic are roughly divided 

into the following groups:  

Nonprofit and voluntary sector. As explained in Chapter 3, the literature on the 

nonprofit and voluntary sector in the United States point to a trend of government-

nonprofit relationship, but few of the studies on the involvement of the sector in post-

disaster recovery look at this important relationship. The government-nonprofit 

partnership or cooperation in post-disaster recovery are limited in the experiences of the 

post-Katrina or other disaster recovery.  

Civil society in disaster recovery. The existing studies on the role of civil society 

in disaster recovery emphasize the role of citizens in organizing to achieve their goals of 

recovery, as well as the importance of social capital, or the connectedness among 

members of communities, in facilitating community recovery. Drawing on these findings, 

scholars argue for a greater role of civil society actors in recovery efforts rather than the 

government leading recovery (Chamlee-Wright and Storr 2009). Some disagree and 

argue that the government should take the lead while civil society can contribute in in 

these efforts (Angel et al. 2012; Rowley 2007), while others admonish that strong civil 

society can also lead to both positive (i.e., bonding) and negative (i.e., hindering 

bridging) effects (Aldrich and Crook 2008). Overall, the post-Katrina civil society 

literature suggests that the relationship between the government and civil society actors in 

greater New Orleans has been largely adversarial. But the evidence from post-Katrina 

recovery does not lead to the potential for greater partnership between the state and civil 

society. A few studies that provide cases for non-U.S. contexts (Aldrich 2008b, 2012; 
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Nakagawa and Shaw 2004) make a point for the social capital’s role in facilitating quick 

and successful recovery.  

Lack of comparative studies. Despite the increasing attention on the role of civil 

society in disaster management, few comparative studies exist. Due to largely qualitative 

nature of the existing studies, most of current discussion on societal factors is based on 

case studies and within-case analyses (Weil et al. 2018). Examples of cross-case 

comparative studies include Özerdem and Jacoby (2006) who compare civil society 

involvement during earthquake relief in Japan, Turkey and India; Roney (2011) who 

studies China and Taiwan, and Saban (2013) who compares China and the United States. 

Their studies, however, are focused primarily on the relief stage, and little attention has 

been paid on the long-term recovery stage. 

By examining the disasters in two countries that have a strong presence of the 

state in disaster recovery, this study aims to bridge the discrepancies in the literatures in 

both state-society relationship and civil society in disasters. It attempts to do so by 

studying (1) government-nonprofit relations in the recovery phase, (2) different patterns 

of civil society involvement across cases, and (3) presenting a comparative case study.  

Out of the four central stages of disaster management – planning, response, 

recovery and mitigation – disaster recovery is the most demanding, requiring a long-time 

commitment from various parts of society and encompassing other aspects of disaster 

management. Unlike the emergency situation of disaster response, the recovery stage 

encompasses planning and mitigation, as it is not rational for communities to wait until 

rebuilding is complete to start thinking about future disaster risks. Thus recovery is a 
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comprehensive process, covering multiple tasks of providing assistance for survivors to 

recover from their losses, rebuilding what have been lost in the disaster, and preparing for 

the future risks.  

A lack of comparative studies on civil society’s interactions with the state during 

the recovery stage is particularly pertinent, as at least some part of post-disaster recovery 

is no longer in emergency situations and somewhat back to normal business. The 

temporarily incapacitated, or overwhelmed, state during the relief phase regains its 

normal capacity and may re-exert its control over society. In the immediate aftermath of a 

large-scale disaster, rescue and relief activities are placed on the top priority of the state, 

who inevitably pours its resources to managing the effects of the disaster. Once the 

situation is relatively contained and the communities move onto rebuilding, the state is 

pressed to juggle other day-to-day politics while handling reconstruction projects. 

Realistically speaking, as the recovery phase prolongs, it becomes harder for the 

government to keep disaster recovery as the top priority of its political agenda and keep 

pouring its resources, even if recovery is placed on the top policy priorities. As such, 

recovering communities, with crippled daily functions, need to advocate for greater 

attention, fight for resources, and deal with non-emergency, normal time policies and 

regulations. Long-term post-disaster recovery processes that present the mixture of 

emergency and non-emergency situations, are, thus, worth studying. 

The comparative case study will add to the literature of civil society in disaster 

recovery by exploring the potential areas and challenges for civil society actors to assist 

in recovery efforts following a large-impact disaster, which, by nature, virtually an 
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impossible task by the government alone. With the attention to state-society interactions, 

which affect he very role civil society plays, the study also adds to the body of literature 

that emphasize the role of the state in shaping society, known as “bringing the state back 

in” (Skocpol 1999).  

1.4.3. Boundaries  

The examination of the aforementioned questions in this study has certain 

boundaries in order to make the study both focused and manageable. First, I focus on 

experiences of disasters with natural cause, rather than disasters of human cause such as 

accidents. All disasters are unpredictable, but so-called ‘natural’ disasters are, unlike 

human-caused accidents, not preventable. While some argue that there is no such thing as 

a ‘natural’ disaster, because all disasters inherently have a human component to it, we can 

still categorize disasters by its trigger to distinguish their nature. While accidents are 

preventable if the risks and triggers are eliminated, so-called natural disasters can never 

be prevented from happening. Therefore, the best effort is not to prevent natural disasters, 

but to minimize the impact of it if one occurs. For that end, communities prepare for the 

uncertainties of disaster occurrence, and the state prepares and trains its personnel in case 

of a disaster event, according to the vulnerability of respective countries or regions.  

Due to this difference, the Fukushima nuclear disaster that occurred as a result of 

the March 2011 tsunami is not a central focus of this study. In the aftermaths of 

Fukushima nuclear disaster, civic movements heightened against the Tokyo Electric 

Power Company (TEPCO) that owns the nuclear power plants or against the reactivation 

of nuclear power plants across Japan. While I acknowledge such movements as part of 
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civil society activities, they are beyond the scope of this study. However, included in the 

study are recovery efforts in the neighboring communities in Fukushima, where residents 

are allowed to return, and the government is involved in the recovery efforts.  

Similarly, in order to maintain the focus, this study places an emphasis on the 

civic contributions that facilitate recovery, rather than the aspects of civic protests and 

controversies. Some examples include on the topics of the processing of tsunami debris, 

building of sea walls for future tsunami risks, and the general new-found resistance 

against nuclear energy development. These are regarded as “public bads” that are 

potentially harmful to the local communities, and Aldrich (2008a) argues that social 

capital plays an important role in determining their siting or decisions. Although the 

controversial aspects of post-disaster experiences are also important to consider, and 

some aspects are certainly included in this study, they deserve special attention by 

themselves, thus served for further study. 

Second, among disasters, I focus primarily on crisis-level disasters, ones that are 

large in scale, high impact, with long-term consequences, and often not limited to one 

region. Although there are many high-impact disasters, such as large earthquakes, big 

hurricanes or typhoons, their impacts are partly contingent on the present capacity of the 

government and the readiness of communities. Scholars of disaster management have 

defined crises as “events that break down the standard societal order and overwhelm the 

capacity of authorities to respond” (Aldrich 2011, 63) and contrast them from “routine 

emergencies” that are within its predictability and can be managed by the preparedness of 

the state and communities (Howitt and Leonard 2009). Crises are also often referred to as 
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catastrophes, and Olshansky (2005) identifies that catastrophic disasters often create 

housing crisis, disruption of social and economic networks, but also often offer an 

opportunity for large-scale redevelopment in communities. Crises not only demand 

flexibility and quick adaptive measures of the government and society during the 

response period, but also challenge the affected communities in their recovery phase, 

forcing relocation of residents, requiring an extended period of time for rebuilding, and 

demanding innovative city planning and unprecedented workload for actors and agencies 

involved. 

Although there are no definite ways to distinguish one disaster from another to 

crises and non-crises, some possible indicators of crisis-level disasters include the 

casualties, population displacement, economic damages, and the time needed for 

recovery. For the Japanese, the Kobe earthquake (1995) and the Tohoku disasters (2011) 

are certainly beyond the readiness and capacities of both the communities and the state. 

In Kobe, where old wooden houses were not resistant to the big tremor, more than 

100,000 houses collapsed, and coupled with broken bridges and roads, they made rescue 

efforts difficult, resulting in more than 6,000 deaths. The tremor of the Great East Japan 

Earthquake had minimal damages by itself, due to increased preparedness of the region, 

but the bigger-than-anticipated tsunami swept buildings, structures, cars and people alike, 

killing 13,000 people almost instantaneously and rendering rescue and relief almost 

impossible with the amount of debris. Similarly, the Wenchuan earthquake (2008) also 

caused many buildings to collapse, resulting in 69,000 casualties across provinces, 

shutting down roads and lifelines for days. Some towns had damages so severe that the 
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government later decided not to rebuild them and relocated the entire population to other 

areas. After these disasters, years of rebuilding ensued, requiring governments and 

multiple stakeholders to gather resources for recovery for an extended period of time.  

1.5. Types of Civil Society  

Based on the aforementioned research questions, this dissertation seeks to 

describe and explain why civil society contributions vary in post-disaster reconstruction 

efforts across countries. The dependent variable for the study can be conceptualized as 

the varying involvement patterns of civil society in post-disaster recovery across 

countries. The patterns of civil society activities can be specified as who (what types of 

organizations) make what kind of contribution at where or when (under what conditions). 

In order to identify the first part of the question (what types of organizations), a 

categorization of civil society organizations is necessary. Comparison of civil society 

involvement across cases needs to be carefully done to avoid conceptual overstretching 

without overlooking important attributes. With regards to post-disaster recovery, I 

identify three types: social capital type, citizen group type, and outside assistance type, 

which are explained in detail in Section 1.5.2. 

1.5.1. Different types of civil society in the past studies 

Various types of civil society organizations emerge from past studies, 

summarized in Table 1-1. Pekkanen (2003; 2004) identifies that Japan’s civil society is 

predominantly small associations that lacks advocacy functions, such as neighborhood 

associations. In contrast to the United State, large, professional NGOs that advocate for 
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specific policies, such as the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), have 

traditionally been hindered in Japan. Pekkanen identifies the former as a “social capital-

type” civil society and the latter as a “pluralist lobbying type.” Community-based civic 

associations, such as neighborhood associations, accumulate social capital not only 

among the participating members but potentially in the entire community they serve. In 

other countries, social capital-type organizations can be seen in religious and ethnic 

communities (Aldrich 2012; Chamlee-Wright and Storr 2009) and community 

associations for gated communities or condo buildings (Pekkanen 2003a). Since the 

2000s, Japan has seen a growth in the number of nonprofit organizations (NPOs) that are 

still small in scale, but with professional employees and provide services to participants. 

These participatory organizations can be called categorized as citizen groups, which grew 

steadily in number since the early 2000s (Hall 1987, as cited in Pekkanen 2003a). 

 

Table 1-1: Summary of civil society types found in the literature 

Types Definition Examples 

Social capital type 
(Pekkanen 2003a) 
Membership based 

associations (Skocpol 1999) 

• Smaller, local groups, watch-dog 

type, contributes to stocks of social 

capital  

• Neighborhood associations in 

Japan 

• Religious and ethnic 

communities 

Citizen groups (Pekkanen 

2003a) 
• Participatory groups formed by 

citizen activitsts  

• Many of NPOs in Japan 

• Grassroots organizations in 

China  

Corporatist type (Ding 

1998) 
• Connecting the interests of civil 

society with the state decision 

making structures 

• GONGOs in China 

• Pre-NPO Law public interest 

persons (PIPs) with legal status 

in Japan 

Pluralist lobbyist type 
(Pekkanen 2003a) 
Advocacy associaitons 
(Skockpol 1999) 

‘Civil society’ (Diamond 

1994, Ding 1998) 

• Separation from the state, social 

activities “outside” of the state. 

Emphasis on independence, 

competition, and confrontation   

• Greenpeace 

• AARP 
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The earlier literature on Chinese civil society identifies the predominance of 

government-organized NGOs (GONGOs), which are corporatist in nature, requiring the 

government agency’s sponsorship for legal registration (Gallagher 2004; Ding 1998; 

Frolic 1997). These corporatist type groups distinguish from pluralist type, as they lack 

the role and ability of advocacy. But in the recent years, new grassroots organizations that 

are not corporatist in nature have been developing as a result of the government’s 

increased needs for social service provision and the need to reduce the budget in doing so 

(Teets 2019; 2013). In what Teets describes as “consultative authoritarianism,” the 

grassroots organizations are no longer corporatist in nature, but exhibit characteristics of 

citizen group-type organizations by providing services to citizens.  

1.5.2. Civil society categorization for this study 

Based on the civil society types identified above, I specifically use three types for 

this study: Social capital type, citizen group type, and outside assistance type. Some 

categories overlap with the past studies, while there is also a specific category pertaining 

to post-disaster recovery. Table 1-2 lays out the characteristics and examples of these 

types found in post-disaster recovery.  
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Table 1-2: Types of civil society organizations in post-disaster recovery 

 
Pre-existing? 

Locally 

based? 

Specialize in 

disaster? 
Examples  

Social 

Capital 

Type  

Yes Yes 

 

No 

 

Neighborhood associations, 

religious and/or ethnic 

communities 

Citizen 

Group Type 

 

No 

 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 
Local NPOs; grassroots 

movements  

Outside 

Assistance 

Type 

 

Yes 

 

No Yes/No 

The Red Cross, disaster 

relief NGOs, non-local 

NPOs, international 

development NGOs 

 

Social capital type  

Social capital type associations refer to any type of locally based civic 

associations that are formed on the basis of each neighborhood, and often around shared 

identities such as proximity, ethnicities and religion. These associations exist prior to 

disaster occurrence and provide opportunities for community members to interact and 

maintain social ties in normal times; however, the possibility of forming new social 

capital type groups after a disaster should not be ruled out.  

Existing studies highlighting this type of associations point to two important 

features: Social capital and leadership. Social capital, or the connectedness among the 

members of a group, enhances trust and facilitates collective action. This type is believed 

to have a positive impact in post-disaster recovery at both individual and community 

levels (Aldrich 2008, Nakagawa and Shaw 2004). Because these associations or networks 

exist prior to a disaster event, those who are within the networks can take advantage of 

collective resources and find necessary resources through their networks.  
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In addition, leadership at the very local level, by the unit of neighborhoods or 

districts, is also critical in swift and effective recovery. While social capital type 

organizations have no professional staff to serve the organization on a paid basis, they 

often find formal or informal leaders who represent the organization as a central figure of 

their activities. Efforts to build local leadership is often found in local groups, through 

experience in organizing neighborhoods (Leonard and Howitt 2010, Nakagawa and Shaw 

2004l Storr et al. 2015). 

Citizen group type  

Citizen groups refer to the types of community organizations that are formed 

locally to serve the purposes related to facilitating community recovery. In most cases, 

they launch after disaster occurrence, although organizations that existed prior to the 

event for other professional purposes may change their areas of activities to fulfill the 

needs of local communities or complement the recovery process. These organizations are 

often NPOs or grassroots organizations, but various types of community organizations 

are included. 

The common finding among scholars of post-disaster recovery is that community-

based organizations that emerge during recovery play an important role for successful 

recovery (Olshansky 2005). These organizations also exhibit the traits of local leadership, 

although more spontaneously than those among pre-existing civic associations.  

While both based on local communities, the main differences between the social 

capital type associations and the citizen group type organizations are that (1) the former 

exists prior to the disaster, while the latter emerges after the event, and (2) the former 
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type does not specifically exist for disaster-related purposes, while the activities of the 

latter is specific to recovery. The first distinction is important because the pre-existing 

associations and activities foster social capital that victims can tap into, while the latter 

are more spontaneous. The second distinction is noteworthy because the former often are 

pressed to address the issues of disaster recovery while addressing day-to-day matters, 

while the latter is more targeted at recovery-related projects. 

Outside assistance type 

Outside assistance type organizations come to assist in the time of – or in the 

aftermath of – emergency to facilitate relief, restoration, and recovery. They have existed 

before the disaster event but outside of disaster-impact areas, and often operate with 

different scope of activity focus from disaster recovery, such as international 

development or urban planning. Organizations that specialize in disaster management but 

operate nationally or internationally in normal times, such as the Red Cross, are also 

included in this category. While they serve similar function to the second type, citizen 

groups, the difference lies in that they tend to leave disaster impact areas after a certain 

period of time to go back to their normal-time activities, which has ramifications for the 

process of community recovery.  

 Since any organizations based outside of disaster-impact areas are included into 

this category, actual organizations are diverse in nature. Large professional nonprofit 

organizations in the U.S., China’s government-organized NGOs based in large cities in 

China (Shieh and Deng 2011) and international disaster-relief NGOs are few examples of 

this type. Generally, the corporatist type and pluralist lobbyist type identified above are 
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both included in this type, but their distinctions have little importance for the sake of 

investigating the functions of civil society in recovery.  

The common characteristic of outside assistance organizations is that they consist 

of professionals in disaster management or related fields, thus often have experience and 

skillsets appropriate for the tasks of recovery. On the other hand, as they are not usually 

based locally unlike the previous two types, the staff lacks local knowledge that may be 

useful in times of emergency, at least initially. 

1.6. Dependent Variables  

The differences in the patterns of civil society involvement are measured on two 

dimensions: 1) the levels of involvement by types of civil society organizations, and 2) 

the areas of their contributions to the process of recovery. These two indicators, measured 

qualitatively, together characterize the overall patterns of civil society involvement that 

point to its autonomy. Overall, compared to the autonomous civil society that is found in 

the United States, both Japan and China find less autonomous counterparts. In China, the 

collaborative relationship between civic actors and the state is critical and prominent. In 

Japan, while the collaboration is less obvious, the relationship between the state and civil 

society is largely a symbiotic one, where building a cooperative relationship is a preferred 

strategy than direct opposition or confrontation.  

1.6.1. Levels of engagement 

Table 1-3 summarizes the first dimension of the dependent variable, the varying 

levels of involvement by civil society organizations observed across the two countries. 
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Table 1-3: Comparing levels of involvement in disasters by organizational types in China and Japan 

 China Japan 

 Level Form Level Form 

 

Social Capital 

Type 

 

Virtually 

nonexistent 

Communist Party 

networks as a 

potential 

alternative? 

Active and 

prevalent 

Neighborhood 

associations, 

disaster recovery 

town making 

councils 

 

Citizen Group 

Type  

 

Sign of emergence, 

but difficulty in 

legitimacy 

Grassroots 

organizations 

Many, preexisting 

and newly formed. 

Focused 

contributions by 

projects. 

Local NPOs 

 

Outside 

Assistance 

Organizations 

 

Active, but 

contingent on 

government 

approval  

GONGOs 

 

Active during 

relief; tend to 

withdraw during 

recovery  

Domestic 

NGOs/non-local 

NPOs 

 

China  

Social capital type. In China, community-based social capital-type civic 

associations are virtually nonexistent. No organized mechanism of interest aggregation 

within communities are available. The government is wary of such organized activities in 

fear of anti-government confrontation and pressured NGOs not to have contacts with 

potentially confrontational groups of citizens (Teets 2009). Under the pressure against 

confrontational social movements, citizens networks that result in social capital 

externalities are minimal. While the closest alternative to it are the networks that emerge 

out of the activities related to the Communist Party, such network is considered as part of 

the political party, thus excluded from the civil society concept.  



30 

 

Citizen group type. While membership-based associations in the communities are 

absent in China, there are signs of emergence and growth of grassroots organizations that 

are not corporatist in the traditional sense. Especially in the immediate aftermath of the 

Wenchuan earthquake, these grassroots organizations emerged to help in the relief 

efforts, while battling difficulties accessing to disaster areas due to their lack of trust from 

the local government (Shieh and Deng 2011; Teets 2009). They had to rely on larger 

domestic organizations to gain legitimacy. Larger NGOs that had capacities and 

legitimacy were mostly government-organized NGOs (known as GONGOs) that have 

government authorization in operating as registered organizations. While GONGOs are 

corporatist in nature, requiring registrations with the Ministry of Civil Affairs and no 

more than one organization with overlapping line of work can be registered, these 

grassroots organizations lack such corporatist relationship with the government. 

Traditionally, these independently organized groups have had difficulties in gaining 

authorization (Shieh and Deng 2011), but the evidences in Sichuan suggest that the local 

government is not only increasingly willing to allow the existence of these organizations, 

but start to foster the environment in which beneficial citizens groups can form, grow, 

and operate.  

Outside assistance type. Outside assistance type organizations in China’s disaster 

recovery include GONGOs that are based on large cities (such as in Beijing and 

Shanghai) and internationally-based NGOs. International NGOs tend to arrive during the 

relief phase, such as the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies, but a few of them stay in disaster impact areas into the recovery phase on a 
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limited basis, providing job training to those who lost their jobs by the earthquake.3 The 

longer presence in recovery is seen among GONGOs that provide funding for recovery-

related projects and implement projects, such as the One Foundation and the China 

Foundation for Poverty Alleviation. As registered organizations, these organizations have 

fundraising capacities, which they can distribute to create projects for community 

recovery after disaster. In Sichuan, many recovery projects that are related to social and 

welfare services are implemented by the sponsorship of these outside assistance 

organizations. Often citizen groups are recipients of such funding to implement projects 

locally.  

Japan 

Social capital type. In Japan, social capital type association is ubiquitous 

throughout the country in the form of neighborhood associations. The membership rate of 

residents is more than 90%, and their activities are supported by the government as an 

instrument of information dissemination to citizens and organizing local activities 

(Pekkanen 2003a, 2004). In the aftermath of the Great East Japan Earthquake and 

Tsunami, neighborhood associations were the primary unit of community discussion on 

how to rebuild each community, and representatives from neighborhood associations 

often engaged in consultations with local government officials to convey residents’ 

voices.  

                                                 
3 Hayashi, Nozomu. 2011. “Victims Worry despite Speedy Rebuilding after Sichuan Quake.” Asahi 

Shimbun Asia & Japan Watch. http://ajw.asahi.com/article/0311disaster/quake_tsunami/AJ201105212501 

(Accessed April 4, 2014). 
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Citizen group type. NPOs in Japan are new types of organization that grew since 

the early 2000s. As the legal framework for creating new NPOs has been established in 

Japan, many of these organizations, as well as independent groups, were organized to 

help with the social aspects of recovery. They consist of local residents who are eager to 

assist community recovery process. As citizen groups had respective service areas or 

project types that they focus on, naturally the nature of these groups are varied. The 

nonprofit sector in Japan had been growing, but the disaster impact areas in Tohoku, 

typically small rural communities, had not experienced an active nonprofit sector. 

Disaster gave rise to a number of new NPOs in the area, however, to assist in various 

aspects of recovery. The mechanism of new organizational creation is often supported by 

outside assistance type organizations, which will be explained in detail in Chapter 7.  

Outside assistance type. In face of the large-scale disaster in Tohoku, Japan’s 

NGOs, specialized in international development, also arrived in the disaster impact areas 

to engage in disaster recovery process, providing their expertise of development to 

rebuilding at home. As these professional organizations have other projects of their own, 

a few numbers of staff were stationed in the disaster impact areas to lead recovery 

projects in Tohoku. The nature of these organizations, however, requires the staff to 

return home after a certain period of time. Those that have established a working 

relationship with the local population in the recovering communities had lasting impacts 

by transferring knowledge and skill-sets to the locals, often leading to the creation of new 

NPOs locally.  
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In contrast, internationally-based NGOs are relatively limited in presence beyond 

the response phase of delivering emergency relief. International NGOs that had already 

had Japanese offices had an easy access, but the ones that had not been active in Japan 

had a hard time getting access. 

1.6.2. Areas of involvement  

Besides the level of involvement, differences in the patterns of civil society 

activities are also captured by the kinds of contributions they make. The areas of 

contributions and functions that civil society perform in recovery differ by type of civil 

society actors, as well as across cases. And these areas of involvement point to the overall 

picture of the autonomy of civil society from the state in each country. 

There is a wide range in the areas of contributions in post-disaster recovery, and 

their contributions can be juxtaposed with Young’s (2006) categorization of 

supplementary, complementary, and adversarial relationship between the NGOs and the 

government, as reviewed in Chapter 2. Generally, social capital types play 

complementary role in communities bonding and interest representation of local 

communities that help facilitate community recovery. Citizen groups are inclined towards 

supplementing the government’s work by providing services or resources that are in 

demand by the local population but not provided by the government. Outside assistance 

organizations play various roles due to their broader bases and expertise, including 

providing financial, material, and human resource support to local organizations and 

residents, implementing specific recovery projects, and giving skills training.  
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Table 1-4 summarizes the major areas of contributions in disaster recovery by 

countries, which includes the United States as a case point, as well as the overall 

generalized level of civil society autonomy. Each type in China and Japan is described 

below.  

 

Table 1-4: Areas of civil society contribution in disaster recovery and the autonomy of civil society 

 China  Japan  Unite States  

AUTONOMY 

OF CIVIL 

SOCIETY 

Complementary 

 

Symbiotic 

 

Autonomous 

Social capital 

type 
Nonexistent 

Complementary 

Incorporated into recovery 

community planning 

(consensus making, 

information dissemination 

to residents); bridge 

between residents and 

local governments 

Adversarial 

Community bonding; 

leading recovery planning 

and execution  

Citizen group 

type 

From Complementary to 

Supplementary 

Emergence through 

collaboration with 

government and/or state-led 

incubation, then more 

independent activities 

Supplementary + 

Complementary 

Autonomous but limited 

advocacy, some 

collaborative relationship 

with the government  

Supplementary 

Providing information; 

networking civic 

associations 

Outside 

assistance 

type 

Complementary + 

Supplementary 

Fundraising; resource 

allocation, skills training 

Supplementary 

Autonomous, assistance in 

respective expertise, 

providing knowledge and 

skillsets to locals 

Supplementary 

Professional, assistance in 

respective expertise 

 

China 

Social capital type. In Sichuan’s disaster recovery, organizations that leads to the 

accumulation of social capital in neighborhoods and communities are virtually absent. 

Some grassroots organizations extended their roles to bond residents in communities, but 

they often struggled with garnering residents’ cooperation.  
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Citizen groups. Despite the traditionally unconducive environment for civil 

society organizations, in the relief and recovery efforts following the Wenchuan 

earthquake, an array of grassroots-level organizations emerged and made legitimate 

contributions that eventually gained the trust of local governments (Shieh and Deng 

2011; Teets 2009). Initially, their roles centered around coordinating the influx of 

volunteers and providing information to NGOs and volunteers on site. After the relief 

stage, their roles tend to dwindle as the stage shifts to recovery, but the evidence from the 

field points at their engagement in social service provision and project implementation to 

supplement the overall community recovery.  

Outside assistance type. With the legal status, GONGOs had a government 

permission to engage in public fundraising, an activity that grassroots organizations could 

not. The biggest and most sustained contributions in disaster recovery were played by 

these outside assistance organizations, in not only providing financial and managerial 

resources to individuals and groups, but also helping grassroots organizations in gaining 

access to various resources through their networks, as new grassroots organizations 

struggle to gain legitimacy (Shieh and Deng 2011). Foundations play a critical role in 

providing financial resources to complement the limited funding for post-disaster 

rebuilding and recovery, especially those related to non-infrastructure aspects.  

Japan 

Social capital type. In recovery from the Tohoku disasters, neighborhoods are 

encouraged to engage in repeated discussions on the options for rebuilding their 

communities. Tsunami-stricken communities that face future tsunami hazards needed to 
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choose between relocating to an inner land or to rebuild at the original location by 

artificially creating higher elevation. In principle, the choice was left to the consensus of 

each neighborhood, which required discussions within communities and consultation 

with local government officials. For such community meetings, it was sensible to utilize 

the existing vehicle of neighborhood associations. While some communities face 

difficulties agreeing with the local government and show resistance, many communities 

were conducive to cooperation with local governments, as Japan’s neighborhood 

associations have traditionally been (Pekkanen 2004).  

Citizen groups. A number of small-size NPOs were created after the disaster to 

support local disaster recovery efforts. These NPOs work both independently and in 

collaboration with others to provide various services that the government-led recovery 

efforts fail to provide, such as psychological care for temporary house residents, hosting 

events for community members, providing resources for business owners or other non-

governmental entities, and archiving records of disaster experiences and organizing 

educational tours for visitors. Because of the Japanese legislations regarding NPOs, the 

registered entities can work autonomously from the state. Yet as described in Chapter 7, 

some NPOs choose to collaborate with the government for achieving better efficiency in 

their activities.  

Outside assistance type. Outside organizations, ranging from larger NPOs, 

international development NGOs, to external volunteer groups, are most autonomous of 

the three types found in Japan’s disaster recovery. They engage in projects as long as they 
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can self-support, thus independently of the state. The nature of their relationship with the 

government is similar to the citizen groups, but less directly as an outside organizer.  

The above cursory description suggests the generalization of civil society 

autonomy by each country is a challenging task. Yet comparatively speaking, there are 

variations across cases. In the literature based on the U.S. cases, civil society actors are 

presented as autonomous entity from the state. Civil society actors often replace the work 

of the government in leading recovery and even competes for the same line of work with 

the government in rebuilding, as suggested by Chamlee-Wright and Storr (2009b). In this 

context, civil society maintains an adversarial relationship with the state, and the level of 

constraints that the state faces from civil society is high.  

China and Japan’s civil society both displays more collaborative relationship with 

the state, if the space for civic actors is available. In the growing space for civil society in 

Sichuan after its earthquakes, the activities of civil society that successfully continue are 

virtually never in opposition with the government. Besides GONGOs, local governments 

are not only allowing but even encouraging grassroots-level social organizations to exist. 

They can operate as long as their work does not interfere with the state’s tasks or goals. 

Civil society organizations rarely constrain the state power but limit their activities to the 

niche they can find, fulfilling the tasks that the state will not. Yet the relationship is not 

entirely of “co-optation” as Chinese civil society traditionally has been believed to be.  

Japan’s disaster recovery has bigger space for civil society, but in a collaborative 

manner. With the neighborhood associations that are incorporated into the official 

disaster planning process, and the NPOs that continue activities years after the disaster 
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occurrence, the relationship between the state and successful civil society can best be 

described as symbiotic. Both the government and civil society actors work toward 

achieving recovery, rather than replacing one another. Under this relationship, the state 

and society are engaged in a relatively overlapping domain of rebuilding, and repeated 

discussions and collaborative mentality lead to dividing up tasks according to their 

strengths. While occasionally the society tries to constraint the state power by showing 

resistance, civil society is generally working in a way complementary to the state. 

1.7. Methodology 

For this study, I employ qualitative case study analysis for each of the selected 

disasters. When studying the processes of community-level recovery, rather than the 

individual or household level, qualitative analysis is more appropriate than quantitative 

methods, when the investigator is interested in more nuanced measurements than the 

speed of recovery (Rubin et al. 1985). Scholars of disaster recovery who use quantitative 

methods often struggle from issues of data aggregation and difficulties in precisely 

measuring appropriate variables, especially when it comes to collective resources and 

networks (Weil et al. 2018). Qualitative methods of text analysis, interviews and 

participant observations, have enabled detailed examinations of the interactions between 

various actors and sectors, the main focus of this study.  

1.7.1. Case Selection 

The study employs the most similar-case design to explore the variation of civil 

society patterns while controlling for other factors. The two main disasters, the 
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Wenchuan earthquake and the Tohoku disasters, are comparable as crises-level disasters, 

measured in the aspects of challenging state capacities, displacement of population, 

economic impacts, and the relative state strength. In both of the disasters, the arduous 

post-disaster recovery process ensued, yet with a considerable variation in the speed of 

recovery and the roles and activeness of civil society actors. Table 1-5 summarizes the 

basic facts of the two disasters, and Chapter 2 describes the cases in detail. 

 

Table 1-5: Basic facts of the two large-scale disasters 

 Japan China 

Date March 11, 2011 May 12, 2008 

Nature of disaster Earthquake, tsunami & nuclear 

disaster 
Earthquake 

Magnitude M 9.0 M 8.0 

Severely affected 

areas 
Coastal areas of Iwate, Miyagi, 

and Fukushima prefectures4 

Sichuan (Particularly 

Wenchuan County), Gansu, 

and Shaanxi provinces 

Death tolls  20,000 (including 8,000 

missing) 

87,000 (including 18,000 

missing) 

Displaced population  470,000 (initial count) 5 million (official estimate) 

Jobs lost  
Approx. 110,0005 

Approx. 2 million 

(half of them farmers) 

Damage cost (est.) 16.9 trillion yen6 ($210 billion) 1 trillion yuan7 ($150 billion) 

 

First, and most notably, these disasters share characteristics as crises that 

challenge existing state capabilities in managing disasters. The preparedness of the 

respective communities to the predicted types of disaster was far exceeded by the 

                                                 
4 In Fukushima, some impacted communities were located inland, hence not suffered tsunami but affected 

solely by the nuclear disaster.  
5 Excluding those who were self-employed. No data is available on self-employment. 
6 Official estimate by the Cabinet Office of Japan, issued in June 2011. 
7 The Guardian, 14 August 2008.  
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disasters, overloading the existing state capacities to respond and mitigate their impacts. 

The large impact of crises led to long-lasting consequences and extended period of 

rebuilding. As the capacity of the state did not meet the magnitude of the disaster, society 

was pressed to improvise a way to provide necessary services, aggregate and represent 

interests of the communities, and communicate such interests to the authority. Such 

condition is a potential ground for civil society activities. 

Second, crisis-level disasters are also characterized by the displacement of local 

population on relatively a large scale and for a long time. Those who lost houses in 

disaster have to either live in temporary housing until housing reconstruction is complete 

or move out of the disaster impact area for good. Crises therefore endanger local 

communities, as the original composition of local population is often destroyed after 

disaster (Aldrich 2011; Howitt and Leonard 2009). Both of the disaster cases have 

experienced such challenges. The Wenchuan earthquake that struck western China 

destroyed many houses and buildings, even leading some communities to give up on 

rebuilding and relocate entirely to a new location. Tohoku’s massive tsunami submerged 

houses and structures, pushing coastal populations into temporary housing until 

permanent houses are built. The consequent nuclear disaster in Fukushima, furthermore, 

added a layer of challenge for the local population, not being able to return to 

neighboring communities for the foreseeable future. 

Third, these disasters, coupled with other disasters in respective countries, have 

resulted in large economic impacts, which account for more than a hundred billion-dollar 

damages. China and Japan are also among the top three countries that suffered the 
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greatest economic loss from disasters in the past decade (UNISDR 2015). Between 2005 

and 2014, disasters in China and Japan have incurred the damage loss of $265 billion and 

$239 billion respectively. The economic impact of the large-scale disasters affects the 

overall economy of the countries, and the need for a large amount of resources for 

recovery.  

Fourth, the countries that experienced these disasters both operated under the 

‘strong state,’ relatively speaking, allowing for controlling the basic state capacities. 

Basic capacities of the state authority are deemed necessary in advancing post-disaster 

recovery. So-called fragile or weak states struggle with preliminary steps of planning for 

recovery, as an example of the Haitian earthquake illustrates. In both China and Japan, 

the government not only quickly mobilized resources for response and relief, but once the 

initial chaos subsided, swiftly moved on to planning for rebuilding. The two countries 

also share, albeit to different degrees, of shared disaster governance system at different 

levels of government – national, regional (i.e. provincial or prefectural), and local, in 

which state-civil society relations also have important implications (Tieney 2012). While 

there are many other large-scale disasters that qualify for the first three criteria, such as 

the earthquake in Haiti or Nepal, or the Indian Ocean tsunami, controlling for the basic 

state capacity narrows down the selection. Control of the state capacity is necessary for 

comparing the interactions between the state and civil society. 

1.7.2. Data collection  

Based on the nature of the topic and the research question that are difficult to 

measure with quantifiable indicators and require detailed description, I employed 
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predominantly qualitative data for this study. In Japan, I conducted 73 in-depth multiple-

person interviews, totaling 152 persons cumulatively, with government officials, civil 

society organizers, and academics over multiple field trips between 2012 and 2015 to 

understand the progress of disaster recovery in the communities hard-hit by the Tohoku 

disaster.8 In March 2016 and July 2018, I conducted 17 additional one-to-one interviews. 

The sampling of the interview subjects was done by referrals from the experts, mostly 

university professors, and by directly approaching local governments by sending letters 

of request for interviews.  

In China, I conducted four months of fieldwork in 2015, during which I visited 

the areas in Sichuan Province that were affected by the 2013 Lushan earthquake and 

listened to the accounts of government officials, civil society organizers, local 

representatives and academics. Most of these forums were conducted in a group setting, 

totaling 39 persons over five forums and meetings, where the organizers of NGOs in both 

Wenchuan and Lushan discussed their activities with university researchers. These 

forums were organized in working with a research team from the Beijing Normal 

University, who arranged discussions with the members of civil society organizations 

working in Sichuan earthquake-impact areas.  

Additional data was collected from archival research, from newspaper and journal 

articles written in English, Japanese and Chinese, as well as books, pamphlets, activity 

reports written on disaster response and recovery in Japanese and Chinese.  

                                                 
8 Some people were interviewed multiple times across years, in which case counted twice in the cumulative 

number.  
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1.8. Hypotheses and Findings  

My dissertation research started with the below two sets of hypotheses. The first 

concerned with the strength in which the state leads reconstruction and recovery, 

determining the space and autonomy of civil society. The second concerned with the 

diverging goals, values, and priorities of the state and civil society actors, which mainly 

influences the level of civil society involvement, but also reducing autonomy under 

strong state control.  

Statist hypothesis 

In order to test the validity of the statist approach, I expected that the level of civil 

society involvement in post-disaster recovery is determined by how strongly the state 

leads the official recovery planning and implementation. This prediction followed the 

assumption of the statist approach that the state is the primary determinant of how much 

civil society can find space to work, and by extension, exerts power over how 

autonomous civil society can be. 

H1A: The stronger the state is in leading reconstruction efforts, the lower 

the overall level of civil society involvement becomes.  

H1B: The stronger the state is in leading reconstruction efforts and 

regulating civil society, the less autonomous civil society becomes.  

Diverging goals hypothesis 

I attempted to contextualize the above statist hypothesis by paying attention to the 

potentially diverging interests between the state and civil society. While both strive to 
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achieve disaster recovery as quick as possible, they differ in demands and interests the 

complicate decision-making. After a catastrophic crisis, the government is pressured to 

prioritize some tasks over others, such as rebuilding of houses and infrastructures and 

recovering economy. Society, on the hand, often wants more, demanding equality, 

employment, justice, wellbeing, and better lives. Thus, civil society organizations have 

diverging goals and priorities with the state, which determines the relationship between 

the two and lead to higher civil society involvement. But in case the state exerts more 

power over society, diverging goals lead to pressure from the government to not seek 

different agenda from that of the state, making civil society less autonomous.  

H2A: The more diverging goals and priorities are sought between the state 

and society, the higher the level of civil society involvement is.  

H2B: The more conflicting goals and values are sought between the state 

and society, the less autonomous civil society becomes, only if the state 

control on civil society is strong.  

Findings  

My examination of evidences, as described in the following chapters, has led to 

slightly different results from the prediction. First, I found measuring the state lead in 

recovery extremely challenging. While the Chinese state pressured quick reconstruction 

from the Wenchuan earthquake on local public officials, the financing of the 

reconstruction was not centralized, coming partly from the national government but the 

majority coming from various regional governments under the Paired Assistance 

program. With the lack of funding, the state has allowed NGOs to operate, at least 



45 

 

regionally in Sichuan, so that these NGOs can bring in funds from international 

organizations and foundations. Japan’s reconstruction is characterized by a strong state 

lead in both planning and financing. While the recovery planning of each localities was 

decentralized, led by respective local government, the final decision on approving 

funding, thus determining the outcome of recovery, rested with the national government. 

While the preexisting institutional structure and the state’s attitude allowed civil society 

involvement, and in some respects encouraged it, civil society organizations are largely 

also reliant on state funding to implement recovery-related projects. Thus, the state lead 

of reconstruction, planning-wise or financially, turned out to be insufficient explanation 

for both the level and manner of civil society involvement in these two countries.  

Instead, I turn to a more institutional approach: The way in which the state 

enables – and incorporates– civil society involvement in recovery matters. In China, the 

pressures to achieve quick reconstruction, rather than the state’s lead, led to little space 

for civil society to be engaged in a long term after the response and relief phase, and once 

the completion of reconstruction was announced ahead of the targeted goal, the space 

further slimmed. But the lessons learned from the relief phase during the Wenchuan 

earthquake propelled local governments to incorporate NGOs to provide social services, 

by creating an NGO incubating system to enhance the longevity of civil society 

organizations.  

In Japan, neighborhood-based social capital type organizations were specifically 

incorporated into the recovery planning process by utilizing existing framework of 

community discussion and consensus making to reflect residents’ voices to the 
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government plans. Such community-based planning required much interactions between 

the local government and residents, creating complementary relationships between them. 

In addition, citizen group-types organizations were newly formed based on the 

institutional foundations that enable NPO formation and registration, and along with the 

help of outside assistance organizations, implemented various projects to help support the 

recovery of communities and individual lives. This type of organizations formed either 

complementary or supplementary relationships with the local government, but the 

presence of good relationships with local officials contributed to the long-term 

involvement of these organizations, lasting more than five years of involvement.  

1.9. The Structure of the Dissertation  

This study is structured as following: Chapter 2 introduces in detail the disasters 

of the focus, and the role of civil society as discussed in existing studies. It discusses how 

these experiences of disasters and recovery from thereof are comparable as cases. Then, 

Chapter 3 explores the literature on the role of the state and state-society relationship to 

place the research questions in the wider literature. By examining the relationships 

between the state and civil society in these two disaster experiences, this dissertation 

research adds a layer on the literature of state-society relationship.  

Under the central research question, three related questions are explored as a 

background setting of the study. Chapter 4 deals with the first question pertaining to the 

preexisting and current institutional environment for civil society organizations in each 

country. What are the legal frameworks that regulate or promote the activities by civic 

organizations? What are the environments that potential civil society actors faced at the 
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wake of disasters? This is addressed by exploring evolving legal and institutional 

environments for civil society organizations over time. Answers to this question provide 

the background for the examination of civil society activities in the aftermaths of 

disasters.  

The second sub-question addresses the interactions between the state authority 

and civil society during recovery. Chapters 5 through 7 examine the contributions made 

by civil society organizations in China (Chapter 5) and Japan (Chapters 6 and 7) by 

different types of organizations and focusing on the manner in which they operated vis-à-

vis the state actors. In examining the interactions between the state and civil society, I 

turn to how civil society organizations came to exist and develop, as well as to foster 

relationship with the government. What goals are reflected on the official recovery 

agenda, and what happens to the ones that are left out? What types of services are 

provided by the government and by civil society organizations, respectively? Recovery 

from a major disaster is a major project, with many – and potentially conflicting – goals, 

values and priorities pursued by various stakeholders. By examining who provide support 

to pursuing different goals, I identify areas of contribution that civil society fulfills.  

Finally, in Chapter 8, based on above questions, potential implications of the 

different contributions of civil society are explored. What do these differences point to 

the overall process and outcome of disaster recovery? While the focus of this research is 

primarily on explaining the differences in civil society contributions, it is worth exploring 

its implications for what scholars have traditionally focused – namely, the overall 

effectiveness and speed of recovery. 
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CHAPTER TWO: TWO COUNTRIES, MANY DISASTERS 

The two societies examined have traditionally experienced many disasters due to 

their geographical and environmental conditions. Among many disasters in their history, 

the events in question share common characteristics as crisis-level emergencies. In this 

chapter, the two events of focus for this study, the Wenchuan earthquake in China and the 

Tohoku disasters in Japan, as well as the disruptions and impacts they posed on society, 

are described to provide a backdrop for the investigation of civil society in later chapters. 

Then the existing body of studies on the role of civils society in post-disaster recovery is 

also introduced.  

2.1. Earthquakes in Sichuan 

The western regions of China are traditionally prone to earthquake risks, and 

large-scale earthquakes have occurred frequently, most recently in 2008 and 2013. The 

Wenchuan earthquake of May 2008, with more than 85,000 casualties by estimate, was 

one of the worst disasters in China’s modern history. As the Chinese emergency system 

went through several restructuring processes leading up to 2008, the Wenchuan 

earthquake became the first major testing ground for the modified system. During the 

response phase, the swift response efforts by the state, the openness to international 

support and media coverage and the display of solidarity and the willingness to help by a 



49 

 

number of volunteers contributed to an overall image that the Chinese are better prepared 

for dealing with disasters.  

The earthquake triggered a large volunteer movement, leading to China’s first big 

wave of voluntarism and the establishment of new grassroots organizations. When 

another large earthquake occurred in the nearby Lushan areas of Sichuan province in 

2013, due to the proximity to the Wenchuan impact areas, volunteers of the 2008 

earthquake again mobilized themselves, this time not merely as volunteers but instead as 

community group organizers. The local governments that had no prior experience of 

working with grassroots organizations prior to the Wenchuan earthquake developed an 

understanding of the utility of these organizations, resulting in a more conducive 

environment for civil society activities after the Lushan earthquake.  

This section first introduces the government emergency management mechanism 

in China and its changes up to the Wenchuan experience, then describes the response and 

reconstruction after the Wenchuan and Lushan earthquakes.   

2.1.1. Emergency management in China 

Since the founding of the country in 1949, the People’s Republic of China has 

gone through various emergencies, both of natural causes and human-caused accidents. 

Most response actions were led and implemented by the Communist Party government, 

which faced criticisms for being unable to respond adequately to disasters. The failure of 

the government in dealing with disasters can be illustrated with the experience of the 

magnitude-7.8 Tangshan earthquake in 1976, amidst the particularly turbulent times at 

the end of the Cultural Revolution. The Communist Party insisted on self-reliance on 
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domestic medical teams and the People’s Liberation Army and refused to accept 

international relief support from the United Nations and other countries (Bai 2009). The 

disaster turned out to be the deadliest earthquake in modern China, with a death toll of 

more than 240,000 persons and drew international criticisms.  

The economic losses caused by disasters have steadily increased since the 1980s, 

creating hindrances to socioeconomic development in the country. But the early 

development of emergency management in China was stove-pipe management at best. 

The Chinese government sought to mitigate the negative consequences of disasters by 

developing laws and frameworks of emergency management for each specific type of 

disasters. For instance, due to the frequent occurrence of earthquakes in China, the 

National Earthquake Administration – later the China Earthquake Administration (CEA) 

– was established in 1971 for earthquake monitoring and to take charge of response to 

earthquakes (Bai 2009), and a mirroring administration was created at each local level. 

But this agency was heavily focused on the seismology side of earthquake monitoring, 

and the actual rescue and relief coordination was still reliant on the central government 

(Ge et al. 2010). The first national plan specific to earthquakes, the Earthquake Control 

and Disaster Reduction Act of the PRC, was implemented in 1998.9 Despite the increased 

institutionalization of disaster management by types, there was no comprehensive 

national strategy for disaster management until 2000s. The earthquake-specific disaster 

management was still insufficient in coordinating different agencies in disaster response 

(Feng 2009). 

                                                 
9 Full text in English available at China Law Info database, Legal Information Center, Peking University, 

http://www.lawinfochina.com/display.aspx?id=1097&lib=law# (Accessed July 18, 2017). 
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At the turn of the 21st century, new types of threats raised questions toward such 

stove-piped system. Incidents such as 9.11 terrorist attacks in the U.S. and the SARS 

epidemics in southern China and Hong Kong suggested the need for dealing with new 

types of threats to the country. The 2003 eruption of the SARS epidemics in southern 

China were a major blow to the Chinese emergency management system, revealing the 

inability of the traditional system to respond to various types of emergencies, particularly 

due to the lack of coordination between different governmental organizations taking 

charge based on types of disaster (Xue and Zhong 2010). The disaster response also 

suffered efficiency due to regional differences in disaster preparedness (ADRC 2005). 

These realizations pushed the central leadership to shift China’s emergency management 

from functional-based, type-specific framework to a comprehensive national emergency 

management system at both national and local levels.  

The Chinese government subsequently initiated an effort to create a national 

disaster management system that ensures ‘all-hazards’ emergency response. The reform 

effort entailed a series of new laws and regulations, as well as the establishment of 

overarching mechanisms for emergency management, as summarized in Table 2-1.  

 

Table 2-1: Notable Changes on Chinese emergency management, 2003-2008 

2003  SARS epidemics [February – July 2003] 

  Regulations on Preparedness for and Response to Emergent Public Health Hazards [May 12] 

2004 Constitution Amendment (change from ‘martial law’ to ‘state of emergency’) 

2005 Emergency Management Office established [December] 

2006  Master State Plan for Rapid Response to Public Emergencies [January] 

   >> National Plan for Rapid Response to Public Emergencies  

   >> National Plan for Medical Care and Medical Relief to Public Emergencies  

2007 Emergency Response Law of the People’s Republic of China [November 1] 

2008  Regulation on the Disclosure of Government Information (specifying information disclosure 

for emergency situations) [May 1] 
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An overarching emergency management organization, the Emergency 

Management Office (Yingji Guanli Bangongshi, or EMO) launched in December 2005. 

The office was housed under the State Council as a central liaison office for disaster 

management. Its role primarily focuses on the coordination between agencies for greater 

efficiency in disaster response, between such agencies as the Ministry of Civil Affairs, 

the State Administration of Work Safety, the Ministry of Public Security, and the 

Ministry of Health. Now the EMO covers all types of emergencies, from natural disasters 

to accidents and national security, as well as various phases, from planning to response to 

recovery. In addition to the national office, local governments also set up emergency 

response offices that replicate the function of EMO accordingly, to coordinate emergency 

management at the local level.10  

In January 2006, the State Council issued the Master State Plan for Rapid 

Response to Public Emergencies (the Master Plan), as an overall guideline for emergency 

prevention and response. It designates the state government to respond promptly in face 

of an emergency and ensure public safety through utilizing the emergency management 

mechanism. At the same time, it emphasizes that the local governments should take a 

lead in preparing for rapid and efficient response by formulating an emergency prediction 

and response mechanism with unified command mandates. This emphasis on local 

governments was particularly pertinent to emergency management after the SARS 

                                                 
10 Chinese government also established National Committee for Disaster Reduction under the Ministry of 

Civil Affairs for policy research housed in the Ministry of Civil Affairs for policy research. The Committee 

is short-staffed, and the actual disaster relief is still coordinated by the central government (Ge et al. 2010). 
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epidemic, during which local governments in Guangdong province, where the epidemic 

initially started, tried to cover up the news and delayed information disclosure to the 

central government, allowing further spread of the disease before the central government 

responded.  

As a culmination of reforms, the Emergency Responses Act of the PRC came into 

effect in November 2007, legalizing all emergency management activities at both 

national and local levels. With this law, the government aimed to establish a systematic 

emergency management system of unified leadership, efficient and comprehensive 

coordination, and specialized responsibilities and management (Bai 2009; Xue and 

Zhong 2009). It was against this backdrop that the Wenchuan earthquake happened.  

None of these developments, while strengthening the government capacity and 

efficiency for disaster management, mentioned the incorporation of societal forces. While 

the issues of information disclosure at the time of SARS epidemics led to some 

decentralization of disaster mitigation and response mechanism, the government capacity 

was not reduced in any way. The emergency management offices at the local levels are 

mirroring the national mechanism, but the national planning takes precedence to local 

planning in most cases. When a large-scale earthquake took place, much of the decision 

making was still dependent on the national government. 

2.1.2. The Wenchuan earthquake: Government response 

On May 12, 2008, the central region of Sichuan province was rattled by a 

magnitude-8.0 earthquake. The epicenter, Wenchuan County, is located 50 miles 

northwest of the provincial capital Chengdu. According to the official figure in 
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September 2008, the earthquake caused more than 69,000 casualties including the 18,000 

missing, and nearly 375,000 injured (Ge et al. 2010). Nearly five million people, one-

third of the population in the affected area, lost houses (The figure could be even higher, 

the largest estimate being 11 million). It was the third deadliest earthquake in China after 

the Tangshan earthquake in 1976 that killed 242,800 and the Haiyuan earthquake 

(occurred in then Gansu province) in 1920 that killed 235,500 (See Table 2-2 for the list 

of deadliest earthquake in the 20th and 21st centuries).  

 

Table 2-2: Large-scale earthquakes in China since 1900 by death toll 

Rank Year Earthquake Magnitude Death toll 

1 1976 Tangshan earthquake 7.5 242,800 

2 1920 Haiyuan earthquake 7.8 235,500 

3 2008 Wenchuan earthquake 7.9 69,000 

4 1927 Gulang earthquake 7.6 40,900 

5 1974 Zhaotong earthquake 6.8 20,000 

6 1970 Tonghai earthquake 7.3 15,621 

 

The Chinese government responded relatively quickly to the earthquake. 

President Hu Jintao issued swift instructions for disaster response and Premier Wen 

Jiabao rushed to the site of earthquake within two hours of its occurrence to direct relief 

efforts, followed by Hu Jintao three days later. While the publicity of Premier Wen’s 

action could be considered as political gestures to show government’s willingness to 

protect the Chinese people, it was also followed by wide military and resource 
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mobilization, including 15,000 troops mobilized on the site from the nearby provinces the 

next day (Blecher 2009). The number of troops mobilized reached 146,000 within days. 

In addition, in a traditionally hierarchical political system that China has, the central 

government’s commitment to disaster management sent a strong message to local 

governments that local officials needed to “demonstrate their competency and 

responsibility.” (Hui 2009, p. 138). By displaying the sympathy and strong commitment, 

the central government urged the local governments to work harder for response and 

reconstruction, thereby making sure the legitimacy of the government authority is not 

tainted by the disaster.  

The swift government action impressed the skeptical international community, 

partly because it stood in stark contrast to the response to the unrest in Tibet earlier that 

year. Few months before the earthquake, the Chinese government was facing an internal 

threat to social security and criticism from abroad. In March, the government cracked 

down on Tibetan riots and vilified the revered Tibetan figure, Dalai Lama, from an 

ideological ground. The government prevented the foreign media from getting access to 

Tibet and was unwilling to disclose information on the unrest. This state action drew 

wide criticism from overseas as an act of violating human rights and political suppression 

(Lye 2008). The level of criticism was so high that the success of the Beijing Olympic 

Games in the same summer was being questioned, as some countries and individuals 

considered boycotting the Olympics. It was in the midst of such standoff from the 

international community that the massive earthquake tested the capability of the 

government, in particular the central government.  
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Not only the quick government response, but the level of openness following the 

earthquake also surprised the international media, given China’s closed-off attitude a few 

months earlier. The news media, both domestic and those from abroad, were virtually 

allowed free access to the affected areas.11 The government widely accepted international 

assistance and rescue teams from more than 10 countries, including those from Japan and 

Taiwan, with which China often have bilateral issues. The government’s openness 

contrasted not only with its unwillingness to foreign pressure about the Tibet issue, but 

also with its failure to respond to the Tangshan earthquake in 1976. In the aftermath of 

Sichuan earthquake, the immediate and comparably effective response by the government 

contributed to repelling international criticisms toward Beijing, albeit for a limited time 

(Hui 2009). Yet the scope of the earthquake damages exceeded the government capacity, 

revealing the lack of planning and preparedness for disasters.  

Due to the sheer scale of destructions by the earthquake, areas around the 

Wenchuan County required a large-scale reconstruction process. The central government 

announced in November 2008 that one trillion RMB (146.5 billion USD) would be 

allocated over the next three years for recovery efforts (Ge et al. 2010). Early on, the 

Sichuan Development and Reform Commission estimated two weeks after the earthquake 

that rebuilding of the area would take eight years, first three years on buildings and 

infrastructure, followed by five years of economic recovery.12  The affected area 

extended to almost 100,000 square kilometers (approximately 24.5 million acres). Houses 

                                                 
11 Kennicott, Philip. 2008. “Reaching Out to The World With A Manicured Hand.” The Washington Post: 

C01. 
12 Chow, Chung-Yan. 2008. “Sichuan Recovery ‘Needs Eight Years, 200-300b Yuan.’” South China 

Morning Post: 7. 
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needed to be built for the 5 million people who were left homeless. Despite these 

foreseen challenges, what followed was a relatively quick, intensive period of 

reconstruction. 

2.1.3. Quick reconstruction  

Despite the magnitude and the extent of damages, the Chinese government aimed 

to achieve a quick and efficient recovery in the impact areas. The reconstruction was led 

primarily by the state, especially by the central government, which laid out a clear, albeit 

ambitious, timelines and goals for reconstruction. The State Overall Plan for Post-

Wenchuan Earthquake Restoration and Reconstruction (the “Overall Plan”; Wenchuan 

dizhen zaihou huifu zhongjian zongti guihua) was announced by the State Council on 

August 12, 2008, exactly three months after the earthquake. The state-led reconstruction 

meant a swift planning and action on initiating reconstruction projects, yet also 

characterized by the lack of attention to diversified needs of the disaster-afflicted 

population.  

Overall, the reconstruction after the Wenchuan earthquake was characterized by 

speed and efficiency (Dunford and Li 2011; Bernal 2012). In order to issue the Overall 

Plan in time, assessments of the damages were hurried [elaborate]. Each municipality – 

counties and townships – were to come up with its own reconstruction plan that mirrors 

and fits the national plan, indicating the reconstruction planning was done in a top-down 

manner.  

In the Overall Plan, the total of 51 counties and cities of Sichuan, Gansu, and 

Xiaangxi provinces were categorized into ‘seriously affected areas’ (yanzhong shouhai 



58 

 

diqu), which were entitled to receive necessary assistance, including of the Paired 

Assistance program. As the areas has a high concentration of rural villages, 4,734 out of 

14,565 villages (about 32.5%) falls under the official category of ‘poverty villages.’ For 

the efficiency of the reconstruction, the state made a decision to concentrate people in 

three categories of areas for resettlement: 1) urban and industrial development suitable 

for reconstruction, 2) areas suitable for appropriate reconstruction, but with weak 

resources, and 3) ecological reconstruction areas, where ecotourism was the main focus.  

Financing of the reconstruction was done through a combination of public and 

private funds, as well as from central and regional funding. The central government 

established the Central Post-Wenchuan Earthquake Restoration and Reconstruction Fund 

(CPERRF) in order to fund the reconstruction. Of the 1 trillion RMB budget (146.5 

billion USD) estimate for the reconstruction, the CPERRF provided 30% of the budget, 

or 300 billion RMB. The affected three provinces (Sichuan, Gansu, and Xiaangxi) 

provided the sum of 100 billion RMB, and other provinces provided 76 billion RMB in 

total. Private donations for reconstruction mounted to 75 billion RMB. The rest of about 

400 billion RMB was to be raised in the financial market (Zhong and Lu 2015).  

In order to collect financial resources from other provinces, a financial initiative 

to pair each affected area with a non-affected outside area was launched. The Paired 

Assistance to Disaster-Affected Areas (PADAA; Huifu zhongjian duikou zhiyuan) is a 

program for mutual disaster aid that had existed regionally since the 1950s, formally 

incorporated into the emergency management system in 2006 (Zhong and Lu 2015). In 

order to assist paired recipients, the initiative required each donor province or 
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municipality to contribute at least 1% of its revenue of the previous fiscal year, FY 2007, 

for three years. Nineteen donor jurisdictions were assigned and coordinated by the 

higher-level government, to raise more than 70 billion RMB. For instance, Beichuan 

county, one of the hardest hit counties, received funding from the eastern Guangdong 

province, a relatively well-off regions of the country.  

PADAA enabled a quick mobilization of resources to rebuild after a disaster by 

bypassing intermediary bureaucracy and embodied so-called “campaign-style 

governance,” in which both horizontal and vertical coordination was activated.  

Horizontally, a competition between local officials in the “promotion tournament,” 

relying on the wish of the officials of donor units to report good achievements to the 

central government.13 Vertical coordination was for the accountability in the hierarchical 

authority, meaning that, if successful in raising money, accountability of the donors were 

to be increased, thus public officials from the donor jurisdiction could expect a better 

chance for promotion (Zhong and Lu 2015). 

The Overall Plan laid out an action plan and fairly ambitious goals for the 

reconstruction timeline. The priority was given to resettlement of the rural population 

who had lost houses in earthquake, which was called a principle of “people first.” Other 

priorities included public facilities, essential infrastructures, employment, as well as 

increasing household income.  

According to the Overall Plan, major projects of reconstruction were to be 

completed in 2011, by the third anniversary of the disaster. Despite the definition of 

                                                 
13 Procee, Paul, and John Scales. 2011. “The School of Quake Reconstruction.” Daily the Pak Banker. 

LexisNexis. (March 30, 2014). 
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“completion” as the pre-disaster levels of living and economic conditions have been 

restored, and the prediction by some that such recovery would take a sum of eight years, 

the goal set in the Overall Plan meant that the primarily financial resources needed for the 

Wenchuan recovery would only be provided for the first three years. As a result, 

investment focused mainly on physical reconstruction. In the first three months, 500,000 

temporary houses were provided to the dislocated population, and most of public schools 

and public service facilities resumed (Dunford and Li 2011). The actual progress of 

reconstruction, as reported in various sources, are indicated in Table 2-3.  

 

Table 2-3: Recovery progress after the Wenchuan earthquake 

Date Since earthquake Completion rate Marked by: 

May 2008    0% Wenchuan earthquake 

August 2008                3 months  The State Overall Plan 

for Reconstruction 

announced 

September 2010    2 years 4 months 85%  

(of housing) 

More than 25,000 

housing projects 

competed.* 

January 2011    2 years 8 months  90% 1.8 million homes built. 

May 2011    3 years 95% Chinese premier praises 

reconstruction progress. 

February 2012    3 years 7 months 99% Completion announced 

by Sichuan vice 

governor 
Source: Compiled by author. 

* Xinhua News Agency. 2010. “Most Rebuilding Projects Completed in China’s Sichuan Earthquake Zone.” 

BBC Monitoring Asia Pacific. September 22, 2010. LexisNexis (March 30, 2014). 

 

The top-down manner of decision-making is illustrated in the fate of a town. In 

the town of Beichuan, where 15,000 perished, rebuilding was not only considered 
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impossible but also deemed risky due to landslide risks. The Beichuan county, which was 

the home of Qiang ethnic group, sat on the fault line, and officials determined the town 

should not be rebuilt. Instead, a new town of Yongchang was built, about 23 kilometers 

(15 miles) away from Beichuan, where residents of Beichuan were to resettle.14 The 

construction of the new town started in February 2009, with 19.3 billion RMB (USD 2.84 

billion) including 6 billion RMB provided by eastern Shandong province through the 

pairing program.  

2.1.4. Issues associated with reconstruction  

While efficiency and speed characterized the Wenchuan recovery, its process and 

consequences also presented issues and challenges. The rushing of rebuilding resulted in 

poor quality of infrastructure and housing, lacking long-term maintenance plans or 

sustainability. On the individual levels, many of the residents suffered debts to rebuild 

their houses, while trapped by psychological trauma of the earthquake, which, despite the 

recognition of importance, was not given sufficient attention or care. At the society level, 

economic risks of the post-rebuilding phase are predicted to remain.  

Although the Overall Plan aimed to restore the pre-disaster levels of living and 

economic conditions, actual rebuilding focused much on the physical aspects of recovery, 

overlooking other social, socio-economic, and psychological dimensions. It was partly 

due to the ambitious reconstruction completion projection date, which led local officials 

to focus on tangible and easily measurable performance, such as the number of houses 

                                                 
14 Deng, Shasha. 2009. “Special Report: Reconstruction After Earthquake.” Xinhua News. January 19. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2009-01/19/content_10684336.htm (April 4, 2014). 
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offered to the affected population and the rebuilding of physical infrastructure (Zhong 

and Lu 2015). Local officials wished to report good results and achievements to the 

central government, rather than paying attention to details lest it delay the rebuilding 

process. As a result of the overall emphasis on physical reconstruction, economic 

recovery, which could fully resume after physical rebuilding has completed, was not 

given sufficient attention and investment.  

Although other dimensions of recovery, including socioeconomic development, 

institutional re-building and civil society, are also considered critical in achieving 

comprehensive ‘recovery,’ the limited funding period – three years for the Paired 

Assistance Program – made it difficult for such aspects to be handled.  

Wasteful investment. The tight schedule for the reconstruction goals promoted by 

the central government, while achieved efficiency, left little time for donors to integrate 

the detailed demands of recipients in planning community reconstruction (Zhong and Lu 

2015). As a result, much of the actual investment turned out to be wasteful, without the 

lack of long-term planning and institutionalization of recovery implementation. As 

donors dominated the reconstruction planning and mostly led the projects, local citizens 

failed to participate in the planning and implementation processes, and the future 

maintenance of the infrastructure and projects were not considered.  

Even physical rebuilding was not perfect. Residents who moved into new houses 

complained of poor quality, finding cracks in the walls and foundations of the structure 

within two years of living. Local resident and activists claim that the corruption was to 

blame for the use of substandard building materials and the lack of construction oversight 
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that resulted in low-quality buildings, which are coined as “tofu-dregs buildings” (Lim 

2013).  

Sustainability. While “sustainable rebuilding” was mentioned in the course of the 

planning by scholars, in reality, sustainability was not incorporated into recovery. 

According to a study by Song and colleagues (2017), local recovery plans that derived 

from the Overall Plan to implement local rebuilding lacked sustainability considerations, 

while emphasizing physical and short-term economic aspects of recovery. Local planning 

capacity was also limited, in both data and techniques, unable to plan for sustainability. 

In addition, few public inputs were considered, limiting stakeholder engagements and 

resulting in weak horizontal, interagency coordination. Even when the economic aspects 

of recovery are focused upon, the maintenance of newly built facilities is critical for them 

to be useful, and additional financial resources and skilled personnel are necessary to 

operate and maintain the facilities provided by outside organizations, such as the World 

Bank.15  

Economic risks. On the individual levels, house indebtedness and psychological 

trauma resulted in long-term consequences. Many residents, small business owners, and 

particularly farmers, had to borrow money to rebuild their livelihood. Combined with the 

storms and floods that hit the same area after the Wenchuan earthquake, more than three 

years of rebuilding, many continue to experience harsher economic conditions than 

before the earthquake (Process and Scales 2011). News reports and activity reports 

suggest that international NGOs provided welfare support and training through their 

                                                 
15 Procee, Paul, and John Scales. 2011. “The School of Quake Reconstruction.” Daily the Pak Banker. 

LexisNexis. (March 30, 2014). 
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programs to residents, including job training to the unemployed and technical assistance 

to community leaders (ISC China, n.d.).16 But compared to the relief phase in which these 

international NGOs receive much donations from around the world, the funds for 

recovery phase is limited, and the overall success and impact of these projects remain 

unclear.  

On the societal level, economic risks continue to linger, with the high surge of 

public expenditure associated with reconstruction projects (Dunford and Li 2011). The 

sudden increase in public works in the rebuilding areas in the first year of recovery may 

appear that the local economy reviving, yet at the end of the reconstruction, an economic 

downturn is expected.   

Lack of psychological care. While recognized as necessary in the Overall Plan, 

psychological care was given little implementation in the public projects. (Dunford and 

Li 2011). The awareness toward post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) had not been high 

in China, but the case of a suicide by a local agricultural commission director five months 

after the Wenchuan earthquake led to the public understanding that psychological care is 

important following a disaster.17 Instead, several nonprofit organizations worked on 

psychological care, showing the potential for nonprofits.18 

                                                 
16 Hayashi, Nozomu. 2011. “Victims Worry despite Speedy Rebuilding after Sichuan Quake.” Asahi 

Shimbun Asia & Japan Watch. http://ajw.asahi.com/article/0311disaster/quake_tsunami/AJ201105212501 

(Accessed April 4, 2014). 
17 Lin, Kan Hsuan. 2014. “Healing Mental Scars.” Global Times (China). LexisNexis (April 3, 2014). 
18 Nilsson, Erik. 2014. “Legacy of Disasters: Persistence of Trauma.” China Daily. LexisNexis (April 3, 

2014). 
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Despite these lingering issues, the reconstruction in Wenchuan was announced 

“completed” in February 2012 – prior to its fourth anniversary, officially ending the 

resource allocation by the central and regional governments (Yang 2012).  

2.1.5. The Lushan earthquake  

As the Wenchuan reconstruction completed in February 2012 despite lingering 

issues, another relatively large earthquake hit Sichuan province. A magnitude-7.0 

earthquake hit the Lushan county of Sichuan province in April 20, 2013. Although the 

scale of the tremor was not as big as in Wenchuan and the death toll was not as high, the 

large tremor still caused much damage to houses, infrastructure, and services. Besides 

196 casualties, over 14,000 were injured, and 2.18 million people were affected. Over 

193,000 houses completely collapsed and additional 123,000 houses were severely 

damaged, making their occupants homeless. The estimate of economic loss stood at 50 

billion RMB. 

The central government’s approach to reconstruction after the Lushan earthquake 

differed from that of the Wenchuan earthquake. The central government decided that the 

reconstruction after the Lushan earthquake would be under the Sichuan provincial 

government’s responsibility, instead of led by the national government (Zhao et al. 2015). 

In addition, the government made an announcement to encourage monetary and goods 

donations to the earthquake-hit communities, not only through the government channels 

but also through certain nonprofit organizations (Q. Zhang 2015).  
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2.2. The Tohoku Disasters  

2.2.1. Earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear meltdown 

On March 11, 2011, at 2:46 PM, a powerful magnitude-9.0 earthquake shook 

Japan. The epicenter was eastern offshore of the Tohoku region, but the strong tremor 

was felt in wider areas of Japan, including Tokyo. It was the strongest earthquake 

recorded in the country. Within half an hour, powerful waves of tsunami reached the 

coasts of eastern Japan, from Aomori to Chiba, sweeping through the coastal areas and 

destroying buildings, ports, and landscapes and inundating much of coastal lands.  

As the region is located in the earthquake-prone area of Japan and has had 

recurrent powerful earthquakes in the past, a large-scale earthquake had been predicted 

with a high probability, with 99% chance of a large earthquake occurring within 30 

years.19 Thanks to the strict implementation of anti-seismic building codes in an 

anticipation of future earthquake risks, the houses and infrastructures were relatively well 

prepared for strong tremor. Despite the strong and long tremor that lasted for over a 

minute, few buildings, roads, and bridges collapsed, and the number of lives lost from the 

earthquake itself was minimal. What was not predicted, however, was the scale of the 

tsunami that followed, which led to a large number of casualties. According to the official 

toll, 15,894 deaths have been confirmed as of September 2016, and additional 2,557 are 

reported missing, presumably deceased (National policy Agency of Japan 2016). Coastal 

areas stretching from Aomori to Chiba was destroyed by tsunami, inundating over 561 

                                                 
19 Aso, Iku, 2011, “Mumeisenshi tachi no kiroku: Doro keikai, Kokudo-kotsu-sho no tatakai (The record of 

the unnamed fighters: Road Clearing and the battle of the Ministry of the Land, Infrastructure and 

Transport),” Bungeishunju (May). 
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km2 (216.6 square miles) (Geospatial Information Authority of Japan, 2011). This 

includes 119 km2 of residential and commercial areas, and the areas in which buildings 

were completely destroyed or swept away were 99 km2 (MLIT, 2011).  

A notable characteristic of this disaster was the impact of tsunami, as the majority 

of casualties and damages were caused by tsunami. As a way of comparison (Figure 2), 

the Great Kanto earthquake of 1923 caused a death toll of 105,385, of which close to 

90% were caused by fire. The total lost areas from the fire is estimated as 35 km2. In the 

Kobe earthquake (Hanshin-Awaji earthquake) of 1995, more than 80% of the 6,434 

deaths were caused by crush, as a result of being entrapped in collapsed buildings. The 

reconstruction areas in Kobe totaled to be 2.6 km2. In the Tohoku disaster, more than 

92% of the deaths were caused by drowning (MLIT, 2011). The extensive inundation 

areas, at 561 km2, required tsunami debris to be removed, and resulted in the need for 

equally extensive land restoration and rebuilding of infrastructure and houses.  
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Figure 2: Casualty types of three large disasters in Japan 
Source: MLIT White Paper for FY2010 (MLIT 2011) 

 

The high death toll from tsunami was caused by technical, geographical, and 

human factors. First, although the Japan Meteorological Agency immediately issued a 

tsunami warning, which was communicated to most of the residents, its tsunami height 

prediction was much lower than what it ultimately turned out. The first tsunami warning 

issued three minutes after the tremor predicted 3-meter high tsunami on the coasts of 

Iwate and Fukushima, and 6-meter high tsunami for Miyagi. A revised warning was 

issued 25 minutes after, doubling the predicted tsunami height for Iwate and Fukushima 

to 6-meters and 10-meters for Miyagi. Within minutes, all predictions were raised again 

to 10-meters or higher in these three prefectures (Japan Meteorological Agency 2011). 

Yet as people had already started evacuating by the time the revised warning was 

disseminated, many residents only knew of the initial warning, believing the tsunami 

would not be as bad. Even if the revised warning was communicated to them, tsunami 



69 

 

waves were already imminent. The actual recorded tsunami height at the shoreline 

included 9.3 meters in Soma, Fukushima, 8.5 meters in Miyako, Iwate, and 8.0 meters in 

Ofunato, Iwate (Japan Meteorological Agency 2011).  

Second, the topography of the Sanriku coast intensified the tsunami’s force and 

reach. The coastlines of most of Iwate prefecture and the northern part of Miyagi 

prefecture consist of submerged river valleys and leave little flatland between the 

coastline and mountains (known as ‘ria’ coasts). When a tsunami hits this type of 

coastline, water quickly runs uphill and against the river, amplifying the height and 

impact of the tsunami, as was the case with the Tohoku disasters. For instance, in 

Ofunato, where the recorded tsunami height was 8.0 meters, the run-up height observed 

in vicinity ranges between 11.0-23.6 meters, almost tripling the tsunami reach (MLIT 

2011).  

Third, people in the coastal areas also underestimated the reach of the tsunami. 

The region has experienced large tsunami in every 30-year cycle, and many of them 

believed this time would be the same as the past. Those who experienced a tsunami 

caused by an earthquake in Chile in 1960, which hit the same region with the height of 5 

to 7 meters, did not think that the imminent tsunami would exceed the past tsunami. 

Some also had confidence that the seawalls at the coast built for tsunami mitigation 

would block the tsunami’s reach. Even the two earthquakes that happened in the few days 

leading up to March 11 contributed to the false confidence, as the earthquakes of 
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magnitude 7.3 on March 9th and magnitude 6.8 on March 10th did not result in any 

tsunami impact. The residents believed the impact of tsunami would be similar.20  

In reality, the impact far exceeded anyone’s expectations and past experiences. 

The strong tsunami waves knocked down buildings and trees, sweeping away everything, 

and filled the land with debris, making rescue work difficult. While the Japanese 

government was quick in deploying the Self Defense Forces, police, and medical teams 

to the scene, the rescue forces quickly learned that reaching the coastal areas was nearly 

impossible both by land and by sea due to the piles of debris that also contained bodies of 

victims, making a quick shoveling by heavy machines impossible.21 Many survivors were 

waiting for rescue on top of buildings in the midst of cold weather, and those who 

survived needed shelter, food, and medical attention. 

Further complicating the situation was the development at the nuclear power 

plants in coastal Fukushima, whose electrical system was crippled by the tsunami. Within 

a few days, the reactors at Fukushima Daiichi power plants experienced multiple 

explosions and led to a nuclear meltdown. The fear of the spread of radioactive materials 

panicked citizens in Fukushima and nationwide. Nearby communities were forced to 

evacuate residents immediately, scrambling together patchy information and resources. 

For many in Fukushima, it turned out to be a farewell to their homes for good, unable to 

return to the contaminated land for the foreseeable future.  

                                                 
20 Recorded tsunami height was 0.55 meters (in Iwate) at the highest on March 9 and none on March 10. 

Japan Meteorological Agency. “Assessment of issued tsunami warnings and alerts (happyō shita tsunami 

keihō chūiho no kenshō).” http://www.data.jma.go.jp/svd/eqev/data/tsunamihyoka/  
21 Aso, Iku, 2011, “Mumeisenshi tachi no kiroku: Doro keikai, Kokudo-kotsu-sho no tatakai (The record of 

the unnamed fighters: Road Clearing and the battle of the Ministry of the Land, Infrastructure and 

Transport),” Bungeishunju (May). 

http://www.data.jma.go.jp/svd/eqev/data/tsunamihyoka/
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In both the severity and the extensive reach of the impacts, the disaster was 

considered to be a national crisis. The complex combination of earthquakes, tsunami, and 

a nuclear disaster led Japan’s prime minister, Naoto Kan, to describe the disaster as “the 

toughest and the most difficult crisis for Japan since the end of World War II.”22 

Officially termed as the Great East Japan Earthquake Disasters (Higashinihon 

Daishinsai), the multiplex Tohoku disasters marked a start of the long, arduous efforts for 

the affected communities and governments to rebuild what have been lost.  

Like any large-scale disasters, the trajectory to recovery in Tohoku appeared to be 

never-ending. Besides the death toll, about 470,000 people were forced to evacuate or 

live in a temporary housing situation. Tsunami left the total of 31 million tons of debris 

and waste that needed to be cleared, stored, and eventually processed. Various 

infrastructures, such as ports, rivers, seawalls, water and sewage, bridges, roads and 

railways, needed to be restored. The economic loss of the disaster was estimated to be 

16.9 trillion yen (approximately 177.7 billion USD) (Cabinet Office of Japan, 2011; 

Reconstruction Agency 2013). Economic production halted, businesses closed, 

employment declined, and agricultural and fishing industries suffered.  

Five years since the disaster, approximately 190,000 people are still evacuated or 

living in a temporary housing situation (as of September 2015). The progress of 

reconstruction varied by the sector and indicators, quicker rebuilding for infrastructures 

and basic services (more than 90% rebuilding rate for water, sewerage, rivers, hospitals, 

schools, and railways), but slow recovery for economic production, seen in small 

                                                 
22 CNN. “Anxiety in Japan grows as death toll steadily climbs.” March 14, 2011. 

http://edition.cnn.com/2011/WORLD/asiapcf/03/13/japan.quake/index.html  
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businesses, fishery and processing, agriculture, and service industry (Reconstruction 

Agency 2015). 

2.2.2. Preexisting challenges & delayed reconstruction  

Most of the affected communities share a further challenge in recovery besides 

the disaster impact. Being coastal regions far from urban areas, with the exception of 

Sendai, which is the only government-ordinance city in the Tohoku region, and its 

surrounding cities, many coastal communities had been struggling from rapidly aging 

population and shrinking population due to population outflow. Out of 37 coastal 

municipalities in the three most heavily affected prefectures of Iwate, Miyagi and 

Fukushima, 30 municipalities had experienced a decline in population between 2005 and 

2010, and 26 municipalities had 25% or higher rate of elderly population (i.e. 65 years 

old or older) in 2010, 16 of them with more than 30% elderly population. Although the 

declining and aging population is a problem throughout entire country, the communities 

stricken by tsunami particularly epitomized Japan’s demographic challenges prior to the 

disaster. After the Tohoku disasters, the demographic imbalance worsened, as younger 

population found work outside of the region and migrated, while the older generation 

preferred to stay where they were familiar. The population decline prior to the disaster 

and the acceleration of aging after are observable in Table 2-4.  
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Table 2-4: The demographic trends of 37 municipalities impacted by tsunami 

Municipality 

Pre-disaster 

population 

(2010) 

Population 

change  

(∆2005-2010) 

% of aged 

population (65+, 

2010) 

Post-disaster % 

aged population  

(2015; ∆2010-15) 

Hirono 17,913 -8.25% 30.5%  35.7% (+5.2%)  

Kuji 36,872 -5.80% 26.4%  29.6% (+3.2%) 

Noda 4,632 -7.71% 30.1%  35.0% (+4.9%)  

Fudai 3,088 -8.04% 31.5%  37.3% (+5.8%)  

Tanohata  3,843  -9.38% 33.9%  37.3% (+3.4%)  

Iwaizumi 10,804 -9.30% 37.8%  40.7% (+2.9%)  

Miyako  59,430  -6.54% 30.9%  34.0% (+3.1%)  

Yamada  18,617  -7.57% 31.8%  35.4% (+3.6%)  

Otsuchi  15,276  -7.51% 32.4%  34.1% (+1.7%)  

Kamaishi  39,574  -7.94% 34.8%  35.6% (+0.8%)  

Ofunato  40,737  -5.99% 30.9%  34.1% (+3.2%)  

Rikuzentakata  23,300  -5.70% 34.9%  36.8% (+1.9%)  

Kesennuma  73,489  -5.80% 30.8%  35.2% (+4.4%)  

Minamisanriku  17,429  -6.52% 30.1%  33.5% (+3.4%)  

Onagawa  10,051  -6.27% 33.5%  33.6% (+0.1%)  

Ishinomaki*  160,826  -3.88% 27.3%  30.3% (+3.0%) 

Higashi-Matsushima*  42,903  -0.77% 23.2%  26.2% (+3.0%)  

Matsushima*  15,085  -6.84% 30.9%  35.3% (+4.4%) 

Rifu*  33,994  +5.38% 16.3%  20.4% (+4.1%)  

Shiogama*  56,490  -4.83% 27.5%  31.3% (+3.8%)  

Shichigahama*  20,416  -3.09% 21.6%  26.6% (+5.0%) 

Tagajo*  63,060  +0.55% 18.4%  22.0% (+3.6%)  

Sendai*  1,045,986  +2.03% 18.6%  22.6% (+4.0%)  

Natori*  73,134  +6.51% 19.1%  20.8% (+1.7%)  

Iwanuma*  44,187  +0.61% 19.8%  23.4% (+3.6%)  

Watari*  34,845  -0.82% 23.4%  28.0% (+4.6%)  

Yamamoto*  16,704  -5.70% 31.6%  36.6% (+5.0%)  

Shinchi  8,224  -4.19% 26.9%  30.1% (+3.2%)  

Soma  37,817  -2.10% 25.5%  28.2% (+2.7%)  

Minamisoma  70,878  -2.69% 26.6%  32.5% (+5.9%)  

Namie  20,905  -3.28% 26.7%  - 

Futaba  6,932  -3.32% 27.1%  - 

Okuma  11,515  +4.76% 21.0%  - 

Tomioka  16,001  +0.57% 21.1%  - 

Naraha  7,700  -5.96% 25.9%  19.9% (-6.0%)  

Hirono  5,418  -2.08% 23.8%  26.2% (+2.4%)  

Iwaki  342,249  -3.45% 25.1%  28.4% (+3.3%)  

*Cities surrounding Sendai city that are economically integrated as the greater Sendai area. 

Source: Japan Census (2010; 2015) https://www.e-stat.go.jp/ 

 

Naturally, recovery efforts were full of challenges. The national government 

established a fixed-term agency, the Reconstruction Agency (fukkō-chō), specifically for 
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the purpose of leading the rebuilding efforts from the Tohoku disasters. The term for the 

agency is set to be 10 years, according to the duration of time needed for the 

reconstruction of Kobe following the Kobe earthquake in 1995. The goal for the 

completion of reconstruction projects was set to be 10 years, the first five years of which 

being the ‘intensive reconstruction period’ (shūchū fukkō kikan) and the last five years 

being the ‘reconstruction and revitalization period’ (fukkō sōsei kikan).  

Five years since the Tohoku disaster, however, the progress of reconstruction has 

faced many delays and turned out to be unbalanced. Certain projects were concluded on 

time, such as the removal and processing of tsunami debris and repairing of most 

transportation systems. Figure 2-1 indicates the rates of reconstruction progress by types 

as of March 2016, five years after the disaster. Rebuilding of housing, on the other hand, 

has been significantly delayed in many places. With the principle of building back to 

safer standards, the areas severely inundated were designated as not suitable for houses. 

Many communities that suffered from the tsunami destruction had to create a 

reconstruction plan that looked completely different from the pre-disaster communities, 

relocating many residential areas and changing the purpose of land use. Delays were 

caused particularly by the difficulties in negotiating with the landowners who owned the 

land on which new houses were to be built. Because of the complicated ‘ria’ coastline, 

the areas found little available flatland on which houses were to be built. Some 

communities, such as in Rikuzentataka city, resorted to build houses on mountainous 

areas, which required cutting open parts of inclined plane to create flatland. Preparation 

of flatland required much longer time than expected, causing further delay in rebuilding.  
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Local governments in the disaster areas faced complex challenges in the process 

of planning and implementing reconstruction that often exceeded their preexisting 

administrative capacities. The scale of reconstruction projects in some cities equaled to 

creating a city from a scratch. Some local governments lost public officials in tsunami, 

and many others were themselves victims of the disaster, coping with loss of family 

members, friends, and their houses. Governments of small, aging cities were suddenly 

saddled with the responsibility of planning, leading, and administering massive 

development projects. Most of these communities, slow-developing, aging and shrinking 

coastal cities, had not administered a major development project in recent decades. In 

severely damages municipalities including Otsuchi, Rikuzentakata, and Minami-Sanriku, 

the local government’s annual budget increased 8 to 10 folds as a result of reconstruction 

projects (Interview, June 2012). Although the arrangement was made for these 

governments to have seconded officials from other local governments in Japan and from 

prefectural or national governments to fill the gap, they continued to be short of officials 

and needed skill sets (Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication 2013).  

Delays in reconstruction projects also created additional challenges. Due to delays 

in housing reconstruction, those living in temporary houses needed to continue living on 

an evacuee status. Since module temporary houses, in which many of evacuees live, are 

designed to last for only two years, the prolonged living in temporary housing caused 

multiple repair needs. Uncertainties about the prospect of housing completion and the 

future, many evacuees experience psychological and mental problems.  
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The disruption of community social ties was another consequence of the disaster. 

Many of traditional neighborhoods have been destroyed by the evacuations and 

relocations, which took away preexisting social networks among residents. While 

temporary house residents are either incorporated into existing neighborhood 

associations, or into a new neighborhood association at a temporary housing cluster, 

residents were left to get to know their new neighbors. Getting to know each other at a 

new place was a personal challenge for many, given the psychological recovering process 

from the loss and knowing they will not remain neighbors as their temporary living 

eventually ends sometime in the future. As a result, the number of reported ‘lone deaths,’ 

where a live-alone resident dies unbeknownst to their neighbors for many days and even 

weeks, increased. As social ties among residents are believed to be important in 

facilitating recovery process (Aldrich 2008, Nakagawa and Shaw 2004), the loss of social 

ties is not only a psychological damage but also poses a long-term social challenge to the 

disaster-stricken Tohoku communities.  

Given the extent of disaster damages that permeated through various aspects of 

daily lives, there are naturally limitations in what the government can do to help facilitate 

recovery. Policies tend to focus on the “hard” aspect of reconstruction, such as rebuilding 

lost structures and facilities, resuming services, and reviving local economy. Other areas, 

particularly the so-called “soft” aspects of recovery, such as rebuilding social ties, bring 

back liveliness, and creating a sense of community, required involvement of citizens in 

the long journey to recovery. Due to the different areas of strength between the 
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governmental and civil society actors, comprehensive recovery requires the involvement 

from both the government and civil society. 

 

2.3. Civil society in disaster recovery 

Existing studies have considered how large-scale disasters impact the levels of 

civil society involvement across the world, finding that disaster experiences tend to 

increase a space for civic engagement following disaster events. Notably, the cases from 

the Hurricane Katrina in the United States, the Kobe earthquake in Japan, and some 

others illustrate civil society developments and involvement along post-disaster recovery.  

In the United States, invigorated civic engagement after disasters have drawn 

attention of scholars. Weil (2011) observes a burst of civic engagement in New Orleans 

in the post-Hurricane Katrina recovery efforts, in the city that had been known for citizen 

passivity and inter-communal conflicts. Community organizations increased 

organizational capacity and autonomy, improved their strategic approaches, and 

cooperated with each other. Those communities that took the initiatives in recovery 

efforts were the fastest and most effective in rebuilding what has been lost. For example, 

Chamlee-Wright and Storr (2009) examine a Vietnamese-American faith-based 

community in New Orleans East for engaging in political action and social coordination 

to protect their community, finding that the civil society played an essential role in 

facilitating population return (Aldrich 2008). In the involvement of various local religious 

communities in post-Katrina New Orleans, Stout (2010) sees the embodiment of 

grassroots democracy in America, who engage in dialogues, voicing concerns, addressing 
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racial issues, and extending the networks, the means with which they hope to bring about 

wholesome and comprehensive community recovery in their neighborhood.  

In Japan, the 1995 Kobe earthquake triggered spontaneous relief activities by 

volunteers that continued well into the recovery period. This surge of volunteer activities 

created a momentum and partially led to the enactment in 1998 of the so-called ‘NPO 

Law’ that eased the process of setting up nonprofit organizations focused public 

charitable purposes (Pekkanen 2003b). Nakagawa and Shaw (2004) and Aldrich (2008) 

demonstrate how the active civil society in a neighborhood in Kobe led to speedy and 

more successful recovery. These authors highlight the role of social capital that exists as 

a result of active civil society and local leadership, with other examples from past in 

Japan (Aldrich 2008) and from India (Nakagawa and Shaw 2004).  

A few other countries illustrate civil society in disaster management. Turkey also 

saw an invigoration of civil society following the 1999 earthquake, albeit temporarily 

(Kubicek 2002). In India, in response to the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004, civil society 

actors, such as NGOs and international NGOs, made significant contributions to not only 

provide resources but to informing the government, monitoring relief activities, and 

addressing overlooked issues (Tata Institute of Social Sciences 2005). Taiwan saw 

spontaneous volunteer activities following earthquakes, as seen in 1999 earthquake 

(Roney 2011).  

Despite the emphasis on the role of civil society in disaster management, those 

that discuss how the state and civil society interact are limited. At best, when discussing 

the relationship between them, they argue that the state is still essential in planning and 
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providing for post-disaster recovery efforts (Chamlee-Wright and Storr 2009; Rowley 

2007). This research agrees with that the state is an essential actor in disaster recovery, 

and focuses further on how the state enables, at time encourages, civil society 

participation and how the interact between the two actors play out in the process of the 

civil society developments and of post-disaster recovery.  
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CHAPTER THREE: CIVIL SOCIETY AND THE STATE 

As discussed in Chapter 1, much of the existing scholarship on civic engagement 

in disaster management explains the recovery rate and speed as an outcome, comparing 

how the presence of civil society in the process of recovery contributes to a quicker 

achievement of community recovery following disasters. While the strength of the state 

lead in disaster recovery can explain the outlook of civil society involvement to a certain 

extent, it only provides partial explanations to the dynamic and complex workings of 

state-civil society interactions. In search of a satisfactory explanation for the variation in 

patterns of civil society, the comparative politics literature on how the state and civil 

society interact with each other provides key insights.  

This chapter reviews the existing literature on varying patterns of civil society and 

its relationship with the state in a general context. Scholars of comparative politics have 

provided several competing explanations for why state-society interactions differ across 

countries and sectors. Political science studies had once largely neglected the role of the 

state, emphasizing the behavior of individual rational actors and viewing society as a 

collective mass of such individuals. This functionalist view leads to the neoliberal idea 

that the state is a hindrance to successful adjustment to changing political and economic 

environments. Since the 1970s, a debate took place between functionalists and historical 

institutionalists, who paid attention to different outcomes of solutions to common 
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challenges.23 The attention to varying outcomes was further enhanced by a call to view 

the state as a central agent of political, economic, and societal changes (Evans, 

Rueschmeyer and Skocpol 1985).  

By expanding on these topics, this chapter first deals with the different “types of 

the states,” namely the welfare state, voluntary state, and developmental state, to 

understand different views on the state role in public service provision. Then the chapter 

introduces some of the internal characteristics of society that have been pointed out as 

essential in shaping various countries, namely the roles of culture and social capital. 

These two perspectives are further elaborated by the exploration of the dynamics between 

the state and society. In the final section, it presents the studies that focus on the 

relationships between the state and society, in both comparative politics and public 

administration research.  

3.1. Types and the role of the state 

Scholars of comparative politics have created a set of categories to capture the 

different views on the state roles. On one end, the state with a predatory nature (Bates 

2008), such as the voluntary state, exhibits government failure and inhibits society’s 

development. On the other end, the state with an activist nature, such as the 

developmental state, proactively develops certain sectors of society that are deemed 

                                                 
23 Unlike neoliberals, historical institutionalists were cognizant of the variation in the outcome of solutions 

to common challenges depending on the specificities of political, historical, and institutional differences 

(Levy, Leibfried, and Nullmeier 2015). 
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necessary in the state’s eye.24 Between these two extreme types, various “types” exist in 

between.  

3.1.1. The welfare state  

The scholarship on the welfare state originated in the observations of European 

welfare states, where the states provide social services for citizens using the revenue from 

taxation.25 In its development trajectory, the welfare states have boomed after the 1950s, 

followed by a ‘crisis’ of the welfare state.  

The literature on contemporary welfare states have pointed out the increasing 

trend of marketization and out-contracting of public services to nonprofit organizations in 

the United States since the late 1980s, especially in the fields of public health, social 

services, and welfare (Lipsky and Smith 1989). Even though the nonprofit sector had 

faced a government funding cut and hence a decrease in contracting of services in the 

1980s, a substantial part of revenues for the nonprofit organizations continued to come 

from the government support (Salamon 1999). At the same time, there has been an 

increase in state-nonprofit partnership, through which the state was able to provide public 

services appropriate for overcoming the dilemma of limiting governmental and 

                                                 
24 Regarding the distinction of two similar concepts, ‘society’ and ‘civil society,’ Diamond (1994) makes a 

distinction in conceptualization; civil society is a collective activity by citizens in the public sphere, distinct 

from the private life. As such, it is slightly a more narrowly defined space than society, which can include 

the private sphere of family life, faith, entertainment, business, and political efforts. Chamberlain (1993) 

places a greater emphasis on the difference, that ‘civil’ society is concerned with the commonweal, or the 

common good, yet not all societies are concerned with the common good. Yet for the purpose of this study, 

the discussion of the state and society is still pertinent, as the state’s relationship with society and with civil 

society are sufficiently similar in perspective.  
25 Subsequently, different types of welfare states are identified through cross-country comparison, namely 

liberal, conservative, or social democratic models (Esping-Andersen 1990; see Arts and Gelissen 2002 for 

other typologies), and later the Southern European model to understand Italy, Greece, Spain and Portugal 

(Ferrera 1996). 
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bureaucratic power while ensuring the provision of adequate quality and quantity of 

services (Salamon 1987). The government has become more reliant on nonprofit 

organizations in administering the provision of publicly-funded services; in the same 

way, nonprofit organizations have also become reliant on the financial support from the 

government in providing said services. This mutually dependent relationship between the 

government and nonprofit organizations has been identified as the essential 

characteristics of the nonprofit and voluntary sector activities in the United States (Smith 

and Lipsky 1993).26 

As the government and the nonprofit sector have become increasingly mutually 

dependent, this reliance has an implication for the state-society relationship, such as 

blurring the boundaries between the state and society (Smith and Lipsky 1993). From the 

society’s perspective, less prominent boundaries between the state and society raises a 

concern for the autonomy of the nonprofit sector. From the state’s perspective, the trend 

of mutual dependence has a potential for minimizing state authority. While the 

government continues to monitor the delivery of services and make decisions on whom to 

contract services, it is increasingly difficult for the government to ensure quality 

outcomes as some of the decision-making functions are also delegated to nonprofit 

organizations. In case desired quality and quantity of services are not provided through 

contracts, it could potentially damage the legitimacy of the government. These unwanted 

consequences of contracting out have caused the state to be dubbed as the “shadow state” 

                                                 
26 Just like the welfare state literature draws much from the European states, the nonprofit sector literature 

draws heavily from the United States. While comparative studies are available, the U.S. case embodies the 

liberal model of the wealfare state.  
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(Wolch 1990) or further the “hollow state” (Milward, Provan, and Else 1993; Milward 

and Provan 2000), questioning the capacity of the state in monitoring social service 

provisions.  

3.1.2. The voluntary state  

When the responsibility of providing welfare for the citizens is further retracted 

from the state by contracting out to nonprofits and market actors, the state’s role is no 

longer assumed in the provision of services; rather, to create the institutional environment 

in which nonprofit actors flourish. Based on the neoliberal ideology, the concept of the 

voluntary state assumes the sole responsibility of the state is limited to creating 

conditions for economic profits in the market. Unlike the welfare state, the voluntary 

state takes it for granted that non-governmental actors would take up the task of the 

provision of goods, thus no longer assumes the provision of social welfare as the state 

responsibility. The mechanism of ensuring the service provision is reliant on the non-

state actors’ voluntary choice, stemming from the profitability of providing services and 

the benevolence of the actors.  

Then, the state’s role only becomes important when the voluntary sector fails – 

the failure of the voluntary sector to manage service provision, or its inherent limitations 

to provide for all – becomes apparent. The government involvement is essentially a 

supplement to nonprofit action, rather than a substitute (Salamon 1987). The primary 

responsibility for welfare provision is rested with the voluntary sector, and it is assumed 

that the government comes to rescue when the voluntary sector cannot meet the expected 

levels of service provision.  
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Critics contest that such state is predatory in nature, as it negatively affects 

society. The impact and the aftermath of the Hurricane Katrina have caused some 

scholars to point that the voluntary state overlooks the ethical responsibility of the state, 

as the marginalized population who are more severely affected by the disaster is under 

systematically created conditions that they are stuck in (Nickel and Eikenberry 2007). 

Instead of ensuring the wellbeing of citizens, they argue, the voluntary state in fact 

reinforces the social structure in which the marginalized group of citizens is left out, 

remains poor, and rendered vulnerable to risks, creating a cycle of the need for social 

welfare. The rhetoric behind the voluntary state implies that being marginalized is a 

voluntary choice of the citizens, rather than out of undesired circumstances.  

3.1.3. The developmental state  

In contrast to the voluntary state, the developmental state engages in proactive, 

state corporatist behavior to facilitate the private sector growth through state regulation, 

intervention, and controls. While state corporatism has been primarily identified in the 

private sector development (Schmitter 1974), the style in which the state approaches the 

sector can be also applied to the management of the nonprofit sector. As for industrial 

policies, Evans (1995) demonstrates that the reason why East Asian countries have 

achieved rapid economic development in the 1970s to the 1980s was because of the state 

involvement in regulating economy, not the absence of it. It stood in contrast to the belief 

of economic liberalism that the presence of the state in economic activities would inhibit 

healthy economic development (Evans 1997). This view of the state, the revisionist 

approach of development theories, brought back the idea of the state as a central actor to 
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the center of the attention, famously phrased as “bringing the state back in” (Evans, 

Rueschmeyer and Skocpol 1985).  

3.2. Endogenous features of society 

In addition to the types of the state roles, other studies also emphasize the internal 

characteristics of society, such as cultural contexts of a given society and the networks of 

trust in society, as the features that internally exists and influence the characteristics of 

society and the outcome of state-society relationship.  

3.2.1. Culture 

Among those critical of the discussions focused on the state’s role in shaping 

society are those who emphasize the role of culture, which intermediates the effects of 

the state control on society. Often supported by anthropologists and area specialists, this 

approach questions the direct application of the Western definition of society, and they 

argue that, “cultural and historical specificity must be taken into account” (Ma 2006, 5). 

Experiences of Western NGOs attempting to diffuse civil society to former socialist 

countries, as in Eastern Europe, suggest that they face difficulties in translating the 

organizational practices to the new setting, due to unfamiliar cultural templates 

(Aksartova 2009). Echoing Almond and Verba’s argument about the relationship 

between political culture and democratic stability (1963), culturalists argue that the effect 

of the state control would be intermediated by culture, and that civil society outlook 

reflects the specificity of the cultural practices of respective countries.  
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There are, however, certain risks in emphasizing the role of culture. By 

emphasizing the role of culture, changes in society is explained by cultural 

transformations. This attempt of endogenous factors can go both ways: an explanation for 

underdevelopment of civil society, such as the cultural templates of the particular society 

would not accommodate for the development of pluralist civil society like in the Western 

countries, as well as an explanation for the development of civil society, in places where 

the development of civil society has resulted from the culturally inherent spirit of 

providing help to others. Doing so, they present inconsistency in argument. Such were the 

case for explaining China’s resistance to the idea of Western-like civil society due to its 

tendency to be a passive recipient of external control, and for explaining nascent civil 

society development by Confucian and Buddhist cultural tradition of self-help and self-

organization (Osborne 2003). Similarly, in the West, Christianity has provided a 

foundation for the growth of voluntarism. And by extension, political culture arguments 

fail to acknowledge the role of changes in legal and institutional environments 

surrounding civil society. In order to avoid the confusion caused by focusing on cultural 

values, in this study, cultural factors are considered as intermediating institutional 

environment with history and traditions.  

3.2.2. Social capital  

Another view that emphasizes the intrinsic characteristics of communities as 

determinants of civil society is found in the discussion of social capital. Social capital, or 

the level of trust among citizens and connectedness in society, is known to reduce 

transaction costs and promote inter-personal cooperation (Putnam 1993). In discussing 
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the basis of democratic development, Fukuyama (2001) identifies social capital as “an 

instantiated informal norm” generated through religion, tradition, and shared experiences, 

and it promotes cooperation among people, but points that it is difficult to generate with 

public policy. The amount of social capital is often gauged by community engagement 

and participation, which by itself indicate the level of civil society engagement.  

Although social capital and civil society activity are often correlated, Fukuyama 

and Putnam would agree that social capital is a byproduct of civil society activity, and not 

vice versa. Despite social capital’s utility as an indicator of the strength of civil society, it 

would be difficult to explain the variation of civil society involvement with social capital. 

While arguing that civil society is a prerequisite for social capital, Putnam (1993) also 

identifies social capital as an important factor for the effectiveness of governance. In his 

view, the state and society are not captured as adversarial, but rather complementary to 

each other – a higher level of social capital, or strong society, results in a more effective 

government, the strong state.  

3.3. State-society relationship  

The discussions above, by focusing on the characteristic of either side of the state 

and society, do not take into account the interactions between the two that can potentially 

change the behavior and characteristics of one another. For instance, the voluntary state 

would predict little cooperation happening between the state and the nonprofit sector, as 

the state’s action is taken only when the voluntary action fails and leaves a service 

provision vacuum. The government involvement is only a supplement to the nonprofit 

sector’s action (Salamon 1987).  
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The views on state-society relationship can be grouped into largely two 

perspectives: competition and coordination. On one hand, the statist approach assumes a 

dichotomous and oppositional view of the state vis-à-vis civil society, characterizing civil 

society as an autonomous sphere existing outside of the state. This approach implies that 

the rise of autonomous civil society would limit the power of the state, and generally 

supports the idea that the development of healthy civil society is a step closer to 

democratization. Scholars of this approach argue that civil society forms the basis for 

democratic governance because it opposes the authoritarian state that controls society and 

exercises control over the state. The approaches that emphasize indirect coordination and 

even direct collaboration between the state and society are exemplified by the synergy 

approach, rather than the direct state control of society. This approach encompasses 

multiple perspectives, from the complementarity of the state and society, to state 

corporatism, yet converging on the skepticism about civil society limiting the state 

power, while generally agreeing that the state and civil society can be mutually 

reinforcing.  

3.3.1. Types of government-civil society relationship  

Public administration theorists examine the relationship between the state and 

society in the form of government-nonprofit relationship, which can be applied to the 

state-civil society relationship. Although much of studies are developed in the U.S. 

context, nonprofit studies literature provides a useful analytical framework.  

There are different ways in which the nonprofit sector is involved in providing 

goods and services to citizens. Young (2000; 2006[1999]) categorizes the institutional 
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relationships between the government and the nonprofit sector in three types: 

supplementary, complementary, or adversarial. In a supplementary relationship, the 

nonprofit sector fulfills the demand in the public that the government leaves unsatisfied 

by privately financing for public goods, working as service providers of certain public 

goods. In this type of relationship, the more the government fulfills its responsibility as a 

public goods provider, the less needs exist for nonprofit sector involvement. In a 

complementary relationship, nonprofit organizations operate as partners of the 

government in providing services, delegated tasks by the government. In this type of 

relationship, the more government invests in the policy area, the more nonprofit 

engagements are expected. The third type of relationship points to when nonprofit 

organizations represent specific interests of the citizens and advocate for their reflection 

in policy formation and implementation process by the government. In such an 

adversarial relationship, both the nonprofit and the government attempt to change one 

another, nonprofits pressuring government to make changes in policy, while government 

trying to control nonprofits through regulations. 

While government-nonprofit partnership has been an increasing trend in the 

United States, complementarity is not the only type of relationship. Some scholars 

recognize a variety of relationships and provide several classifications. Coston (1998) 

categorizes the relationships in eight categories, from repression to rivalry, competition, 

contracting, third-party government, cooperation, complementarity, and collaboration. 

Najam (2000) classifies by the ‘four Cs’ – cooperation, confrontation, complementarity, 

or co-optation – determined by the levels of similarity in the articulation of interests and 
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the preferences for means and strategies by both actors. Young’s categorization (2000; 

2006) presents a simpler categorization of the relationships, useful for applying to 

comparative case studies.  

Young’s three types of relationship correspond to the state-society relationship 

views in comparative politics literature. Supplementary and adversarial relationships are 

based on the statist views, where the state and society are at zero-sum game, either by 

providing services that the government does not provide or having an adversarial 

relationship to resist or oppose the government’s policy or behavior. Complementarity 

reflects the coordination and embeddedness, in which the nonprofit organizations work as 

partners of the government in providing services, increasing the degree of the 

government-nonprofit interactions and cooperation. Table 3-1 summarizes the varying 

views on the state-society relationship that this dissertation research utilizes. 

 

 

Table 3-1: Typology of state-civil society relationship 

 If state +,  

then 

society 

If state -,  

then 

society 

Characterized by: 
Nature of state-

society 

Complementary + - 
Win-win, partners, 

collaboration, synergy 

Coordination  

Supplementary - + 
Zero-sum, “in place 

of” 

Competition  

Adversarial = = 
Confront, advocacy, 

protests, lobbying 

Competition  

Source: Created by the author based on Young (2006) 
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3.3.2. Statist approach  

At the core of the dichotomous view of state-society relationship, Migdal (1988) 

offers a model of state and society essentially in a zero-sum game. In this view, when the 

state’s authority is strong in exercising social control and managing demands from groups 

in the society, society is weak in getting what they want to obtain from the state. 

Similarly, when the actors in society can voice their demands and change the course of 

the state behavior, the power of the state is limited. Thus the rise of autonomous civil 

society would suggest receding state power, leading some prominent scholars to argue 

that civil society forms the basis for democratic governance (Diamond 1994; Fukuyama 

2001; Habermas 1989).  

This view was widely supported by those who see civil society as a force to 

counter authoritarian regimes and to enhance democratic behavior. This so-called 

“western view” of civil society is rooted in the early modern European political thoughts 

of Hobbes and Locke, which was followed by the dichotomous distinction of the state 

and civil society by Hagel, Marx, and Tocqueville, who emphasized the liberal-

individualist approach that the individual realms are outside the power of the state (Hann 

1996). Yet many observers of civil society outside of the western world discredit the 

direct applicability of the western model of civil society, as receding state power is rarely 

a possibility in non-democratic or former socialist countries even if civil society emerges 

(Aksartova 2009; Flower and Leonard 1996; Gallagher 2004; Hann and Dunn 1996; 

Huang 1993). Even if they accept the western idea of civil society, in practice, its 
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application becomes selective and subject to interpretation according to the institutional 

settings of the given society (Ma 2006).  

The zero-sum relationship suggests that the state and society exist essentially in 

opposition to one another, always wanting different outcomes. It partially explains the 

variation of state-society relationship across cases but lacks explanatory power for 

changes in the relationships across time, in which the state power remains relatively at 

the same level over time, but civil society increases (or declines in) its presence over 

time.  

Later, Migdal (2001) modified his argument to the ‘state-in-society’ model, 

suggesting that society is a myriad of social organizations, of which the state is also a 

part. The source of authority and policy change is no longer only vested in the state, but 

the outcome is a result of compromise between what the state intends and what society 

demands. This view allows for more flexibility in seeing the state-society relationship, as 

the state and society are both among multiple actors that are constantly at a struggle for 

social control. In allowing for the institutional impacts, Migdal explains that the outcome 

of the state-society interactions and coordination are often neither’s ideal outcomes. 

Haddad (2011) applies this model to study the relationship between the state and the 

developing nonprofit sector in Japan and argue that this model is more appropriate than 

the static statist model to allow a more dynamic understanding of state-society 

relationship.  
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3.3.3. Synergy approach  

The skeptics of the statist view of state-society relations mainly takes issues with 

the competitiveness between the two sectors, and often takes the synergy approach 

instead. Evans (1997) and colleagues explore the idea of state-society synergy, where the 

civic engagement and the state are mutually reinforcing and mutually beneficial. 

According to Evans, the idea of state-society synergy implies “that civic engagement 

strengthens state institutions, and effective state institutions create an environment in 

which civic engagement is more likely to thrive” (p. 3). This view rejects the assumption 

of zero-sum game between the state institutions and civil society, allowing not only 

interactions between the state and society but even mutually reinforcing behavior. There 

are two elements of synergy: Complementarity – where the public and private spheres are 

clearly distinguished – and embeddedness, in which the line between the two are more 

blurred.  

While complementarity is discussed for the relationship between the government 

and the nonprofit sector, further challenging the distinction between the public and 

private spheres is conceptualized as ‘embeddedness.’ It is observed in the state’s 

relationship with businesses (Evans 1995), as well as with the nonprofit sector, such as 

civil society organizations and service provision organizations (Evans 1997). Under the 

state-corporatism, the agencies and organizations providing services to the citizens on 

behalf of the state disguises themselves as non-governmental agencies, but in fact 

operates in a close coordination with and under the directions and supervision of the 

state.   
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The above categorizations of the state and the state-society relations help with a 

better understanding of the current developments of Chinese and Japanese civil society, 

and particularly within the context of disaster management. In the past, both of the 

countries exhibited corporatist nature in their developing civil society. But in the 

observations in the aftermaths of major disasters suggest different pictures from the past. 

To what extent and in what ways the current civil society pictures are different from the 

past are investigated in the following chapters.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: DEVELPMENTS OF CIVIL SOCIETY IN CHINA AND JAPAN 

Prior to the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake and the 2011 Tohoku disasters (the Great 

East Japan earthquake and tsunami), what was the environment for civil society actors in 

these respective countries? Since the economic reform of 1979, China’s socialist 

government allowed NGOs to provide social services on the government’s behalf, but 

with strict regulations and supervision that China’s civil society had been understood as 

corporatist in nature. Having become democratic in the post-war period yet under the 

stable de facto one-party political domination, Japan’s civil society also differed from 

that of western countries, consisting of a few large, corporatist type organizations and a 

large number of small civic associations that lacked advocacy functions.  

The two countries shared a similar trajectory of civil society developments in 

which, traditionally less autonomous civil society was developed by the state in a top-

down manner, followed by the emergence of more spontaneous, voluntary involvement 

of ordinary citizens in the rescue and relief activities after major earthquakes. Prior to 

these disasters, autonomy of civil society was limited in both countries, yet at different 

degrees. 

4.1. Civil Society Developments in China  

China scholars have long debated whether this authoritarian state would develop a 

robust civil society that can keep the state in check. China’s nonprofit sector had been 
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seeing a quiet development largely under the government lead and support. The volunteer 

movement and grassroots activities at the wake of the Wenchuan earthquake of 2008 was 

seen as a new trend, which gave rise to a new type of civil society movement. The 

emergency situation posed by the Wenchuan earthquake seemed to have opened up a 

space for nongovernmental actors and organizations to participate in disaster response to 

a certain extent, if not limited regionally. 

4.1.1. Early discussions about civil society in China  

Despite more than three decades of economic reforms and the increasing exposure 

to globalization, the popular belief in the West still stands that civil society does not exist 

in China because the authoritarian state controls the civic life of its citizens. The early 

discussions about the possibility of civil society development in China date back to the 

early 1990s among China watchers. The student movement demanding a more 

democratic political process which resulted in mass demonstrations in the streets of 

Beijing and other major cities in the spring of 1989, often known in the West as the 

Tiananmen Square incident, stirred a debate as to whether the movement represented an 

emergence of civil society in China, and if the country under the Communist government 

rule was finally ready to develop civil society of its own. 

At the time, what was traditionally seen as an unchanging society appeared to be 

going through some gradual yet long-term trajectory of transformations. The early 

observation of Chinese society by Western scholars, during the 1950s and the 1960s, was 

dominated by the culturalist understanding that ‘traditional’ China was resistant to 

external influences and changes. In the early 1990s, such presumption was being replaced 
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by the understanding that a long-term trend of changes in state-society relations was 

taking place (Huang 1993). Yet scholars were quick to recognize that the trajectory of 

societal changes and its relationship with the state were different from those that had 

taken place in Europe. Compared to the Western counterparts, the Chinese experience of 

societal changes was characterized by a persistent state presence, an example of the 

continued relevance of “bringing the state back in” into the analysis of Chinese society 

and politics (Chamberlain 1993; Wakeman 1993). This uniqueness made it difficult to 

directly apply the Chinese case to the Western conceptualization of ‘civil society,’ as 

attempts of conceptual application ranged from strictly political liberal thought of 

‘democratic’ civil society to any societal or mass organizations that can be virtually 

synonymous with ‘society’ (White 1993).  

Amidst the confusion about which conceptualization of civil society is appropriate 

to China, scholars of Chinese civil society attempted to clarify the concept by returning to 

the original thinker of civil society, Jürgen Habermas. His discussion of the “public 

sphere” in his The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989 [1962]) forms 

the basis of the current understanding and discussions of civil society. Habermas 

explained that the expansion of bourgeois public sphere that followed the rise of 

capitalism and the market economy in this region, in opposition to the state, enabled the 

development of democratic and autonomous civil society in Europe. Based on this 

historical experience, many understand civil society as not only seeking autonomy from 

the state, but also established in opposition to it. Habermas discussed the bourgeois 

public sphere within the historic specificities of Europe in the 17th to 18th centuries as 
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one of the variants of the public sphere. In spite of this, later attempts by civil society 

scholars to use his definition on various temporal and spatial settings have resulted in 

conceptual confusions (Huang 1993).  

Part of the confusion stemmed from the perception that students’ demonstrations 

of 1989 represented a sign of social movement emerging in opposition to the state. Had 

the movement had a lasting impact on the society and its relationship with the state, 

China might have followed suit in former Communist societies of Eastern Europe in 

developing democratic civil society. Yet, despite the high anticipation that the 

demonstrations might indicate a birth of civil society and would be followed by its steady 

growth, this development did not drastically change the nature of state-society 

relationship in China. Fearing the further erosion of the authority of the state, the Chinese 

Communist Party government tightened its control over society and on anti-government 

activities. The road to democratic civil society was seemingly shut down by the party-

state. 

At the same time, in the time of economic reforms and rapidly changing 

circumstances, the party government also recognized the utility of societal forces. The 

economic reforms that had started in 1979 enabled a rapid economic growth, but as 

individuals increasingly became responsible for their own jobs, housing and welfare, the 

economic changes also brought about the down-sizing of government bureaucracy (Saich 

2000). The government at national, provincial, and local levels needed to delegate social 

service provision responsibilities to non-governmental actors. The solution was the 

government establishing various social organizations for these tasks, while maintaining 
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social control to prevent social unrest and unwanted social movements. These 

organizations, often referred to as government-organized NGOs (GONGOs), are semi-

autonomous organizations that provide welfare services on behalf of the state, and they 

became the popular destination of former bureaucrats who had lost jobs as a result of 

government down-sizing. As a result, the number of registered nonprofit organizations 

increased under the close government supervision, from almost none in 1990 to about 

400,000 by 2008 (Y. Zhang 2016).  

Although the number of social organizations increased, it was an unbalanced 

development at best. Organizations working in the field of environmental protection, 

healthcare, and education enjoyed relatively free space, while religious and politically 

oriented organizations have been less fortunate (Saich 2000). For instance, taking the 

development of environmentalism in China as a case, Ho (2001) finds that while a variety 

of environmental NGOs were present, no organizations are capable of initiating a 

nationwide environmental demonstrations or environmental movement, but rather 

focused on localized activities.  

From its onset, China’s civil society had a different direction from its Western 

counterparts. The social organization sector developed under the careful handling by the 

state to complement the state capacity to provide social services, while preventing social 

movements in opposition to the state. Along the growth of the social organization sector, 

any organizations that demonstrate an anti-government inclination were declared by the 

state to be illegal and repressed, while those that are beneficial and complementary to the 

government functions survived and some even enjoyed relative freedom.  
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This development has been generally understood in terms of state corporatism, 

indicating a shift from direct state control over the state into more indirect coordination 

between the state and society, while not exhibiting receding of the state power (Gallagher 

2004, Unger and Chen 1995). Comparative politics scholars who studied the trend of 

civil society development in China have placed variety of labels on its state-society 

relationship, such as “state-led civil society” (Frolic 1997) “corporatist vs. civil society” 

(Ding 1998), “embedded activism” (Ho and Edmonds 2008), “dependent autonomy” (Lu 

2009) and a “non-critical” civil society (Shieh 2009).  

As a result, instead of developing civil society with pluralist, democratic effects, 

China has had a unique trajectory of materializing this sector under the close ties with the 

state, which is often described as civil society “with Chinese characteristics.” 

Chamberlain (1993) points that even the vision of civil society that consisted the basis of 

the student movements in the late 1980s was not entirely opposing to the state structure:  

“The intellectual’s vision of civil society . . . is not so much 

‘counterstructure’ as it is ‘alternate structure’ – a way of organizing and 

staffing the state apparatus differently, rather than challenging it altogether 

(p. 203, emphasis in original text).” 

However, this development with Chinese characteristics can also be understood in 

a different way. Saich (2000) admonishes against understanding China’s civil society 

from a state-corporatist perspective, which would result in a state-centered view 

emphasizing the state control over society. Rather, he points to the process by which 

social organizations also negotiate with the state on policy inputs and interest 
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representation, voluntarily seeking to maintain a good relationship with public officials. 

As the state-society relationship is increasingly complex and dynamic in post-reform 

China, interaction between the state and society deserves more attention than simply 

integrating the society into a vertical top-down structure.  

4.1.2. Organizational categories and the registration  

Partly because of the aforementioned difficulties in conceptualizing civil society 

in China, there is no consensus among scholars regarding how to call the sector. ‘China’s 

NGOs,’ the ‘nonprofit sector,’ and the ‘social organization sector’ all refer to more or less 

the same concept of civil society organizations operating outside of the direct state 

control. When the term civil society is used, it can mean political society (gongmin 

shehui), which could imply the liberal political theory based on the notion of citizenship, 

representation, and democratization, to various forms of social associations – 

encompassing all social organizations (minjian shehui), bourgeois society (shimin 

shehui), or mass organizations (qunzhong tuanti) (White 1993). In general, the use of the 

term civil society refers to the power relations between the state and society, rather than 

the specific organizational activities. 

While the English literature tends to prefer civil society organizations (CSOs) to 

indicate society-based associations and groups, there are many Chinese terms that refer to 

civil society organizations collectively. Although they are commonly termed as ‘NGOs’ 

when translated to and/or described in English, the literal Chinese translation of “non-

governmental organizations” – fei zhengfu zuzhi – is rarely used to describe civil society 

organizations operating in China to avoid the implications of organizations operating in 
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opposition to the state.27 Chinese alternatives to NGOs are ‘non-profit organizations (fei 

yingli zuzhi),’ ‘social organizations (shehui zuzhi)28,’ and ‘civic associations (quanti 

zuzhi).’ While ‘non-profit organizations’ (fei yingli zuzhi) is increasing in use to 

emphasize the not-for-profit aspect of their activities, the social organization (shehui 

zuzhi) is preferred by some scholars to indicate both the officially registered 

organizations (including GONGOs that are set up by the government) and more 

autonomous organizations operating without registration (Saich 2000). Additionally, in 

discussions about how to incorporate civil society’s contributions to disaster 

management, ‘societal forces’ (shehui liliang) is often used in Chinese language (Zhao et 

al. 2015).  

Operationally, there also are different categories of organizations, both official 

statuses and informal ones. Table 4-1 summarizes the different types of organizations. 

Three types are officially recognized ones, registered with the Ministry of Civil Affairs of 

China (MCA): social associations29 (shehui tuanti), private non-enterprise units (minban 

fei qiye danwei), and foundations (jijinhui). Foundations has two types: non-public 

fundraising foundations and public-fundraising foundations.  

 

                                                 
27 Saich (2000) suggests that the term fei zhengfu zuzhi can be misinterpreted to mean that “the government 

has no role to play (wu zhengfu, implying anarchism) or that such organizations might be anti-government 

(fan zhengfu)” (p. 124, Footnote 1). But when translating the concept to English, “NGOs” are still 

commonly used.  
28 This English translation of shehui zuzhi as social organizations can easily be confused with the 

translation of minjian zuzhi, which are often translated as social organizations. Minjian zuzhi can also be 

translated as “private organizations.”  
29 Simon (2013) refers shehui tuanti as “social organizations (SOs)” and Teets (2009) as “social groups” 

respectively, but to avoid the confusion with shehui zuzhi, which directly translates into “social 

organizations” and is a term that refers to grassroots NGOs, in this research, “social associations” refers to 

one of the three categories of CSOs, shehui tuanti.  
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Table 4-1: Categories of civil society organizations in China 

English Chinese Official status Autonomy  Number/figures 

Social associations Shehui tuanti Registered with 

MCA 

Majority are GONGOs  

Private non-

enterprise units 

Minban fei 

qiye 

Registered with 

MCA 

GONGOs to a lesser 

extent  

 

Foundations Jijinhui Registered with 

MCA 

Majority are GONGOs   

Private business 

associations 

Shanhui Not registered with 

MCA; registered as 

business 

Funded through 

membership dues, can 

select issues on its 

own  

After 1998 Regulation, 

this route is harder to 

take  

 

Social 

organizations 

Minjian zuzhi Not registered with 

MCA 

Unofficially associated 

with a university, or 

operate informally  

Informal groups: 

estimate of 20,000 

(in 1996)  

Cultural 

organizations 

 Not registered with 

MCA 
Voluntary membership   

International 

NGOs/ Overseas 

NGOs 

    

Created by the author, from Saich (2000), Shieh and Deng (2011), Simon (2011) and Teets (2009). 

 

In order to be registered with the MCA, an organization needs to find a host 

agency in the government (called a sponsoring unit, guakao danwei) under which its 

activities are relevant. The role of a sponsoring unit is to examine the applicant 

organization’s activity areas, make sure it “corresponds to an actual need and check that 

it will not overlap with other organizations and that its members have the capacity to run 

the organization” (Saich 2000, p. 130). A prospective sponsoring unit may reject being a 

host in fear of being held responsible for the applicant organization’s activities in case 

they pose a problem. Once the review is approved and an agency has agreed to become a 

sponsoring unit, an applicant organization can apply for a registration status with the 

MCA for further review and approval. This two-tier registration system makes it difficult 

for an organization that has little startup resources and existing connections or contacts in 
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the government to register and operate with an official status. Traditionally, most social 

associations and foundations are GONGOs, as they have been set up by the government 

to meet the specific social service needs that are beneficial for the government.  

In addition to registered organizations, there are also other types of organizations 

that operate without the registration status with the MCA: Social (private) organizations 

(minjian zuzhi) and private business associations (shanghui). Since the registration with 

the government means a close monitoring of the organization’s actions by a state agency, 

launching as private business entities is a means to evade state control. Another popular 

way around the registration is to register as a secondary organization under higher 

education institutions, as universities tend to have more liberal and open leadership under 

which social actions are permitted (Saich 2000). Some others choose to operate as 

informal groups, avoiding registration altogether.  

4.1.3. Institutional developments before the Wenchuan earthquake 

As the economic reform since the late 1970s has rendered the need for social 

organizations to provide social services without disrupting state authority, regulations 

have been established to legitimize their activities and to regulate their actions. The legal 

framework surrounding social organizations has, as with the case of state-society 

interactions, been a cycle of relaxing and tightening. Table 4-2 shows notable changes in 

legal frameworks leading up to the early 2000s.  
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Table 4-2: Chronology of laws and regulations surrounding China’s civil society, before 2008 

Year Laws and Regulations 

1950 Provisional regulation on Registration of Social Associations  

1982 The adoption of the 1982 Constitution [Article 35: recognized the right to freedom of 

association] 

1984 Document No. 25 [mandating all social associations to be associated with a government 

agency] 

1986 General Principles of Civil Law [recognizes Social Associations as legal entities] 

1988 Regulations on Management of Foundations  

1989 Provisional Measures on Management of Foreign Chambers of Commerce  

1989 Regulations on the Registration and Management of Social Associations 

1998  Regulations on the Registration and Management of Social Associations (Revision)  

1998 Provisional Regulations on the Registration and Management of Civil Non-Enterprise 

Institutions  

1999 Public Welfare Donations Law 
2004 Regulations on the Registration and Management of Foundations (Revision) 

Source: Shieh (2016); Simon (2013); Y. Zhang (2016)  

 

The first provisional regulation surrounding the civil society sector was placed in 

1950. Back then, it was possible to register organizations, and the registration process 

was decentralized to local governments, thus the requirement for registration was loosely 

enforced before 1989 (Pei 1998). After the student demonstrations in 1989, the 

government adopted a provisional regulation on non-governmental activities 

(“Provisional Regulation on the Registration and Management of Social Associations”), 

thereby tightening its control over civil society organizations. The control was 

implemented mainly by enforcing the registration process on all social groups. It resulted 

in two effects: First, it prompted many previously unregistered organizations to seek a 

registration status, thereby an increase in registered social organizations.30 At the same 

time, it reduced the number of organizations operating outside of registration, due to 

tighter control by the state and many of the remaining unregistered organizations were 

                                                 
30 The number of registered social organizations more than doubled between 1989 and 1990, from about 

4,500 in both 1988 and 1989 to 10,855 in 1990 (Teets 2009).  
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repressed as illegal, particularly if seen by the government as involved in anti-

government actions. As a result, the Chinese state behavior shifted from maintaining a 

distance from society to an attempt to integrate society within the state (Saich 2000).  

The state needed to further accommodate wide range of audiences and societal 

interests to prevent society’s push toward more pluralist articulation of interests and mass 

opposition. But the provisional regulations were vague in registration procedures and 

categorizations, and the attempt of tighter implementation ended up being lax. The 

Chinese state not only feared social unrest caused by groups that have escaped the state 

detection, but also recognized the necessity to develop the social organization sector that 

tailors the state’s needs to advance economic reforms further. Thus, a more formal 

regulation over the social organization sector was deemed necessary.  

Under these circumstances, the drafting of a new policy regulating social 

organizations was accelerated in 1998. Later in the year, “the Regulations on the 

Registration and Management of Social Associations” were approved.31 With this 

framework, the two-tier registration system was introduced, organizational plurality was 

limited, and the geographical range of activities was restricted (Saich 2000; Y. Zhang 

2016). As previously mentioned, all organizations were required to have a sponsoring 

unit within the government agencies or department to check an applicant organizations’ 

activity areas before handing the application over to the Ministry of Civil Affairs. It 

increased the interference from the sponsoring unit on the organization’s activity content 

and management. It also limited the organizational plurality, requiring the sponsor to 

                                                 
31 For the process of policy-making and its content, see Saich 2000.  
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check if there was no overlap in activity areas with other organizations within the same 

geographical jurisdiction and field of activity. Within one field, only one organization 

was approved to register, and newcomers would be rejected of application if another 

registered organization existed in the same field.  

The regulation also prevented the development of inter-regional mass 

organizations, by requiring for each organization to register with the appropriate level of 

government civil affairs department. In case the activity spans across the entire country, 

they were to register at the national level with the Ministry of Civil Affairs. It prevented a 

national organization to set up regional branches, or local groups from having external 

membership outside of its operating jurisdiction.  

To the eyes of the Western observers, the establishment of these regulations 

meant further tightening of societal control by the authoritarian state and a reduction of 

the operating public sphere, yet the institutionalization of social organizations also 

implied a recognition by the state of the contributions made by social organizations, 

greater legitimacy of registered organizations, and the less likelihood of arbitrary 

repression by the state.  

Still, comparably speaking, China’s nonprofit sector has a small impact on its 

large economy. The nonprofit workforce takes up merely 0.8% of the total employment 

in China as of 2014, compared to 11.0% in the UK, 9.2% in the United States, and 8.0% 

in Japan, with 42-country average of 5.5% (which does not include China) (Salomon et 

al. 2011 as cited in Y. Zhang 2016). While the number of the organization has been 

increasing, the sector itself is still small. 
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It was under these circumstances that the Wenchuan earthquake of May 2008 and 

the subsequent resurgence of the discussion about Chinese civil society took place. The 

renewed activeness of particularly grassroots-level organizations that did not necessarily 

fit in the view of corporatist civil society draw attention as a sign of new developments in 

China’s changing society. Chapter 5 examines the activity of civil society organizations 

in Sichuan in support of relief and recovery efforts after disasters.  

4.2. Civil society developments in Japan  

The development of Japan’s civil society has a close relationship with disasters. 

In a country traditionally characterized by a strong state, Japan’s civil society activities 

had been also characterized in contrast with Western societies. In the past two decades, 

the contributions of the nonprofit and voluntary sector in disaster management in part 

helped expand the sector.  

Table 4-3 illustrates the types and numbers of civil society organizations in Japan. 

For the purpose of this study, I focus on the three aspects of Japanese civil society listed 

here, namely neighborhood associations, nonprofit organizations (NPOs), and other 

public interest corporations.  
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Table 4-3: Types of public interest corporations in Japan 

 

 

The common use of the terms of civil society organizations in Japan also needs 

clarification. According to JANIC (2014), Japan’s civil society organizations are often 

referred to by two different categories: NGOs and NPOs. By practice, NGOs tend to refer 

to overseas-oriented organizations that emphasize international development and 

cooperation, such as providing overseas aid and assistance to developing countries. 

Because of its professional expertise, these organizations tend to be large in size, and 

organizationally and professionally mature. On the other hand, the word “NPO” (non-
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profit organization) is used to refer to an organization that focuses on solving domestic 

social issues (Pekkanen 2003a, p. 120, Footnote 8). Technically speaking, NPOs refer to 

organizations that have gained legal status by registering with the government according 

to the Specified Non-Profit Activities Law (NPO Law). Thus, there are organizations that 

are called NGOs by practice, but are legally NPOs. In this chapter, the author generally 

follows the common practice in Japan, especially with the use of the abbreviation 

“NPOs” in referring to registered nonprofit organizations.  

The understanding of civil society in Japan converges on two views. First, the 

recent development of Japanese civil society is understood as starting with the 

legalization of NPOs in 1998. This view tends to see nonprofit and voluntary activities as 

a new phenomenon, triggered in part by the experience of the Kobe earthquake in 1995. 

The other view is that Japan’s civil society has existed long before the 2000s, with the 

number of local civic associations that facilitated social capital accumulation and served 

as useful vehicle for the state for greater efficiency in service provision. The first view 

potentially overlooks the role of traditional civic associations that long existed in Japan 

and have been incorporated into daily political life, while the latter may underestimate the 

growing contributions of civic groups in Japan that accommodate diverging needs of the 

changing society. It is thus important to consider both aspects of civil society in Japan to 

lay the foundation of the analysis of their contribution to post-disaster recovery.  

4.2.1. NPOs in the Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector  

Prior to the NPO Law, nonprofit organizations had a limited role in society, with a 

high bureaucratic hurdle in getting legal status as an organization and being the subject of 
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bureaucratic administrative guidance after registration. Once registered as legal entities, 

they could rarely change their work areas (Pekkanen and Simon 2003). The enactment of 

a law regarding nonprofit organizations, the NPO Law in 1998, enabled a number of 

smaller-size NPOs to operate with a legal status and formed a basis of the development of 

the nonprofit sector. 

Although civic activities had existed in Japan since before the war, volunteer 

activities had not been considered as common as in Western countries. Volunteering for 

the people whom you had never met was seen as new at the time of the Kobe earthquake 

(the Hanshin-Awaji earthquake) in January 1995. The slow and ineffective response by 

local and national governments to the large earthquake, unable to swiftly mobilize the 

search and rescue personnel and deliver relief materials to the victims, further highlighted 

the contributions made by spontaneous volunteer efforts and the contribution by non-

governmental entities. At the time of Kobe earthquake, more than a million volunteers 

participated in relief activities in the first three months of the relief period. The media 

called the year 1995 as Japan’s First Year of Voluntarism. In addition to individual 

volunteers, many voluntary groups of citizens also emerged to support the affected 

people and continued their activities beyond the immediate relief period.  

Since the Kobe earthquake, volunteering for disaster relief has become common 

in Japan. Table 4-4 lists the number of volunteers involved in major disaster relief 

activities since Kobe. While the total number of volunteers roughly corresponds to the 

scale of disaster impact, disasters have consistently activated volunteer activities since 
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1995.32 The Tohoku disaster again spurred volunteer mobilization from across the 

country. By July, the cumulative number of volunteers reached nearly 1.4 million.  

 

Table 4-4: Number of Disaster Volunteers, Japan 

 
 

The effective contributions made by volunteers and non-governmental 

organizations during and after the earthquake pushed forward a political debate in the 

country. Following the event, in 1998, the Specified Non-Profit Activities Law 

(commonly known as the NPO Law) was promulgated. The new law allowed the 

formation of civil society organizations by relaxing registration requirements for smaller 

civic associations, as well as granted such groups freedom from bureaucratic supervision. 

As a result, the number of registered NPOs has since increased from around 4,000 in 

2000 to 48,611 by the end of 2013 (Pekkanen and Simon 2003). The law enabled those 

                                                 
32 The figures on disaster volunteers are only available after the Kobe earthquake.  
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citizen groups that formed for supporting the Kobe earthquake survivors to be registered 

as NPOs (Imada 2003).  

It is widely believed that the Kobe earthquake gave a rise to redefining state-civil 

society relations, seemingly shifting the power balance away from the ‘strong state’ that 

Japan had always experienced since the Meiji period (Pekkanen 2003b). Although some 

argue that Japan has had a history of voluntarism and that there had been a build-up 

toward a gradual civic revolution prior to the earthquake (Imada 2003, Tatsuki 2000) and 

that the ending of the long domination of the Diet by the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) 

in 1998 had a bigger impact than the earthquake (Pekkanen 2003b), most observers agree 

that the introduction of the new legal framework characterized an institutional change for 

Japan, where traditionally strong bureaucracy had been unwilling to accept the 

participation of independent civic associations in service delivery. 

Yet even with the NPO Law, the nonprofit sector in Japan struggled to grow in 

scale. Despite the legislation that eased the formation of new organizations, NPOs 

continued to face such challenges as a weak financial base, capacity issues, and a 

relatively low impact and visibility. A study finds that almost half of registered NPOs in 

Japan operate with less than the median revenue of 14.3 million yen ($138,000), and 

close to 25% of the organizations operate with less than 5 million yen ($48,000) (Fujii 

2012). 

The main hindrances for NPOs had been the lack of donations that nonprofit 

organizations were receiving and the still onerous application process for registration. 

The NPO Law gave no tax incentive structure for financial contributors to make 
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donations to NPOs. Only a handful of them, called ‘authorized NPOs (nintei NPO),’ can 

receive tax benefits.33 When individuals or corporations make donations to authorized 

NPOs, they can receive tax deduction on their income and corporate taxes (Cabinet 

Office of Japan 2012a). It is a way of encouraging donations made to these organizations. 

In order to be approved as an authorized NPO, an organization needs to meet 

requirements and to be approved by the National Tax Agency. Table 4-5 indicates the 

number of NPO registration and authorized NPOs between 1998, the year of the NPO 

Law, and up to early 2018.  

 

                                                 
33 The authorized NPO system started in October 2001.  
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Table 4-5: Number of NPOs and Authorized NPOs in Japan, 1998-2018 

 
 

The donation to nonprofit organizations in Japan totaled to 880 billion yen (10.0 

billion USD) in 2010, equivalent of 0.18% of its GDP (Cabinet Office of Japan 2012b). 

Compared to the United States, which had total donation amount of $290.89 billion in 

2010, equivalent of 2.01% of its GDP, or the United Kingdom, which had total donation 

amount of £11.0 billion GBP (17.0 billion USD), equivalent of 0.75% of its GDP, 

Japan’s nonprofit organizations receive fewer amount of donations.  

Fiscal Year
Registered 

NPOs

Authorized 

NPOs
% Authorized

1998 23 - -

1999 1,724 - -

2000 3,800 - -

2001 6,596 3 0.05%

2002 10,664 12 0.11%

2003 16,160 22 0.14%

2004 21,280 30 0.14%

2005 26,394 40 0.15%

2006 31,115 58 0.19%

2007 34,369 80 0.23%

2008 37,192 93 0.25%

2009 39,732 127 0.32%

2010 42,385 198 0.47%

2011 45,138 244 0.54%

2012 47,540 407 0.86%

2013 48,981 630 1.29%

2014 50,088 821 1.64%

2015 50,867 955 1.88%

2016 51,515 1,021 1.98%

2017 51,870 1,066 2.06%

2018 51,613 1,101 2.13%

Source: Cabinet Office of Japan, NPO Homepage.
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Later, the NPO Law was revised in June 2011, shortly after the Tohoku disaster, 

aiming to further ease the operation of nonprofit organizations. The revised NPO Law 

made mainly two changes to overcome these issues: (1) eased the requirements and 

processes for being recognized as authorized NPOs; and (2) simplified the application 

process for NPO registration and expanded recognized activity areas (Cabinet Office of 

Japan 2012c). The authorization of authorized NPOs is no longer done by the National 

Tax Agency, but now by each prefecture (or the government-designate city if an 

organization is based there) of their activity location. By doing so, the revision aimed to 

increase the interaction between the NPOs and their local governments.  

In 2016, further minor revision was passed in the Diet. This revision includes:    

1) shortening of time needed for registering a new NPO; 2) eliminating the requirement 

of annual registration of assets; and 3) the disclosure of each organization’s information 

on the portal website operated by the Cabinet Office (Japan NPO Center 2016). Although 

this revision has not yet been put into effect as of October 2016, advocates of the revision 

argue that these changes will make the infrastructure for NPO activities more adequate 

for the current needs.34 

4.2.2. Charitable organizations in the Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector  

Prior to the NPO Law, Japan’s nonprofit sector was limited to a small number of 

charitable organizations that were under the close supervision by the government. While 

NPOs are currently the main entities consisting Japan’s nonprofit and voluntary sector, 

                                                 
34 Komazaki, Hiroki, 2016, “Daredemo wakaru NPO ho kaisei,” Yahoo Japan News. Web. July 4.  

http://bylines.news.yahoo.co.jp/komazakihiroki/20160704-00059602/ 
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this type of civil society organizations still exists and provide social and welfare services. 

With the development in the nonprofit sector, the categorizations of these organizations 

were revised. Under the old Civil Code Article 34, there had been two types of public 

interest corporations (PICs): incorporated foundations and incorporated associations 

(Japan Foundation Center, n.d.). Under the 2008 Public Interest Corporation laws (PIC 

laws), four types of charitable organizations are created. With the new PIC laws, these 

old PICs were required to convert to the new four organizational types. Incorporated 

foundations were to become either general incorporated foundations (ippan zaidan hōjin) 

or public-interest incorporated foundations (kōeki zaidan hōjin), and incorporated 

associations were to become either general incorporated associations (ippan shadan 

hōjin) or public-interest incorporated associations (kōeki shadan hōjin). General 

incorporated foundations and associations are together called general nonprofit 

corporations (GNCs), and public-interest incorporated foundations and associations are 

together called public-interest corporations (PICs). Figure 3 below lays out the changes in 

the categories of charitable organizations under the new PIC laws.  
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Figure 3: Types of charitable organizations under the new PIC laws 

 

From the perspective of voluntary group organizers, in order for their voluntary 

association to be legally recognized, the two types of organizations are common as 

options: NPO or general incorporated associations (GIAs). Both of them are considered 

to be not-for-profit organizations, but there are differences between the two.  

Voluntary group organizers need to consider following differences when seeking 

a legal status for their not-for-profit organizations. First, the level of recognition is higher 

for NPOs than GIAs. NPO registration needs to go through an examination by their 

supervising agency, that is, the prefecture of government-designated city in which the 

organization is based. In contrast, GIAs only needs registration with the Legal Affairs 

Bureau, without official and elaborate examination. Second, the two types of 

organizations receive different levels of post-registration supervision. NPOs need to 

update the supervising agency with any changes and are subject to greater supervision. 
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Meanwhile, GIAs have no such supervision once they are registered, making it easier for 

them to change activity types. Third, the time to register to gain a legal status is longer 

for NPOs than GIAs. Because of the examination by the supervising agency, an NPO 

take up to four months for its registration to be approved. Although this time is expected 

to shorten (by a month) with the 2016 NPO law revision, it is still much longer than the 

average 1 to 4 weeks that is necessary for a GIA to register. Finally, the numbers of 

employees and the board of directors needed for registration vary by organizational types. 

For an NPO, at least 10 employees and four members of the board are needed. For a GIA, 

only two or more employees are necessary and at least one member of the board. These 

differences are summarized in Table 4-6. 

 

Table 4-6: Differences Between NPOs and General Incorporated Associations 

 
Non-profit organizations 

(NPO) 

General incorporated 

associations 

(GIA) 

Legal status gained 

from: 

Prefecture or government-

designated city of group base  
Legal Affairs Bureau 

Supervision after 

registration: 

By the prefecture/city of 

registration 
None 

Required number 

of employees: 
10+ 2+ 

Required number 

of board members: 
4+ 1+ 

Legal expenses for 

registration: 
None About $1,000 

Time needed for 

registration: 
Up to 4 months 1 – 4 weeks 

Work areas: 

As reported at time of 

registration (specified 

activities); need updates if areas 

are to be changed 

No restrictions 

Source: Created based on the information from Ippan shadan hōjin setsuritsu sābisu.net 2016. 
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In general, when seeking to swiftly establish an organization with a small number 

of people, organizers choose GIA as the organizational type. If they seek a more 

established legal status and legitimate presence, they choose NPO, even though they need 

to wait longer for registration to be approved.  

In the case organizers do not need to seek a legal status altogether, they can 

remain as purely voluntary, unincorporated associations.35 While voluntary groups have 

no obligation to register or be supervised, having no legal status tend to constrain its 

activities, as logistical matters such as leasing an office or other equipment, or opening a 

bank account, has to be done by not by the organization but under a member’s individual 

name. A number of groups of volunteers operated as voluntary groups under disaster 

settings, as they could start organized activities without legal procedures when quick 

action is required. Many of these voluntary organizations that have been established in 

the disaster relief period later chose to seek a legal status by choosing one of the types of 

organizations described above. 

4.2.3. Neighborhood associations  

In addition to the aforementioned types of nonprofit sector organizations, 

community civic associations cannot be overlooked to discuss civil society. Although 

often not discussed within the nonprofit and voluntary sector, neighborhood associations 

consist a critical part of Japan’s civil society, playing an important role in everyday life, 

                                                 
35 According to the Cabinet Office of Japan, there are estimated 70,000 civil society organizations in Japan 

as of 2018, of which NPOs consists of about 51,500 (Japan NPO Center, n.d.).  
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as well as in post-disaster recovery. Their creation and the activity areas also stand in 

contrast with the NPOs and other nonprofit and voluntary associations described above.  

Neighborhood associations are virtually ubiquitous in Japan, covering almost all 

of households and with high membership rate. As of 2013, there are 298,700 associations 

across Japan (Ministry of Internal Affairs 2014). Their day-to-day functions include 

disseminating information on public service to residents and organizing local social 

activities. As such, they serve as a vehicle of communication between the government 

and citizens. The Japanese state encourage this type of small, local organizations that 

form the basis of social life for residents, thereby promoting the accumulation of social 

capital and enhancing the performance of local governments (Pekkanen 2003a). While 

their activities are encouraged by the government, neighborhood associations generally 

do not have a legal status and operate as voluntary associations.  

The history of neighborhood associations dates back to the pre-war time.36 During 

the WWII, neighborhood associations played a role of promoting the militarist agenda 

among citizens, thus later discouraged by the U.S. Allied Forces during the occupation of 

Japan following the conclusion of the war. After Japan regained its sovereignty, 

neighborhood associations thrived again as a vehicle of social interactions in local 

communities (Yoshioka n.d.). According to a 2007 survey of neighborhood associations, 

20% of the associations (1,739 out of 8,681) were established prior to 1945, and another 

20% (1,756) were established between 1946 and 1955 (Tsujinaka et al. 2007; Figure 4-7).  

 

                                                 
36 Its origin is considered to be the tonarigumi that started with the urbanization during the Edo era.  
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Table 4-7: Numbers of Neighborhood Associations Formed By Decades 

  
 

The membership rate of residents belonging to a neighborhood association has 

been quite high, despite its recent decline. Pekkanen (2004) reports the average 

neighborhood association membership is more than 90%, while actual participation rate 

is lower at 72%. Today, the membership rate has been declining nationwide, as the most 

recent data from the Ministry of Internal Affairs indicate an average membership rate of 

83% (MIC 2014).  

The size of neighborhood associations varies considerably. According to the same 

survey (Tsujinaka et al. 2007), almost half of the associations are smaller than 100 

households, while some associations are bigger than 1,000 households (Table 4-8). 

Neighborhood associations have a leader representing each association, as well as other 

leadership positions, such as unit leaders that represent smaller units of about 10 

households that consist each association. The selection of a leader is done by election by 

residents or among leaders, by residents’ recommendation, or on a rotating basis. For the 
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majority of associations, an association leader position is an elected position, while the 

representatives of units, the smaller groups within an association, are on a rotation basis 

among residents.  

 

Table 4-8: The size of neighborhood associations in Japan 

 
 

For the purpose of this study, most of the NPOs, the ones based locally in 

Tohoku, are considered to be citizen groups as they are formed to address specific needs 

that emerged out of the disaster. Charitable organizations also predominant fall into the 

category of citizen groups, with the exception of those that are based outside of Tohoku 

and provided assistance – they are considered as outside assistance organizations instead. 

Neighborhood associations are social capital type associations. Japan’s overseas-oriented 

NGOs encompass a variety of organizations, from authorized NPOs to PICs. For this 

study, they fall in the category of outside assistance organizations, as they are pre-

existing organizations with expertise on international development that applied their 
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expertise on disaster relief and recovery efforts. Table 4-9 juxtaposes the legal and 

common terminology for civil society organization types used in Japan and the types of 

organizations used for this study, as explained in Chapter 1. 

 

Table 4-9: The Categorization of terminology 

Categorization of 

CSOs in disaster 

management  

Organization types active in 

disaster 

Common terminology in 

Japan 

Social capital type Neighborhood associations,  Neighborhood associations 

(jichikai, chōnaikai etc.) 

Citizen group type Locally based NPOs, general 

incorporated associations, 

voluntary groups formed to 

meet disaster needs 

NPOs; GIAs, PICs, voluntary 

groups 

Outside assistance type  Pre-existing NPOs based 

outside of disaster impact 

areas; NGOs with expertise 

on development assistance 

NGOs;  

International Cooperation 

NGOs (kokusai kyōryoku 

NGO) 

 

The attention on different categories of organizations are necessary as only certain 

aspects of civil society tend to be highlighted when Japan’s civil society is discussed. 

Those who emphasize the development of the nonprofit sector in Japan, since the 2000s, 

tend to focus on the NPOs. Those who characterize Japan’s civils society as the lack of 

advocacy highlights the traditional social capital type aspect of Japanese civil society that 

is conducive to state cooperation (Pekkanen 2003a, 2004). As later chapters demonstrate, 

in discussing civil society organizations in disaster recovery, all of these levels are part of 

what consists civil society.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CHINESE CIVIL SOCIETY FROM WENCHUAN TO LUSHAN 
EARTHQUAKES 

China, with its vast lands, encounter large numbers of natural hazards, ranging 

from drought, flooding, to earthquakes. In the early 2000s, a new type of emergency, the 

SARS epidemics erupting in southern China, led the government to restructure the 

country’s emergency management framework. The new system did not disperse the 

centralized power much to local governments nor to other actors. The Wenchuan 

earthquake of 2008 was a testing ground for the new system, and also displayed a novelty 

of citizens spontaneously mobilizing to help with relief activities. While the government 

makes an effort to incorporate inherent societal power and resources into governance, its 

wariness to allow independent social activities is reflected in the increase of regulations 

and the use of mixed policy tools to accommodate cooperative organizations while 

controlling more proactive and independent ones.  

The multiple reports seen in the West about the crackdown on popular protests 

gives an impression that the civil society sector to be weak in China, although there have 

been increasing instances of grassroots civil society actors and their activities, as 

discussed in Chapter 4. The recent increase in grassroots activities in China is particularly 

concentrated in the areas that suffered major earthquakes. Yet most studies on China’s 

civil society sector deals with its earlier development, in areas such as environmental 

protection, HIV/AIDS, and education, and the contributions of grassroots organizations 
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in disaster management remain underdeveloped. Among myriads of temporary grassroots 

activities during the relief phase, some organizations continue their work long after the 

disaster occurrence. Then, the question is why there are some civil society actors that 

successfully organize, gain legitimacy, and continue their work, while others are unable 

to do so. Through field observations and secondary sources, this chapter examines this 

question by interpreting different strategies and tools used by civil society actors, as well 

as their relationship with the government, primarily at the local level.  

The investigation of grassroots activities in post-earthquake Sichuan reveals a 

different picture from the traditional understanding of Chinese civil society, which 

characterizes the civil society sector as corporatist in nature, dominated by GONGOs 

(Frolic 1997, Ding 1998, Huang 1993, Gallagher 2004). Such understanding describes 

China’s civil society as different from autonomous Western civil society. While the 

corporatist type of civil society also exists in China and plays a substantial role, I find 

that it is not the only aspect of Chinese civils society today. In the Sichuan communities 

recovering from the impacts of the earthquakes, grassroots organizations have formed 

and finding space to operate. That space is supported by the local government, but they 

find some flexibility in their activities, unlike other GONGOs that are fully guaranteed by 

a government agency.  

In the environment where anti-government actions are strictly controlled and lead 

to suppression, cooperation with the governmental actors is crucial for continuing 

activities, and often is a survival strategy taken by civil society organizations even in the 

field in which the government tend to welcome a certain extent of non-governmental 
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involvement. At the same time, Chinese state’s increasing efforts to incubate grassroots 

sustainability in a highly collaborative manner suggest that the accumulation of social 

capital is an implicit goal of government-NGO collaboration, which is conducive to 

comprehensive recovery and social safety networks in the communities.  

The chapter first introduces several views on Chinese civil society, then describes 

the work of civil society actors with two major earthquakes and related developments. It 

discusses some observations of the types of organizations, their relationship vis-à-vis the 

state, and the strategies they used to participate in disaster management. The chapter 

wraps up with implications on the future of China’s disaster management and civil 

society. 

5.1. Existing Understanding of Chinese Civil Society  

Various observers of Chinese civil society have characterized it as different from 

the Western model of civil society. While many have written on this topic, I present here 

the relevant few. Frolic (1997) discusses existing four perceptions of civil society 

pertaining to Chinese civil society, as parallel polis, as citizenship, as political 

development, and as governance, and proposes a fifth perspective that best explains civil 

society in China – state-led civil society. In the country with a rapidly expanding 

economy and drastically changing socio-cultural environments, yet with little political 

change foreseen, state corporatist type of civil society is created by the state from the top 

down, to help it manage the consequences of the changes taking place. The main pillar of 

such corporatist civil society are GONGOs, created by the state as an extension of the 

bureaucracy to reduce the budget size, but remains under the heavy influence of the state 
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through such means as restricted financial autonomy, dual appointment of bureaucratic 

personnel for leadership, and the Communist Party ideology (Gallagher 2004). This 

model is presented in stark contrast from the Western model of civil society that puts an 

emphasis on its autonomy and public space that provide a basis for democracy. 

Similarly, Ding (1998) argue that much of Western studies on China’s emerging 

associational life are considered in terms of either ‘civil society,’ which emphasizes the 

confrontational state-society relationship and its autonomy, or ‘corporatism,’ which 

explains the lack of antagonism between state and associations. He argues that China’s 

rapidly changing state-society relationship has a seemingly contradicting nature: While 

the state is developing a corporatist economy, some of newly emerging associations are 

freeing themselves off of direct state control, showing a sign of what can be called ‘civil 

society’ – an autonomous one.  

Others converge on the seeming duality of Chinese civil society. Ho and 

Edmonds (2008), in examining environmental activism, the earliest field of civil society 

development in China, characterizes China’s social activism as “embedded activism” 

where the semi-authoritarian state is both restrictive of and conducive to voluntary 

collective action. Echoing Ding (1998)’s observation that the state both controls and 

allows civil society, Ho and Edmonds see restrictive and inducing state behavior to 

associational life. Examples of restrictive state behavior are seen in oppressing of any 

democratizing or revolutionary collective action efforts, which eventually causes 

potential social movements to self-censor and shift to non-confrontational strategy. At the 

same time, the same semi-authoritarian context makes the separation between society and 
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the state (as well as the Communist Party) blurred, rendering informal associations and 

networks critical in achieving social activism. An observer of Chinese civil society 

argues that the current development of civil society in China is too reliant on state 

resources that it exists in collaboration with the state, rather than in opposition to it, thus 

representing a ‘non-critical’ part of civil society (Shieh 2009). 

In recent years, the view of Chinese civil society has moved beyond the 

corporatist model, and scholars have suggested alternative approaches to understanding it 

(Shieh 2009, Howell 2004). Teets (2013), agreeing that Chinese civil society is no longer 

purely corporatist, argues that this duality can be best explained by the dilemma that the 

elites face in achieving two seemingly contradictory ideas for the authoritarian state. On 

one hand, increased administrative and fiscal decentralization of social service provision 

to local governments and resultant local debts have encouraged local officials to work 

with civil society organizations as partners who can bring in international funding and 

provide service on the government’s behalf. Yet the caution against radical political 

reforms and social unrest seen in other countries, coupled with the success of the state-led 

model through the Beijing Olympics and the global economic recession in the late 2000s, 

have convinced the state to continue indirect control over civil society through creating 

incentives for social organizations to meet state goals. The result is “consultative 

authoritarianism” in which cooperative social service organizations are granted autonomy 

while the state maintains indirect control tools to avoid social unrest, preempting the 

possibility of democratization through civil society development.  
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While my observations of civil society in Sichuan generally agree with Teet’s 

consultative authoritarianism, questions remain as to what enables the sustainability of 

emerging civic actors. I present some observations: First, observations of post-disaster 

recovery efforts in Sichuan province suggest that the numbers of locally based social 

organizations, which are not necessarily the corporatist type but more autonomous, are 

increasing. While corporatist associations, represented by GONGOs, continue to be 

present, smaller social organizations formed spontaneously during the disaster relief 

phase and have matured through implementing post-disaster recovery projects. These 

grassroots organizations are part of the wider networks of civil society actors that consist 

of GONGOs, other grassroots organizations, volunteers, and the state actors. The overall 

picture of civil society is becoming even more complex, with layers and corporatist and 

non-corporatist civil society acting in networks.  

Second, the expansion of the space for social organizations and the 

institutionalization of increased collaboration between the state and civil society are 

happening simultaneously. As explained in the next section, social organizations have 

increasingly gained trust by both the state and citizens through earthquake experiences. 

For new organizations, it makes easier to establish their legitimacy and to start (and stay) 

involved in recovery efforts. The state has also shown its recognition of legitimacy 

toward such organizations by creating a structure of state-civil society collaboration, 

thereby foster, manage, and potentially monitor the behavior of civic organizations.  

Third, disaster management, encompassing disaster response and post-disaster 

recovery, is emerging as a new arena where an elevated recognition for civil society and 
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deepening of state-society collaboration is taking place. In the early years of state-led 

civil society in China, environmental protection, HIV/AIDS, and education are the 

primary fields in which GONGOs and foreign NGOs have engaged. Post-disaster 

recovery is a field that encompasses not only rebuilding physical aspects of community 

but also wider aspects of economic development, poverty alleviation, public health, 

psychological care, to name a few. As such post-disaster community recovery is 

becoming a place where both traditional and new types of NGOs make legitimate 

contributions.  

5.2. Civil Society in Sichuan 

This chapter considers two recent earthquakes in Sichuan province, the Wenchuan 

and Lushan earthquakes. During and after these major earthquakes, how did Chinese civil 

society involve in disaster relief and recovery activities? In the aftermaths of both 

earthquakes, there have been varied successes of civil society organizations in continuing 

engagement in relief and recovery work. Why do some organizations successfully 

organized and continued their work, while others were unable to do so?  

Traditional explanations for civil society’s success focusing on the state’s control 

and management over civil society activities do not provide a sufficient explanation for 

the variation among civil society organizations. Through interpreting different strategies 

used by civil society actors and their relationships with the government, I argue that 

while the local government’s attitude toward civil society determines the level of 

participation, civil society’s active seeking of cooperative relationship with the 

government actors is also critical in continuing participation.  
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Civil society in Sichuan has undergone a change through these major earthquakes. 

In part, the members of civil society organizations have gained experiences in disaster 

relief through multiple large-scale earthquakes and learned how to organize themselves 

and work with other stakeholders. The local government in Sichuan, as well, have learned 

the important role that these nongovernmental organizations can play in support of 

government-led relief and recovery efforts, hence becoming more willing to incorporate 

such societal forces into its overall system of disaster response and reconstruction. 

Through participant observation and document review, I find that, in addition to 

the local government’s willingness to allow civil society participation, those groups that 

remain active in post-disaster recovery activities long after the relief phase tend to 

maintain a good relationship with the government, particularly with local public officials. 

In contrast, the organizations that halted their involvement either failed to establish a 

good relationship with local officials or lacked the ability to network with those who can 

lead them to appropriate resources. I argue that in China, where the state’s power remains 

strong, even in the fields where the government relatively is welcoming of non-

governmental involvement, cooperation with the government is often a survival strategy 

taken by these organizations. Thus, state-civil society is not only a key for survival for 

individual organizations, but also is critical for the overall civil society growth. Through 

the two major earthquakes, NGO organizers are starting on a more proactive, albeit 

precarious, path of involvement in what used to be exclusively public affairs fulfilled by 

the state. 
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5.2.1. Civil society activation at the wake of the Wenchuan earthquake  

In addition to the quick mobilization of government resources and supplies, the 

non-governmental sector also mobilized volunteers and relief supplies into the affected 

area. An estimate of 200,000 volunteers participated in relief activities within a week 

from the earthquake’s occurrence, half of which were university students (Shieh and 

Deng 2011). The unprecedented presence of volunteer help amazed the Chinese society 

and leading the media to highlight their contributions to disaster relief, calling it the 

“Year of Volunteers.” 

Another novelty was the mobilization of grassroots level organizations for relief 

activities, unlike many GONGOs that had traditionally dominated China’s civil society. 

While the majority that delivered resources to the disaster impact area continued to be 

GONGOs and international NGOs, also spontaneous formed was a number of locally 

based groups of volunteers. Not only did they participate in relief activities, some took an 

initiative to coordinate volunteers and to create a network of organizations to share 

information and coordinate activities among each other. It worked as an opportunity for 

the once fragmented civil society to mobilize, network, and increase its presence by 

demonstrating their strengths.  

The spontaneous actions taken by citizens, not reliant on the government action, 

were highlighted by the media as the beginning of a new era of volunteerism in China, by 

such terms as “the First Year of Volunteerism.” Within the first week, the number of 

volunteers reached 200,000 by estimate, half of which were university students (Shieh 

and Deng 2011). By June 5, the cumulative number of volunteers who participated 
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through Sichuan Province’s official channel surpassed one million (Q. Zhang and Yu 

2009). The media also highlighted the new nationalist discourse displayed by Chinese 

citizens – waiting in long lines outside blood donation centers in response to a call from 

the Ministry of Health, culminating more than 160,000 blood donations by May 22, as 

well as spontaneous efforts to provide food, water, blankets and other supplies to 

survivors in the areas difficult to reach.  

The disaster impact areas saw a surge of volunteers willing to help. China in 2008 

was experiencing a quick spread of the internet access and the emergence of social 

networks, such as QQ and Weibo, which enabled information to spread quickly to 

ordinary people. Learning the extent of damages in a real-time basis, yet not knowing 

how best to help, many volunteers rushed to the disaster impact areas wishing they would 

be able to find something to do once they were there. Although some hesitated to be on 

the scene out of logistical concerns, others decided to go to Sichuan almost on a whim. 

That was the case for one volunteer, a pharmaceutical student, who connected with 

someone who lives in Sichuan through a classmate and eventually stayed in the area for 

25 days volunteering at a hospital (Tao 2009a). While generally perceived as a positive 

sign, volunteerism came with some issues – such as the sheer number of volunteers being 

a logistical challenge on the impact areas, or their lack of experience causing inability to 

help.37 Amidst of chaos following the tremor, and while aftershocks continue, their 

                                                 
37 Hook, Leslie, 2013, “China Earthquake: Crowds of Volunteers Cause Logistical Problems,” The 

Washington Post. http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/china-earthquake-crowds-of-

volunteers-cause-logistical-problems/2013/04/22/e2d96b4c-ab6a-11e2-b6fd-ba6f5f26d70e_story.html 

(Accessed April 8, 2014). 
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willingness to help was not well matched with the needs on the scene (Q Zhang and Yu 

2009). 

Besides working as volunteers on an individual basis, volunteers also acted in 

groups to help with emergency response. Some grassroots organizations had already 

existed prior to the earthquake, for purposes not directly related to disaster relief, and 

other volunteers spontaneously formed groups to more effectively coordinate relief. Pre-

existing groups, such as the Chengdu Urban Rivers Association (Chengdu chengshi heliu 

yanjiuhui; CURA), used their existing personal connections to get in touch with local 

government officials to learn what the government-led relief efforts entailed, and 

identified where volunteer organizations could fill in (Teets 2009). Their work eventually 

led to the formation of the 5.12 Center, as discussed later. Most of volunteer mobilization 

and group formation and collaboration were organic, but this coordination mechanism 

turned out to be complementary to government’s relief efforts, as the government 

capacity was quickly being overwhelmed by both the scale of disaster and the inflow of 

supplies and volunteers.  

The groups involved are large in number and varied in nature. According to one 

estimate, more than 300 NGOs of various sizes and 3 million volunteers arrived in the 

impact areas within a few days (Roney 2011). A research team at Beijing Normal 

University identified 263 organizations that were involved during the relief period (Tao 

2009a). More than half of the organizations started participating in the first three days 

from the earthquake occurrence. Out of 72 organizations that the research team 

interviewed, the line of work in their normal time ranged from education, community 
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development, environmental protection, human rights, and HIV/AIDS and public health 

(Table 5-1). Some utilized their expertise from normal times to provide assistance to the 

survivors, such as psychological care and health support. Others, having engaged in 

unrelated line of work from disaster relief, rather used their personal connections to 

mobilize themselves in groups, which were more effective than acting alone.  

 

Table 5-1: The normal time activities of NGOs participated in Wenchuan relief activities 

 
Source: Gao and Tao (2009) 

 

Among the grassroots NGO organizers who discussed ways to participate in 

Wenchuan disaster relief activities and wished to continue work feared that the 

government might oppress collective actions by citizens that are autonomous from the 

state effort. During the relief period after the Wenchuan earthquake, volunteers and 

grassroots organizations were able to work relatively independent of government 

intervention for a few weeks. Amidst the chaos, they organized themselves to establish a 

command system among volunteers, separate from the government response 

headquarters, and tried to keep the government officials informed. As the rescue and 

relief phase has concluded, however, they were faced with difficulties in continuing their 
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work and a need to reevaluate their strategies. The organizations that remained involved 

are the ones that shifted strategies to work in a good cooperative manner with the local 

government.  

5.2.2. Collective action of NGOs 

New grassroots groups, the groups spontaneously formed among volunteers and 

tailored specifically to the need of disaster relief efforts, tended to work together with 

other organizations. According to Gao and Tao (2009), about two-thirds of the 

approximately 300 organizations worked in collaboration with other groups, often of 

different day-to-day activities areas. In many cases, many newly formed groups and out-

of-town groups needed an access to the disaster scene and help in gaining such access. In 

particular, new groups did not have a legal status as registered NGOs to work with 

legitimacy in the disaster areas. In these cases, GONGOs that had already started relief 

work on the scene worked as important actors in giving them an easy entryway. For this, 

many small groups ended up working with larger, more credible organizations, thereby 

not only gaining access to the site but also to information, networks, and training (Shieh 

and Deng 2011) (Figure 4). Even if the groups have different normal-time activities, they 

transcended differences and unite under the common goal of survivor assistance and 

disaster relief during the time of inconvenience, if only in short term (Gao and Tao 2009). 

Later, when these GONGOs hosted projects for the impact areas, the projects were 

delegated to local grassroots organizations as their implementers. The experiences of 

having worked together, knowing the faces of each other, and having contacts worked for 

the advantage of these grassroots organizations as they continued their local work.  
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As they discussed how to collaborate among various groups that had never 

worked together before, some alliances of NGOs emerged and took on an institutional 

form as the coordinating body of grassroots earthquake relief. The two notable groups 

that played critical roles in coordinating relief activities by civil society were the NGO 

Sichuan Disaster Relief Joint Office (NGO Sichuan diqu jiuzai lianhe bangongshi; or the 

“Joint Office”) and the 5.12 Voluntary Disaster Relief Service Center (5.12 minjian 

jiuzhu fuwu zhongxin; the “5.12 Center”), both based in Chengdu, the capital city of 

Sichuan Province.38 Table 5-2 summarizes the characteristics and approaches of these 

two NGO organizers.  

 

 
Figure 4: NGO working with other organizations, Wenchuan earthquake 

Adopted from Gao and Tao (2009) 

 

                                                 
38 Detailed description by Chelsea P. Lei, 2012 (unpublished), “Grassroots NGOs’ Responses to the 2008 

Wenchuan Earthquake.” Prepared as a teaching case. John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard 

University: Cambridge, MA. Other authors who mention these two organizations are: Teets (2009), Lu and 

Xu (2014), Q. Zhang (2015). 
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While those who formed the Joint Office wanted to take a more proactive 

approach in disaster relief, the 5.12 Center took a more cautious path. The organizers of 

the Joint Office knew the government’s rescue and relief efforts would not be sufficient 

due to the unprecedented scale of the disaster impact, and they were determined to do 

anything that can help the survivors. With the promise of limiting their operation to a few 

weeks of immediate disaster response phase, about 40 individuals formed the Joint Office 

based on five core groups and it eventually consisted of about 30 member groups (Lu and 

Xu 2014).  

 

Table 5-2: Comparison of the two major NGO organizers during the Wenchuan response 

 NGO Sichuan Disaster Relief 

Joint Office 

(The Joint Office) 

5.12 Voluntary Disaster Relief 

Service Center 

(The 5.12 Center) 

Overall characteristics Proactive Cautious 

Relationship with the 

government 

Autonomous Collaborative, partnering 

Relief activities Focused on procuring and 

delivering relief goods  

Providing information for 

volunteers and other NGOs  

After recovery phase  • Government pressure to 

conclude activities. Activities 

concluded in early June.  

• Changed into “NGO Disaster 

Preparedness Center” 

through normal activities, 

with fewer members.   

• Continued activities on 

project-basis.  

• Still running as of early 2009.  

Number of member 

groups 

Started with 40+ organizations. 

A loose network of 100+ 

organizations at its peak. 

30+ 

 

The latter group, the 5.12 Center, while hoping to coordinate efficient relief 

assistance, feared that the government might not approve of the work by various NGOs 
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or engaging in tasks that overlap with the governmental action for disaster recovery (Lei 

2013). This alliance of NGOs formed out of a network of more than 30 existing groups, 

whose original expertise ranging from environmental protection to poverty alleviation 

and rural education. They used personal connections to meet with governmental officials 

and convinced them that they could partner the government (Lei 2013; Lu and Xu 2014). 

To avoid interfering with the governmental actions for relief, they decided to focus solely 

on managing and providing information to volunteers. And by keeping the government 

officials abreast of what their activities are involved, they also “served as the bridge 

between civil society and the local government” (Teets 2009, p. 339; Shieh and Deng 

2011). The 5.12 Center’s strategy was to provide updates to the local government, to 

provide information to volunteers, to work as a mediator and coordinator between the 

government and civil society, and to secure access to resources and disaster sites for 

groups. 

In the first couple of weeks of general chaos in the areas near the epicenter, the 

government was not monitoring grassroots activities closely and let unregistered 

grassroots groups operate relatively freely, as the logistically overwhelming rescue and 

relief prevented the local government from monitoring and controlling over non-

registered civic associations. Both of the two groups, thus, were operating under implicit 

permission from the state, though the 5.12 Center was more cautious in informing the 

public officials of their presence and activities. Both were able to successfully complete 

their intended tasks for the first few weeks. Differences emerged, however, at the end of 

the month as the rescue and relief period wrapped up. The Joint Office, which acted more 
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independently, faced a police investigation because it received donations for its relief 

activities, which was illegal for non-registered NGOs. Eventually, the charge was 

dropped after the organizers showed their accounting records and were able to 

demonstrate that all purchases were made for disaster relief related purpose. The primary 

organizer of the Joint Office, a former Communist Youth League member in his late 20s, 

recalled that although he knew from his past experiences that it was crucial to “always 

cooperate with the government,” he misjudged the emergency situations: “ 

When the earthquake came, it was an opportunity, . . . I thought, ‘China’s 

NGOs ought to take real action.’ I knew doing so was risky.”39 

The police investigation instigated a fear among the Joint Office’s member 

organizations, and some groups left the Joint Office. The organization dissolved shortly 

after that, at the end of the relief period (Lei 2013). Yet the main organizer did not 

completely give up on getting involved in disaster recovery. Instead, he established a 

smaller organization, NGO Disaster Preparedness Center, focusing on building a 

community center for the survivors living in temporary camps.40  

The 5.12 Center was more strategic in maintaining a close contact with the 

government and cultivating trust. According to an interview cited in Tao (2009b), the 

core members of the center initially wrote a memo for the government’s relief command 

center personnel, explaining their intent, introduced what they were going to do, 

identified what the government is already providing and briefed on how the NGOs can 

                                                 
39 Associated Press. 2009. “Officials Blunt Activism Set off by China Quake.” msnbc.com. 

http://www.nbcnews.com/id/30627005/ns/world_news-asia_pacific/t/officials-blunt-activism-set-china-

quake/ (Accessed June 17, 2016). 
40 Ibid. 
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help the government’s action. After officials read the memo, they told the organization 

that they could work on their own. Even with this oral permission from officials, rather 

than operating independently, they made sure that the government was kept informed by 

briefing them every week. By keeping government officials abreast of their actions, they 

intended to send a message to the government that NGOs were “helping the government 

action, and not making a trouble” (Tao 2009b, p. 19). They even invited government 

officials to come take a look at what the 5.12 Center members and volunteers had done. 

They aimed to establish connections primarily through personal contacts that some 

organizers, including a retired public official, have had prior to the earthquake, and as a 

result, the local city assigned a city personnel to work as a liaison between the local 

government and the 5.12 Center. After the relief period, like the Joint Office, the 5.12 

Center too approached post-disaster recovery in a different manner, A few of the 

organizers of the 5.12 Center continued their work into the rebuilding phase, but they 

carefully phrased their work as “projects” instead of an organization, thereby trying to 

avoid suspicion from the state.  

As these examples indicate, local governments were lacking experience of 

working alongside with NGOs during the relief stage. Public officials generally had little 

trust toward civic organizations. Yet in a limited extent, some local governments 

experimented with incorporating societal power in official efforts. One local government, 

in Mianzhu City, set up a volunteer center to utilize societal power, in the initial stage of 

surging demands, to serve as a platform for NGOs and volunteers, as well as to ease the 

communication with army personnel engaged in rescue efforts (Shieh and Deng 2011). 
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The same city later created a mechanism of incorporating NGOs into recovery work, 

thereby launching government-NGO collaboration, as discussed in the next section. As 

the time passed, small grassroots organizations had a difficult time continuing their 

operation primarily due to the lack of financial resources. A common way for the 

organizations to continue operation was to receive funding by administrating or 

implementing recovery-related projects, which were usually arranged by larger GONGOs 

or international NGOs. For that to be successful, they would have had established a good 

working relationship with such host organizations.  

5.2.3. Civil Society in Post-Earthquake Recovery of Wenchuan Communities  

Whether this experience has led to a new level of civil society development 

remained questionable after the attention in Wenchuan areas shifted to recovery. Most 

observations about civil society contributions in the Wenchuan earthquake are focused on 

the relief period, within the few weeks from the earthquake occurrence. In addition, while 

the initial observations of the relief efforts by civil society actors indicated that the 

organizations have increased their publicity and interactions with the local government, it 

also revealed critical weaknesses in capacity and the lack of trust toward 

nongovernmental entities by both citizens and public officials (Teets 2009). Individuals 

who wanted to donate money and resources for disaster relief tended to prefer 

government agencies as more reliable recipients, thereby reinforcing the civil society 

organizations’ lack of financial and material resources. For further strengthening civil 

society, greater institutionalization and capacity and trust building was necessary.  
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Once the rescue and relief period wrapped up and the impact areas started 

rebuilding, some civil society groups remained on the scene, while others left and went 

back to their normal business. Officially, the reconstruction and recovery started on June 

8, 2008, when Premier Wen Jiabao signed the “Regulations on Post-Wenchuan 

Earthquake Restoration and Reconstruction” (Wenchuan dizhen zaihou huifu zhongjian 

tiaoli).41 Although exact number of NGOs involved during the recovery phase is 

unavailable, a Beijing Normal University research team identified and interviewed 28 

organizations that continued their work into the post-disaster recovery phase (Q. Zhang 

and Yu 2009, p. 64-66).  

The 28 organizations consisted of diverse groups in types and origins. Twenty 

organizations are domestic, while 7 of them are international NGOs (including those 

from Taiwan, Hong Kong or Macao). Seventeen organizations have been registered with 

the government, either with the Ministry of Civil Affairs or with the agency of industry 

and commerce. The international ones are registered elsewhere. But 5 out of 28 

organizations operated without registration. The reason why these organizations chose 

not to register with the government is simply because it was too “difficult” (Q. Zhang and 

Yu 2009). The government policy that requires NGOs to find a “sponsoring unit” within 

the government in order to register with the government and other administrative 

requirements for registration made it too onerous, and new organizations forwent 

registration in order to focus on their activities, while risking potential shutdown from the 

government if any of their actions were considered illegal. By working with other 

                                                 
41 Available at The People’s Government of Sichuan Province website, 

http://www.sc.gov.cn/10462/10758/10759/10764/2012/7/26/10219700.shtml (Accessed February 28, 2018)  
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organizations that have a legal status and by avoiding activities that may raise suspicion, 

the unregistered organizations were able to find a way to operate.  

At the time of Wenchuan, cooperation emerged mainly among NGOs of different 

sizes. But there was also a sign of government-NGO cooperation, as seen in Mianzhu 

City. In 2009, Mianzhu city and about 30 social organizations established Mianzhu City 

Nonprofit Organization Joint Conference Mechanism, with the city government and 

related government agencies representing the city (Q. Zhang 2015, p. 44). Such state-

society collaborative action was rare that it was called the “Mianzhu model” in an article 

in the Sichuan Daily.42 The same city had quickly set up a volunteer center during the 

relief activities in May 2008 to ease the matching of volunteer needs and supply (Shieh 

and Deng 2011). In the midst of chaos near the epicenter, a few local governments 

quickly recognized the utility of societal power in the form of NGOs and the need to 

establish collaborative working relationship to effectively incorporate it into the overall 

recovery processes. But as there was little precedence of doing to, incorporating it into 

official relief activities was limited.  

In the recovery and reconstruction stage, the primary strategy of newly formed, 

unregistered organizations was to collaborate with others, such as GONGOs or local 

governments. About two-thirds of the organizations surveyed by Shieh and Deng (2011) 

had gained connections to others through local governments, a figure that may be greater 

if personal connections were taken into account. As they did not have existing legitimacy 

                                                 
42 Ran, Qianting. 2009. “shexie pingtai lianxi huiyi ‘Mianzhu moshi’ jiang shehuijiuyuan 

‘ningchengsheng.’ (The Mianzhu model of societal collaboration platform and the Joint Conference 

becoming a tying rope for relief and assistance of society)” The Sichuan Daily, 

http://news.163.com/11/0214/06/6SR7PR5R00014AED.html (Accessed March 25, 2018) 
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to find a way to help, they gained entry to relief activities by connecting to someone who 

already was there.  

The NGO involvement in post-Wenchuan recovery, however, seems short-lived. 

Initially, the official reconstruction plan stated that the rebuilding of houses and related 

infrastructure were to be completed in three years, and other aspects of recovery would 

continue for another two years – an overall five-year plan. However, the actual 

reconstruction process was rushed due to pressures from the central government. The 

central government instigated competition among local governments to accelerate 

rebuilding, which also led local officials to overstate their achievements and overlook 

potential issues or lack attention to details (Dunford and Li 2011). The central 

government also emphasized the aspects of achievements than issues to maintain its 

legitimacy. Later, the first three-year goals were shortened to two years, and the 

completion of Wenchuan reconstruction was announced by the central government in 

February 2012, ahead of the earthquake’s fourth anniversary.  

In the short, albeit speedy and efficient, reconstruction phase after the Wenchuan 

earthquake, the role for civic participation in recovery was limited. During my fieldwork, 

I found little information available about NGOs during the Wenchuan recovery stage. 

Much has been documented about NGOs during the relief phase and the early recovery 

stage (i.e. first few months), but their contributions were minimized as the government 

rushed recovery progress and sought efficient reconstruction. The lessons learned from 

the experience, however, were not necessarily lost, as volunteers continued to engage in 
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earthquake relief in Yunnan and again in Lushan, and those who were inspired by the 

volunteer experience sought career in the nonprofit sector.43 

At the wake of another earthquake in Sichuan province in 2013, many former 

volunteers again organized themselves, this time leading grassroots activities in the 

earthquake-stricken areas. Learning from their previous experiences, they maintained 

strategies of working with the government, thereby avoiding government pressure to stop 

NGO activities. At the same time, the Sichuan provincial government also were aware of 

the roles that volunteers and grassroots organizations could play in the aftermaths of an 

earthquake, hence setting up an intermediating office that facilitate collaboration between 

the government efforts and grassroots organizations.  

5.2.4. Instances of resistance  

The above descriptions have demonstrated how the organizations that maintain 

the collaborative attitude towards the government were more successful than others that 

seek independence in continuing their activities in disaster management. Although the 

Chinese state media praised the efforts of volunteers as a newfound nationalism, 

remained low were the reports on controversial issues and discontent among survivors.  

Most notably, the tremor caused many school buildings to collapse, killing many 

schoolchildren. Authorities refused to release the casualty figure, for nearly a year, finally 

revealing that the death toll is 5,335, which activists think accounts for only 80% of the 

                                                 
43 Remarks at the forum by a local NGO organizer, Chengdu, China, December 2015.  
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actual figure.44 As it turned out, school buildings have been built more vulnerable than 

other public buildings. Parents who lost their children expressed their anger toward 

government officials for the inadequate enforcement of building codes and the corruption 

for allowing that to happen. They believed that the local officials failed to supervise 

building constructions as they received bribes from construction companies. Schools for 

poorer students were more prone to collapse, compared to more elite schools or 

government office buildings in the same area.45 At one school, only 13 students out of 

900 students reportedly survived.  

The discontent grew, as the tragedy could have been prevented if buildings were 

built according to the codes. Parents resorted to protests in late May into June, demanding 

a government inquiry into the school construction and supervision. In response, local 

governments attempted to mollify the enraged parents with compensations for their loss. 

Some were offered about $4,500, far more than their average annual income in the area, 

if they stopped protesting against the government.46 At first the parents were unwilling to 

accept the compensation, demanding rather explanations for their children’s deaths. 

Eventually, under the constant threat and pressure from officials, parents grew frightened 

and exhausted, and gave in to accepting the compensation.47 Local governments had 

promised these parents that they would investigate into the case, and consequently 

                                                 
44 The Associated Press. 2009b. “Sichuan Earthquake Killed More than 5,000 Pupils, Says China.” The 

Guardian. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/may/07/china-quake-pupils-death-toll; Elegant, Simon. 

2009. “A Year After Sichuan Quake, Citizens Press for Answers.” Time. 

http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1897567,00.html (Both accessed on October 11, 2017). 

 
45 Jacobs, Andrew. 2011. “Parents’ grief turns to rage at Chinese officials.” The New York Times: A1(L). 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ramzy, Austin, and Lin Yang. 2008. “Rising From The Rubble.” Time 172(22): 36–39. 
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punished 43 officials for corruption. The actual investigation into the corruption related 

to school construction, however, remain unrevealed.48 Instead, activists who investigated 

the deaths of schoolchildren, Tan Quoren, Huang Qi, and later the artist Ai Weiwei, were 

arrested by authorities, Tan ostensibly over his comment about the 1989 Tiananmen 

Square protests, receiving the maximum sentence of five years for subversion of state 

power.49 Transparency regarding the handling of the politically controversial aspect of 

the earthquake experience, thus, has remained low.  

5.3. Continuum to the Lushan Earthquake  

The development of civil society in Sichuan province, especially at the grassroots 

level, was further tested with more earthquakes happening in the proximate area. When 

the Lushan county, less then 100 km south of Wenchuan county, was hit by a magnitude-

7.0 earthquake on April 20, 2013, civil society actors again mobilized for relief activities. 

This time, many of them were involved as experienced volunteers rather than first-timers. 

Some of the Wenchuan volunteers became organizers of civic mobilization, utilizing their 

experience from the Wenchuan disaster relief. Learning the lessons from five years prior, 

they quickly organized grassroots associations to help with volunteer management. 

Not only were volunteers more experienced, but the local governments also have 

increased their trust toward grassroots organizations through the past experience. The 

                                                 
48 Choi, Chi-yuk. 2013. “The Shame of Sichuan’s Tofu Schools.” South China Morning Post. 

http://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/1230807/shame-sichuans-tofu-schools (October 11, 2017). 
49 The Associated Press. 2009a. “China Jails Earthquake Activist.” The Guardian. 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/nov/23/huang-qi-jailed-sichuan-quake; Branigan, Tania. 2010. 

“China Jails Investigator into Sichuan Earthquake Schools.” The Guardian. 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/feb/09/china-eathquake-schools-activist-jailed (Both accessed on 

October 11, 2017). 
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local governments were equipped with experience and increased awareness of the critical 

role that nonprofit groups could play. The number of nonprofit organizations that 

participated in the response and relief increased from a little over 300 in Wenchuan to 

about 700 in Lushan, yet with less chaos in communication than give years ago. Rather 

than suppressing their activities, the local governments in Sichuan took advantage of 

societal power and to foster an environment in which grassroots organizations can 

provide certain social services that enhance the government’s service provision goals. 

The government’s emergency response headquarters set up a volunteer coordination 

office within, rather than letting NGOs manage volunteers independently, thus easing 

communications between the government action and civic participation. 

On April 25, several days after the earthquake, the Social Governance Service 

Team (SGST: shehui guanli fuwuzu) was created, consisting of province, city, and 

county-level public officials. It was created under the government’s Command and 

Coordination Headquarters for the purpose of officially arranging nonprofit and volunteer 

participation. On April 28 in Ya’an city near the epicenter, the Earthquake Relief Social 

Organization and Volunteer Service Center (kanzhen-jiuzai shehuizuzhi he zhiyuanzhe 

fuwu zhongxin) was jointly established by the Sichuan province and Ya’an city. The 

Service Center was a vehicle of practical implementation for the SGST, a coordination 

office, to carry on shared governance projects related to relief activities and post-disaster 

reconstruction. By formally creating these groups that bridge the government and social 

organizations, and particularly directly attached to the government-led Command and 
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Control Headquarters, they enabled closer communication between government officials 

and volunteer organizations than during the Wenchuan earthquake (H. Zhang 2015). 

The functions of the Service Center were primarily in four areas: information 

sharing, project matching, practical services, and training. They identified, categorized, 

and published information of demands from various stakeholders, such as the earthquake 

survivors, social organizations, the government and the party (information sharing), took 

the demands and transformed them into specific projects and directing to resource needs 

(project matching), prepared stable working environments for social organizations 

(practical services), and provided training to staff of reconstruction projects while 

incubating new projects (training) (Zhao et al. 2015). By November 2014, the Service 

Center supported 101 social organizations, helped to build over 90 service stations, and 

mobilized over 5,400 volunteers, while 350 social organizations registered with the 

Service Center.  

NGOs also improved their self-organization capacities. Some GONGOs and other 

large foundations, such as the One Foundation, the China Foundation of Poverty 

Alleviation, and the China Red Cross Society Foundation, served as the core of nonprofit 

organization support networks (H. Zhang 2015). Not only working on the scene for their 

own relief activities, they also liaised between the nonprofit network and the government 

agencies (H. Zhang 2015). As foundations, which are entitled with fund-raising 

capabilities, they provided funding to social organizations to implement relief and 

recovery projects (Q. Zhang 2015). Furthermore, the Ministry of Civil Affairs made an 
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announcement on April 21, the day after the earthquake, regarding earthquake relief 

donations, allowing nonprofit organizations accept donations for the relief purpose.  

Not only did the Service Center serve for the coordination of the government and 

social organizations during the relief phase, their work continued into the post-disaster 

reconstruction phase. The practice of ‘shared governance’ was institutionalized into the 

mechanism of post-disaster reconstruction efforts as the Lushan’s overall post-disaster 

reconstruction plan formally mentioned the creation of the volunteer service system, 

raising social workers, and paying attention to humanitarian care, the first time such 

social services were included in the official plan (Zhao et al. 2015). As the disaster 

management shifted from relief to reconstruction, the dual structure of the Service 

Center, consisting of the government and society, enabled adjustment of the structural 

design for changing demands and environments.  

Unlike GONGOs, local grassroots organizations are not organized in a close 

connection with government agencies. Although considered NGOs, grassroots-level ones 

are formed and operated in the more bottom-up manner, as illustrated by an organization 

created by three recent college graduates. In Baoxing County, adjacent to Lushan and one 

of the hard-hit areas, a local grassroots organization was formed, initiated by three female 

college graduates, who had been relief volunteers. They attended the same college at that 

time and got to know each other through working in disaster relief activities together. 

Although they were attending a college outside of their hometown, they are originally 

from the areas impacted by the earthquake. Inspired by their experience as volunteers and 

the wish to work for their hometown, after graduation, they formed a locally based group 
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that organizes activities for the locals, especially children and the elderly.50 Through a 

project supported by the China Foundation for Poverty Alleviation, they managed to 

build an activity center in their neighborhood, where children can come play after school, 

or the elderly population can engage in various cultural activities during the day. At the 

same time, they also suffered from the lack of experience and resources, which inhibited 

them from finding good contacts for advice and coming up with innovative solutions to 

issues that they faced on a daily basis. For them, being connected to the network of other 

NGO organizers to learn about how to develop their organization and activities is critical 

for organizational survival.  

A longitudinal study by Sichuan University (Xu et al. 2018) finds that the Service 

Center was essential in fostering government-NGO collaboration, as such collaboration 

did not exist prior to the Lushan earthquake. They find that in the first stage of recovery 

(from May to August 2013), the number of projects and the amount of funding bridged 

by the Service Center – that is, to match the local demands and appropriate resources, 

projects, and organizations – was low. Despite a growth in the number of projects over 

the three months, during this stage, the cooperative network was still fragile. The 

government and NGOs lacked a previous working relationship, thus members of both 

GONGOs and local grassroots organizations had to get to know each other, establish 

channels of communication, and build trust while simultaneously working on disaster 

relief (H. Zhang 2015). The lack of common language, which can be fostered through a 

                                                 
50 Interview with the NGO organizers, Baoxing County, Sichuan, China, December 2015.  
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long-term communication, and scattered information channels inhibited efficiency, at 

least initially.  

However, in the second stage (from September 2013 to April 2014), the number 

of bridged projects grew and the horizontal collaborative width between the government 

and NGOs expanded. Through regular meetings, daily conversations, and information 

sharing, member organizations of the Service Center had opportunities to network, to 

share, and to learn from one another. As a director of an NGO project shared, civil 

society members deepened an understanding of the government’s roles, as well as learned 

from other NGOs. In the third and fourth stages until May 2015, the maturing of 

government-NGO collaboration continued to take place, reaching its peak in January 

2015.  

The Service Center, an intermediary organization, was critical in bridging the 

government and various NGOs. As the main stakeholders in the initial stage were the 

Service Center, local government and provincial government, and the NGO participation 

was still limited, Xu and colleagues (2018) argue, the governmental initiation of NGO 

participation was necessary to foster government-NGO collaboration. In other words, in 

this successful example of NGO participation, the government’s initiative came first, not 

the NGO initiative. They also observe that the government actors, after the collaboration 

had matured enough, withdrew its high presence, leading to decentralization and more 

locally-based government-NGO collaboration:  

In the first three stages, the heist participation was from the Ya’an service center 

and the provincial government; however, this participation declined rapidly in the last 
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stage. As the Ya’an service center was the initial catalyst, when the government-NGO 

collaboration was stable, it gradually withdrew from the cooperative network allowing 

for devolution from the provincial government to the local government to ensure 

continued NGO collaboration at the grassroots level. (Xu et al. 2018, p. 554).  

The Ya’an Service Center has provided office spaces for the service stations in 26 

villages throughout the earthquake impact areas for grassroots organizations to use, 

thereby trying to incubate civic engagement in social service provision. One of the 

service stations in the outskirt of Ya’an City, in Yucheng District close to the epicenter of 

Lushan, offered for social organizations, which I visited, had a cluster of desks, about 20, 

that civil society organizers could use. The office space is located in a brand-new 

building that has been built as a part of reconstruction. Also in the same building was an 

activity center for the local community, where weekly cultural and recreational activities 

for local citizens have been hosted. These grassroots organizations are involved in a 

variety of activities, such as organizing activities for the locals, caring for the ‘stay-home 

kids’ (children whose parents leave home seasonally to work elsewhere for better paying 

jobs) and hosting a forum for local residents to discuss neighborhood improvements.51  

During the fieldwork with the Beijing Normal University research team and a 

representative of the China Foundation for Poverty Alleviation from Beijing, I observed 

that a local government official was always invited to the meetings between experts and 

grassroots organizers, such as at the Ya’an Service Center and villages where projects 

were implemented. Whether it was a city-level Communist Party official or a provincial-

                                                 
51 Based on field observation conducted in December 2015.  
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level Bureau of Civil Affairs official, the participants of the meetings, consisting mostly 

of local civil society organizers, were generally candid and well-spoken about their 

activities, issues, and inputs for policy changes. The officials would listen and sometimes 

engage in dialogues with them, but while they occasionally speak or ask questions, they 

did not dominate conversations.  

I find that the presence of government officials potentially means two things. On 

one hand, it can lead to controlling and repression if officials perceive civic participation 

as harmful. They can report back to their seniors if they observed any questionable 

behavior by civil society organizations, which can lead to suppressing of such 

organizations by the government. On the other hand, if the grassroots activities are 

perceived positively, it can have a policy feedback potential. Public officials can listen to 

the needs of civil society organizations and may report to their seniors of the utility of 

their activities. If the discussion of the needs of NGOs successfully convinces officials, it 

may lead to effective policy change surrounding civil society organizations. The 

candidness of grassroots organization members at these meetings suggested that the latter 

was true in the communities recovering from the Lushan earthquake at that time. But 

more importantly, by inviting public officials to their meetings, they could ensure that the 

government knows that their activities are not potentially contentious to the government’s 

agenda, but playing a complementary role in the government’s service provision and 

recovery projects.  

As the level of involvement by civil society in disaster relief and recovery efforts 

increased, also deepened was the level of collaboration between the government and civil 
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society organizations. Comparing 2008 and 2013, there was an increasing effort by the 

provincial and local governments to institutionalize government-NGO collaboration. 

While there was only one such effort, between a city government and about 30 NGOs at 

the time of Wenchuan, the collaboration at the time of Lushan expanded to one initiated 

by both city and provincial governments, involving more than 100 NGOs, as well as 

creating the network of service centers stations at 26 locations. When the government 

was wary of NGO participation, cooperating with and reaching out to government 

officials proactively served as the most effective strategy for organizations to remain 

engaged. Once the government initiated a collaborative mechanism to incorporate NGO 

participation, NGOs also gained a bigger space for policy advocacy and expressing their 

needs as NGOs to the government.  

5.4. Institutional Changes Surrounding Civil Society After the Disasters 

As the contributions of volunteers following major earthquakes were perceived to 

be generally positive, not only local governments went about institutional adaptation, but 

the national government also embarked on efforts to accommodate positive effects of 

civil society involvement. At the local level, institutionalization of government-NGO 

cooperation started to deepen after the Wenchuan earthquake. While local governments 

maintain a close watch over potentially disruptive activities by NGOs in their viewpoint, 

they have also “worked out a modus operandi that allows qualified NGOs and volunteers 

to remain in the area” (Shieh and Deng 2011, p. 192). Examples of such include vehicle 

permits and letters of introduction from higher-level government authorities or other 

organizations to guarantee the authenticity of the nature of their work. The local 



159 

 

governments are not proactively collaborating with any NGOs, but do so selectively. To 

qualify for such selected NGOs, it is important for NGOs to proactively maintain a good 

relationship with the government, proactively reach out to report achievements to local 

officials, and demonstrate their effectiveness, lest they face a risk of being told to leave 

the area (Shieh and Deng 2011). 

At the national level, policy environments for NGOs have been seemingly 

improving. As Table 5-3 indicates, since the Wenchuan earthquake, the Chinese state 

issued a set of memos and new regulations regarding civil society activities. The 

incorporation of civil society actors by the Chinese state is considered to be a reflection 

of the idea of ‘social governance’ (shehui zhili) that was introduced at the 18th 

Communist Party Congress in 2013 as a future style of governance in China (Zhao et al. 

2015).  

At around the same time, the State Council announced in May 2013 that 

institutional restructuring of the registration system and procedures for nonprofit 

organizations (Y. Zhang 2016). Instead of having a sponsoring unit within the 

government agencies, some nonprofit organizations were allowed to directly register with 

the Ministry of Civil Affairs. The requirement to allow only one organization per field 

under the same jurisdiction was also terminated. With the increase of costs for social 

service provision, the Chinese government was starting to utilize NGOs. Another notable 

change is a series of policy changes that took place in 2016, including the Charity Law, 

the Overseas NGO Law, and revisions to the Regulations for Registration and 

Management for three types of civil society organizations. The Ministry of Civil Affair 
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announced draft revisions of the preexisting (and outdated) regulations for Social 

Associations, for all three categories of Foundations, Social Service Organizations, and 

Social Associations. It was the first time that the government revised these regulations 

since their adoption in the 1990s (Shieh 2016). 

The three revised drafts of Regulations for Registration and Management were 

publicized in June and August 2016 for public comments. The drafts, however, do not 

seem to have passed into actual regulations since. If these revised regulations went into 

effect, one of the civil society organization categories, Civil Non-Enterprise Institutions 

(CNIs, minban feiqiye danwei) were to be renamed into Social Service Organizations 

(SSOs, shehui fuwu jigou), which would be “a more accurate description of this type of 

nonprofit [organizations],” according to Shawn Shieh.52 But no announcements were 

made after the feedback period was over, and later announcements by the Ministry of 

Civil Affairs continued to use CNIs (as of March 2017).  

Although these series of changes occurred after the disasters described in this 

chapter, it is difficult to trace the process of policymaking. There is a correlation in terms 

of the timing of policies, but it is inconclusive to establish direct causality between the 

civil society involvement in disaster management and their institutional environment. Yet 

in the times when the government is working on institutionalizing civil society 

organizations, the inputs and feedback from civil society organizers and scholars serve an 

advocacy role.  

                                                 
52 Shieh, Shawn. 2016. “2016: The Year of Regulation and a New Future for Civil Society?” NGOs in 

China [blog]. http://ngochina.blogspot.com/2016/06/2016-year-of-regulation-and-new-future.html 

(Accessed March 10, 2018).  
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Table 5-3: China's recent policies and regulations on volunteer activities 

Year (Month) Policies Unit 
2005  On How to Manage Community Volunteer 

Registrations  
 

2008  Memorandum Regarding the Further 
Development of Volunteer Service  

Central Civilization 
Office 

2012  Memorandum Regarding the Further 
Development of Lei Feng Activities*  

General Office of 
CCP Central 
Committee 

2013  On Volunteer Service Records  MCA 
  On Management of Registered Volunteers  League Central 

Committee 
  Guidelines for Government Purchase of Public 

Services from Social Organizations 
General Office of 
State Council  

2014  Memorandum Regarding Cultivating and 
Practicing the Core Values of Socialism  

General Office of 
CCP Central 
Committee 

  Memorandum Regarding Promotion of Volunteer 
Service Institutionalization  

Central Civilization 
Office 

  Memorandum Regarding Strengthening 
Grassroots Service-Style Party Organizations  

General Office of 
CCP Central 
Committee 

  Memorandum Regarding Promoting 
Philanthropic Sector in Health Development 

The State Council 

2015  On Management of Student Volunteer Service  Ministry of 
Education 

  Memorandum Regarding Accelerating the 
Promotion of Eco-Civilization Development  

CCP Central 
Committee, State 
Council 

  Memorandum Regarding Further Promotion of 
Village Community Development Pilot Projects  

General Office of 
CCP Central 
Committee, State 
Council General 
Office 

  Memorandum Regarding Standardized Volunteer 
Service Certificates  

Central Civilization 
Office,  
MCA,  
Ministry of 
Education,  
Central CCP Youth 
League 

  Basic Standards on Volunteer Service 
Information System – Industrial Standards  

MCA 

2016 March Charity Law   
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 June Draft regulations for Social Associations – 
Foundations and Social Service Organizations  

MCA 

 April Law on Administration of Activities of Overseas 
NGOs in the Mainland of China (the Overseas NGO 
Law)** 

 

 August Draft regulations for Social Associations – for 
Social Associations  

MCA 

Sources: Q. Zhang (2015b); Shieh (2016). Most of policy names are translated into English by author, thus 

not an official translation.  

*  “Lei Feng activities” today refer to volunteer and community services. The term originates in the Mao-

ear propaganda to emphasize selfless dedication. Lei Feng was a soldier in the People’s Liberation Army 

who died at the age of 21 in 1962. After his death, he was commemorated as an icon of selflessness and 

earnestness, and became a source of propaganda by the Chinese government under the slogan of “Follow 

the Example of Comrade Lei Feng.” Although the propaganda ended after Mao’s death, its cultural 

importance survived, and Lei Feng became a symbol of selfless services to others. Every year on March 5 th, 

Lei Feng Day, students and children in China engage in volunteer activities such as cleaning public spaces 

and visiting assisted living facilities. (rf. Martinsen, Joel. 2009. “Lei Feng Heritage for the Whole World” 

(blog post). Danwei. http://www.danwei.org/people/lei_feng_2009.php (Accessed March 10, 2018).) 

** Shieh, Shawn. 2017. “The Origins of China’s New Law on Foreign NGOs.” China File. January 31. 

http://www.chinafile.com/reporting-opinion/viewpoint/origins-of-chinas-new-law-foreign-ngos (Accessed 

March 10, 2018). 

 

5.5. Analysis: Civil Society in China’s Disaster Recovery  

5.5.1. Two types of NGOs 

The observations in China’s post-disaster community recovery point to two 

common types of organizations that are identified based on their functions: local 

organizations that work on specific issues and needs of their communities (citizen group 

type) and outside organizations that provide assistance for the purpose of recovery 

(outside assistance type). On the other hand, civic associations of social capital type is 

lacking in China. Table 5-4 categorizes these types of organizations by functions, along 

with community civic associations. Earthquake relief and recovery efforts in Sichuan 

have shown the sign of increase in locally based grassroots organizations, while seeing 



163 

 

continuous involvement of more resourceful and more experienced GONGOs and 

international NGOs.  

 

Table 5-4: Types of organizations: Applied to China 

 Pre-

existing? 

Locally 

based? 

Specialize 

in disaster? 

Disaster 

recovery in 

China 

Examples  

Social capital 

type 
Yes Yes No Lacking 

(Personal connections, 

sub-political networks, 

such as Communist Youth 

League) 

Citizen group 

type 

No Yes Yes Emergence & 

Growing  

Grassroots organizations, 

civic NGOs 
Yes Yes No  

Outside 

assistance 

type 

Yes No 
No (wider 

focus) 
Present  

GONGOs; International 

NGOs (through their 

Chinese offices) 

 

Citizen groups have strengths in long-term involvement as locals and having local 

knowledge of communities. Grassroots organizations, either formed prior to disaster 

events or created during or after the earthquakes, work in various aspects of community 

recovery. Pre-existing grassroots organizations utilized the members’ existing networks 

and connections and their normal-time specialization to be involved in relief and recovery 

efforts. Newly emerged groups work more directly on the issues of recovery. During the 

reconstruction period, these organizations function as implementers of recovery projects, 

most of which are funded by GONGOs (such as foundations). As organizations are based 

locally and members already live in the area, they have no urgent deadlines that they need 

to meet besides those of the projects. For the same reason, they can connect at a deeper 

level with community members, network with local officials, and establish relationship 
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with the local government, which help establish a collaborative relationship. These 

organizations, however, tend to be small in size and relatively new, thus often lack 

experience and appropriate skill sets necessary for the task.  

Outside assistance organizations, on the other hand, have more resources and 

experiences compared to local organizations. Most organizations that come from other 

places of the country – often large cities like Beijing or Shanghai – are GONGOs with 

legal registration status and thus fundraising capacities. They can hence quickly establish 

their presence in disaster scenes, accessing relief sites and procuring relief supplies. The 

members of such organizations also have higher levels of training, thus able to manage 

projects and tasks efficiently and know a number of people that they can connect to if 

they need more resources or have questions. Utilizing such advantages, outside assistance 

organizations form partnership with local base, delegating recovery projects to grassroots 

organizations to administer, providing funding and training, monitoring their progress 

and giving advice when necessary. Being outside organizations, however, they are 

pressed with time. The number of personnel tends to shrink after the relief stage is over 

and they rely on grassroots organizations and a few of their staff in the field offices to 

manage local projects.  

While China’s earlier years of civil society development has focused on 

GONGOs and the inflow of international NGOs, after the earthquakes in Sichuan, citizen 

group type organizations increased in number and contributions. These organizations are 

smaller in scale than outside organizations but can continue activities in a longer term if 

they are equipped with appropriate financial and human resources. This is a trend that 
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diverges from the existing studies of corporatist style of civil society, which is dominated 

by GONGOs that have specific lines of work and exclusive permission and support from 

the government.  

5.5.2. The lack of social capital type associations 

Examining Chinese civil society in post-disaster recovery from the perspectives of 

the disaster recovery experiences of other countries (such as in Japan and the United 

States), some contrasting differences emerge. Most notably, social capital type civic 

associations that can work as the social safety net for the locals and political culture for 

self-determination are missing in these recovering communities. Most of the grassroots 

organizations I have encountered during my fieldwork in Sichuan were either working on 

creating a social safety net for residents or were struggling from the lack of social capital. 

The grassroots organization members in a village in Lushan County who take care 

of ‘stay-home kids’ point that addressing issues of poverty, outbound migrant workers, 

and stay-home kinds are critical part of the community recovery efforts.53 The local 

organizations were engaged in activities that create a social safety net that local residents 

can take advantage of in the midst of daily challenges. That is, their projects had an 

implicit goal of accumulating social capital in the communities. Through providing an 

activity center in the community and inviting local children and the elderly to come 

participate in weekly cultural and recreational activities, the local organizations aim to 

promote not only the well-being of these community members, but also try to prevent 

them from being isolated from society.  

                                                 
53 Meeting with NGO organizers, Lushan County, Sichuan, China, December 2015.  
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One member of an NGO that leads a tourism-related recovery project in a rural 

village in Baoxing County shared that, at first, their main challenge was to convince local 

residents to come out to community meetings and discuss matters. Discussing matters 

among neighbors to make a self-informed decision for themselves was a completely new 

idea to the residents, and they initially did not see the value of doing so. It took much 

persuasion for the NGO organizers, who were not locals but had come to the village from 

elsewhere, to have residents participate in community discussion.54 In trying to convince 

the community members to come out to discussions and encourage them to make 

decisions on their own, the said NGO was also providing an opportunity for the 

community members to get to know each other and foster a sense of community amongst 

them. By doing so, the NGO members hoped that, even after the project was concluded 

and the organization was no longer operating in the community, the outcome of the 

project would be self-sustaining and that ‘at-home kids’ are taken care of by other 

members of community when their parents are not home for an extended period of time.  

These organizations’ work, therefore, implicitly aims to accumulate social capital 

in the communities they support. In rural villages rebuilding from earthquakes in China, 

there are no equivalent of neighborhood associations or faith-based communities that 

play important roles in post-disaster recovery in other countries. Instead, personal 

connections are important alternative form, and people rely on connections that usually 

originate from family ties and through friends or acquaintances. Another potential source 

of such personal connections, in fact, is sub-political organizations, such as the local 

                                                 
54 Interview with NGO organizers, Baoxing County, Sichuan, China, December 2015.  
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branch of the Communist Youth League and the Women’s Federation. Through engaging 

in these political activities, they foster day-to-day exchanges among members of the 

organizations, albeit the memberships tend to be rather selective than comprehensive. 

While it is questionable to call such political organizations part of “civil society,” their 

functions may have a potential for fostering social capital. For example, having 

acquainted through past activities in these organizations, some civil society organizers 

utilized such past connections to find useful contacts in the government. But these 

organizations primarily have played a top-down role of implementing government 

policies on society, rather than as a forum of civic engagement from the bottom up. If the 

newly formed grassroots organizations in the aftermaths of earthquakes in Sichuan can 

function as local arena of community cohesion and inter-personal exchanges, it may lead 

to the sustainability of these civil society organizations. Interestingly, the presence of 

such sub-political organizations has made it difficult to create alternative forms of 

community civic associations.  

It is not entirely impossible for a community to come together to make decisions 

on recovery planning. But if they come together to represent alternative interests from the 

government’s interests (such as in the case of school children), the state may see it as a 

source of threat to government authority and repress such actions. In fear of such 

possibility, people are weary to participate and actively engaging in behaviors that leads 

to collective action, such as community discussions and decision-making. A form of 

community civic associations, if there were to emerge and permitted to exist, would be 
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highly cooperative in nature with the state and unlikely to play an advocacy role against 

the government.  

5.5.3. Relationship with the state  

In China, disaster management is becoming a field in which civil society is 

developing, in terms of both increase and maturing. With the nature of their work being 

contributive to the official state efforts for rescue and recovery, the state is likely to allow 

increased involvement from such civic activities. But it is expected to that the state does 

so in a careful way. Since the Wenchuan experience, the government actors employed 

implicit paying off tools to allow NGOs to continue their work, as long as their activities 

fall within the extent of government’s purposes. For instance, the local government 

issued vehicle permits and letters of introduction from higher-level government officials 

to allow NGOs to remain in the area, or to provide funding for grassroots organizations 

that cannot raise money on their own (Shieh and Deng 2011). As the local governments 

increased trust toward grassroots organizations, NGOs were permitted a bigger presence 

and space to work in the next disaster event, albeit in a close cooperation with the 

government.  

Over the experiences of the two disasters, two trends happened at the same time. 

While the government has given a larger space for civil society, especially to those at the 

grassroots level, it has simultaneously developed a mechanism of collaboration between 

the government and NGOs. The local governments in Sichuan have started to foster an 

environment in which grassroots organizations can provide certain social services that 

enhance the government’s service provision goals. Amidst the government’s goals and 



169 

 

pressure to quickly achieve reconstruction implementations in less than five years, 

NGOs’ presence was limited in nature. However, NGO’s contributions after the 2013 

Lushan earthquake demonstrate that the provincial and local governments were more 

willing than at the time of Wenchuan to incorporate societal power into the community 

recovery efforts, through setting up an office, the Service Center, specifically to 

coordinate recovery efforts between the governmental bodies and NGOs. The resultant 

relationship is characterized by collaboration, while participant grassroots organizations 

are not organized (i.e. formed) or hosted by the government.  

Since the Wenchuan earthquake, NGO organizers too started on a more proactive, 

albeit precarious, path to increase their presence. After the Lushan earthquake, thanks to 

the Service Center that was created part-government and part-civil society, grassroots 

NGOs have increasingly developed their capacities in implementing projects as delegated 

by larger NGOs and with local knowledge of needs and challenges in their communities. 

But for these organizations to survive in post-disaster communities, they need to maintain 

cooperative behavior with the state, through the Service Center. NGOs that are focused 

on public service provision, which falls within the state’s overall recovery goals, have an 

easier time remaining in the field. Without their independent fundraising capacities, 

grassroots organizations have low possibilities of successfully playing an ‘advocacy’ role 

that potentially leads to an adversarial relationship with the state. Such attempts are likely 

quickly pressured by government officials – and with the financial instability and the lack 

of appropriate skill set, they would have no other option than to “exit.”   
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5.5.4. Implications and future prospects 

In Sichuan province, where multiple large earthquakes occur, both the 

government and civil society actors seem to have deepened understandings of the 

importance of collaboration for a more effective post-disaster recovery outcome. The 

seeming developments have some implications for the future of China’s civil society.  

1. Challenge of transferability. The Sichuan government gained awareness of 

NGOs’ unique roles in post-disaster recovery and shifted its approach to not only 

accommodate, but to incorporate their work structurally and designate implementation of 

certain projects. The challenge lies in, however, that whether this knowledge and practice 

would be transferred to other regions when a large-scale earthquake, or any other 

disaster, takes place in other parts of China. Since the provincial or local governments of 

other regions have little experience of working with NGOs, they would likely face similar 

challenges that grassroots organizations in Sichuan experienced at the time of Wenchuan 

earthquake – such as the lack of credibility and trust from government officials or the 

difficulty in gaining access in relief activities. Civil society organizations in other parts of 

Chinese may have a more difficult time to operate and garner support from their local 

governments. If collaboration is the best way to ensure NGOs’ effective involvement in 

disaster management in strong-state China, how to convince local officials to work with 

NGOs, while having no prior knowledge, is a key in enabling government-NGO 

collaboration in other regions of China. Without the national government’s official 

guidelines to encourage such collaborations, which would perhaps require a relaxed 
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registration procedure for local grassroots organizations, other provincial and local 

governments would not be susceptible to pluralistic practices in disaster management.  

There is, yet, some hope. The organizers of grassroots activities in Sichuan have 

already been involved in disaster management activities elsewhere. For example, when a 

magnitude-5.4 earthquake hit Yingjiang area (near the Burmese border) of Yunnan 

Province in 2011 (the Yingjiang earthquake), Wenchuan volunteers mobilized themselves 

to participate in relief activities. One volunteer, who first participated in Wenchuan relief 

as a volunteer and later became an organizer of grassroots organization in Lushan, 

recalled that his experience at that time taught him much and later inspired him to 

organize an organization.55 With experiences of relief work through multiple large 

earthquakes, he has not only gained rich knowledge but also has been actively sharing his 

experiences with others. If people like him travel to other areas and can successfully 

convince local public officials and grassroots organizers to create an intermediary entity 

parallel to the Service Center in Ya’an, local environment for civil society activities can 

be fostered elsewhere in China.  

Scholars in China are particularly motivated to widely disseminate the lessons 

learned from these disasters. Beijing Normal University and Sichuan University56 

conducted long-term research projects on the activities of NGOs in post-disaster 

reconstruction, since Wenchuan. They not only engage other academics into the 

conversation, but also involve government officials at all of national, provincial, and 

                                                 
55 Remarks at a seminar in Chengdu, December 2015. 
56 Sichuan University, together with Hong Kong Polytechnic University, later established a joint institute 

on disaster management, Institute for Disaster Management and Reconstruction.  
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local-levels in conversations about civil society’s contributions and necessary 

governmental actions to foster better environment for NGOs.   

2. Preexisting conditions. The areas affected by the earthquakes face a wide range 

of preexisting problems that need working. The earthquake prone areas in China are 

concentrated in the western part of the country, where poverty, outbound migrant 

workers, stay-home kids (children of outbound migrant workers who remain home to go 

to school and live without parents), and the lack of basic infrastructure are common 

stories. The government’s post-disaster reconstruction plan tends to overlook these 

preexisting issues, as it is more focused on building back what have been lost in the 

disaster, such as housing and infrastructure. As the preexisting problems are not caused 

by the disaster, when ‘building back’ means to restore pre-disaster conditions, preexisting 

issues may remain unsolved. In the eyes of civil society organizers, post-disaster 

community recovery is a comprehensive approach, which requires working on many of 

the problems that existed prior to the disaster. The variety of problems makes it a bigger 

challenge for NGOs, as they can only work on certain locations as their project target 

areas, inevitably leaving out many others, and have limited resources to cover them all. 

3. Organizational capacity. Although the government may provide infrastructure 

to grassroots organizations in an effort to foster civic engagement, professional skills and 

training are still lacking for many of the organizers. For instance, three young female 

organizers of an organization in Baoxing County, while continuing their weekly activities 

for the members of the local community, struggled with how to keep the activities 

running. They expressed their challenges of some basic skills, such as accounting, event 
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planning, public relations and outreach, and networking, and seemed to be at loss about 

how to continue developing and maintaining their activities and where to get training and 

access resources.57 For such emerging organizations to continue their activities for the 

community, training and networking with other organizers appear to be essential.   

4. Unclear future of China’s political paths. Xi Jinping’s efforts to institutionalize 

his power, as reflected in a series of recent policy changes, may counter the trend for 

acceptance of pluralism. With the constitutional amendment that passed the Chinese 

People’s Political Consultative Conference in March 2018, Xi Jinping is likely to stay in 

power beyond two consecutive five-year terms. Some argue that this is a reversal of 

political directions that emphasized ‘social governance’ and this shift has ramifications 

for Chinese society.58 If the principle of social governance is no longer promoted by the 

government, the multi-actor approach to social service provision would be reversed, 

resulting in slimmer public space that civil society organizations can find. At least, the 

optimism is that the developments of civil society following the Lushan earthquake, as 

described in this chapter, have taken place after Xi Jinping was named the Communist 

party’s general secretary in 2012, and in 2015, when Xi Jinping’s power has already 

much consolidated, the Social Organization Center in Ya’an and Lushan were fully 

active, with some projects coming to fruition. Whether the increasing acceptance and 

institutionalization of pluralism at the regional level will be reversed by the changes in 

the central government still remains a question.  

                                                 
57 From a site visit in December 2015. 
58 Shieh, Shawn. 2018. “The year 2018: China’s civil society past, present and future,” NGOs in China 

[bloa]. http://ngochina.blogspot.com/2018/12/the-year-2018-chinas-civil-society-past.html  
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5.6. Conclusion 

The experiences of the Wenchuan earthquake in 2008 and the Lushan earthquake 

in 2013, as well as community recovery process following respective earthquakes, 

indicate that while the space for civil society actors, especially at the grassroots level, has 

increased in the field of disaster management, cooperation with the government is a 

common strategy that civic groups pursue.  

While the emergence of grassroots activities and seeming acceptance and support 

from the local government of their activities are good signs for China’s civil society, 

existing challenges still suggest that a long-term civil society development is a long way 

to go. Where the grassroots activities are developing, the local government is not only 

accommodating but also encouraging of their work by providing office space, conducting 

meetings among grassroots organizers, and developing guidelines and platforms for 

grassroots development. The complementary character of the grassroots activities makes 

them also beneficial for the local government, which is tasked with various day-to-day 

administrative tasks beyond post-disaster recovery. At the same time, the strong state 

authority of China makes it difficult for grassroots organizations to institute a radical 

change that do not accommodate the governmental planning and actions. Reports on the 

protests by parents who lost their children in collapsed school buildings during the 

Wenchuan earthquake indicate that their collection action was quickly oppressed and 

hushed by local officials, sometimes in exchange of accepting “compensation” from the 

local government and as a result of continuous pressure to stop protesting. Therefore, 

NGO activities have seen development only in areas that are beneficial to the government 
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action. If their activities are complementary to what the government is trying to achieve, 

and if they can convince public officials that way, they are likely to be able to continue 

their work. If other regions of China were to develop civil society after Sichuan’s 

example, which scholars and government officials seem to promote, government-NGO 

collaboration would be a primary character of China’s civil society environment, while 

any actions that may suggest of an anti-government nature would quickly be suppressed, 

preempting adversarial or competitive relationship between the state and civil society.  

It is a source of debate in the literature on civil society whether autonomy from 

the government is a necessary condition for the development of healthy civil society. It 

turns out in China, where the state’s administrative power remains strong, even in the 

fields where the government relatively is welcoming of non-governmental involvement, 

cooperation with the government is a survival strategy taken by these organizations. 

Thus, collaborative state-civil society is not only a key for survival for individual 

organizations, but also is critical for the overall civil society growth.  
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CHAPTER SIX: JAPAN’S COMMUNITY-BASED RECONSTRUCTION AFTER THE 
TOHOKU DISASTERS 

Most of Japan’s islands are located on multiple fault lines and the country is 

extremely prone to earthquakes and related disasters. The March 2011 triplex Tohoku 

disasters (the Great East Japan Earthquake), a combination of earthquake, tsunami and 

the resultant nuclear meltdown, was the worst scenario any Japanese could have thought 

of. While the Japanese government and society had enhanced preparedness for a long-

predicted large earthquake and its risks, the scale of the disaster quickly overwhelmed 

preparedness, resulting in a large loss of houses, infrastructure, assets, livelihood, 

memories, and social ties, as discussed in Chapter 2.  

The Tohoku disaster served as both a testing ground and an opportunity for civil 

society. The compound disaster was dubbed as “a crisis of once in a thousand years,” 

requiring extensive recovery and reconstruction efforts that also entailed fundamental 

changes to the landscape of existing communities in some areas. Both the tsunami and 

the nuclear accident forced residents to evacuate, live in temporary houses, and look for 

ways to rebuild their houses and resettle, resulting in the loss of old communities. Given 

the extensive challenges, the recovery process was anticipated to be long and arduous. 

In this unprecedented work of rebuilding lost communities from the ground up, 

how are governmental and non-governmental resources utilized? How much does the 

state provide for the recovery efforts, and how much and in what areas does the local 
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community or civil society needs to come up on their own to provide for themselves? 

And how did the interactions between the government and civil society actors play out?  

Japanese civil society at all levels were involved in the long-term recovery 

process in disaster impact areas in Tohoku. Three types of civil society organizations are 

examined for Japan: Neighborhood associations, local nonprofit organizations (NPOs), 

and other outside organizations. In the typology of civil society organizations identified 

in Chapter 1, neighborhood associations represent social capital type, while citizens 

group type consist of the locally-based nonprofit organizations – whether newly formed 

or preexisting – that are operating in the disaster areas. In addition, a number of outside 

assistance organizations, such as non-local NPOs and PICs that are often referred to as 

NGOs, provided support to both community members and the organizers of local civic 

associations for a limited time.  

The following two chapters examine Japan’s disaster recovery from the Tohoku 

disasters to illustrate an overall symbiotic relationship between the state and civil society 

in the road of slow but incremental development of the nonprofit sector. Chapter 6 

focuses on how the members of local communities discussed options for their future 

communities and gave feedback to the government’s recovery planning, with a focus on 

the role of neighborhood associations. Chapter 7 presents case studies of locally based 

nonprofit organizations in assisting local community recovery with variety of innovative 

ways, and the role of outside assistant organizations in fostering local organizations.  

This chapter addresses the role played by community civic associations, a type of 

civic groups that are locally-based, preexisting, but are not focused on disaster 
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management in normal times. The ubiquitous presence of neighborhood associations in 

Japan enabled the government to utilize these groups in recovery planning process, 

implementing a top-down reconstruction policy that mandated a bottom-up planning. In 

the recovering Tohoku communities, neighborhood associations played functions of 

maintaining and re-accumulating social capital among residents, providing a forum for 

discussing what their communities in the future should look like, and also as a 

disseminator of information on recovery-related programs, assistance, and events that 

comes from the local government.  

The main findings from Japan’s community civic association are as the following: 

While wide networks of neighborhood associations made such civic groups and resultant 

social capital accessible for both the government and residents, the recovery policy that 

heavily relied on the neighborhood associations for planning put a lot of pressure on local 

officials and community representatives, and at times delayed the process of planning 

itself. In addition, the neighborhoods that are more successful in aggregating residents’ 

voices and getting it heard are the ones that have stronger local leadership who can 

collect, mediate, and aggregate voices among residents and can deliver their voices to the 

local government.  

The chapter ends with a discussion of the implications – the impact of utilizing 

such existing social capital in achieving recovery. The effectiveness of community 

consensus making has varied across communities, depending on the resources available 

and the connectedness of a given community, which substantiates the role of social 

capital. Yet, whether the communities that have proposed a different plan from the 
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national guideline can push through with their plans hinges not on endogenous factors, 

but on how a given community’s representatives develop and/or maintain a good 

relationship with local officials. 

6.1. Bottom-Up Recovery Planning  

Tohoku’s community recovery planning, based on the guideline from the 

Reconstruction Design Council, relied much on bottom-up inputs from residents to 

envision how the future community should be like. The local governments were 

responsible for a wide variety of tasks in recovery planning, from discussing options with 

residents, collecting their voices and preferences, aggregating voices to reflect onto the 

municipal-wide reconstruction plans, before finalizing the plan to be implemented. Once 

municipal-level plans are made, local officials embarked on the arduous task of land 

acquisition through negotiations with land owners.  

Besides the nonprofit sector that has taken a leap since the NPO Law (as 

described in Chapter 4), Japan also has a long history – and wide coverage – of 

neighborhood associations throughout the country, which work as the channels between 

the local government and citizens, as well as the forum of active citizens’ engagement in 

social matters at the local level. In the wake of the large-scale destructions by the 

tsunami, the Japanese government recommended that each local government work with 

neighborhoods to reflect residents’ needs and preferences into the recovery planning 

process. 
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6.1.1. Principles of reconstruction  

For Tohoku’s recovery, the principle of reconstruction came from the national 

government, mandating bottom-up planning. A governmental advisory panel created to 

determine the basic principles of Tohoku recovery proposed that the reconstruction 

planning should take place at the community level, considering residents’ preferences and 

based on community consensus. The planning processes that followed unfolded 

accordingly. The process of reconstruction in Tohoku was, therefore, a top-down process 

that required a lot from the bottom. 

The Reconstruction Design Council, an advisory panel of the national 

government, consisted of experts and the governors of the disaster impacted prefectures 

to advise on the guiding principles for Tohoku recovery. The establishment of the Design 

Council was mandated by the Cabinet and the Prime Minister in April 2011, a month 

after the disaster, “to formulate a roadmap for reconstruction that . . . will lead to the 

rebirth of a prosperous and dynamic Japan shared by all its people” (Reconstruction 

Design Council 2011, p. 53). After multiple consultations for two months, the Design 

Council submitted a report and proposal for Tohoku recovery, “Towards Reconstruction: 

Hope Beyond the Disaster,” to the Prime Minister in June 2011.  

Included in the report were the seven principles for the reconstruction, or the 

“guiding philosophy” of the report. They were (1) recording and memorializing the 

disaster; (2) community-focused reconstruction; (3) technological innovation; (4) resilient 

community based on natural energy; (5) Tohoku’s rebuilding as a core of Japan’s 
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economic revitalization; (6) early solution to nuclear accident; and (7) call for solidarity 

from the entire nation. Table 6-1 is the translation of the seven principles.  

 

Table 6-1: The Seven principles for the reconstruction framework for Tohoku  

Principle 1:  For us, the surviving, there is no other starting point for the path to recovery than to 
remember and honor the many lives that have been lost. Accordingly, we shall 
record the disaster for eternity, including through the creation of memorial forests 
and monuments, and we shall have the disaster scientifically analyzed by a broad 
range of scholars to draw lessons that will be shared with the world and passed 
down to posterity. 

 
Principle 2:  Given the vastness and diversity of the disaster region, we shall make community-

focused reconstruction the foundation of efforts towards recovery. The national 
government shall support that reconstruction through general guidelines and 
institutional design. 

 
Principle 3:  In order to revive disaster-afflicted Tohoku, we shall pursue forms of recovery and 

reconstruction that tap into the region’s latent strengths and lead to technological 
innovation. We shall strive to develop this region’s socioeconomic potential to lead 
Japan in the future. 

 
Principle 4:  While preserving the strong bonds of local residents, we shall construct disaster 

resilient safe and secure communities and natural energy-powered region. 
 
Principle 5:  Japan’s economy cannot be restored unless the disaster areas are rebuilt. The 

disaster areas cannot be truly rebuilt unless Japan’s economy is restored. 
Recognizing these facts, we shall simultaneously pursue reconstruction of the 
afflicted areas and revitalization of the nation. 

 
Principle 6:  We shall seek an early resolution of the nuclear accidents, and shall devote closer 

attention to support and recovery efforts for the areas affected by the accidents. 
 
Principle 7:  All of us living now shall view the disaster as affecting our own lives, and shall 

pursue reconstruction with a spirit of solidarity and mutual understanding that 
permeates the entire nation. 

 
Source: Reconstruction Design Council (2011). 

 

Among the principles of reconstruction laid out by the Reconstruction Design 

Council, the most characteristic is the consensus-based recovery planning. It explained 

the second of the seven principles, ‘the community-based reconstruction planning,’ which 
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also is the most clearly defined among the seven principles, covering one-third of the 50-

page long proposal. The proposal presented five different basic principles of how 

communities should rebuild and proposed that a choice should be made based on 

discussions among community members, while considering risk factor assessments and 

national guidelines.  

The idea of the consensus-based planning was, in fact, not new but existed prior 

to the formation of the advisory council. The original idea was mentioned in the Prime 

Minister’s request to establish the Design Council in April:  

As we pursue this mission, we must constantly give consideration to the 

communities that directly suffered from the disaster and still struggle to 

operate their administrative functions effectively. . . . At the same time, we 

must look closely at each community’s uniqueness and use it as a guide as 

we revitalize the local economy and employment opportunities . . . as we 

strive to preserve each community’s longstanding traditional culture and 

strong bonds of its people (from “Request for Consultation” dated April 

14, 2011, as cited in Reconstruction Design Council 2011, pp. 54-55). 

The proposal mandated “municipality-led reconstruction” (ibid. p. 18), 

designating the local governments to be the principal agent of reconstruction planning 

and implementation as local governments are the closest to residents, communities, and 

thus can best understand local characteristics. Each local government was to formulate a 

municipal-level reconstruction plan based on consultations with other stakeholders, such 

as residents, NPOs, and local business owners. The role of the national government, 
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meanwhile, is to “set the overall policy for reconstruction, including a vision, ideals, and 

types of assistance, etc., and make efforts to make maximum use of the abilities of 

municipalities” (ibid. p. 18).  

This principle naturally placed much administrative stress to the local 

governments that were directly impacted by the disaster, by requiring extensive 

consultations with local communities. First, local officials became the point of contact to 

many neighborhoods within their respective municipalities to provide information to 

residents, answer questions, and clarify many unknowns, and negotiate with various 

stakeholders. While many of the local governments of heavily disaster-impacted 

municipalities had the help of seconded government officials from all over Japan, they 

eventually found that communications and negotiations at the very local levels required 

‘local’ officials, as many of the seconded officials had a difficult time understanding and 

communicating in the dialect spoken by local residents.59 Naturally, the division of labor 

was created within the local government, in which seconded officials focus on paperwork 

and other professional tasks that non-locals can deal with, while local officials went about 

in their communities and met with residents and landowners. In some highly impacted 

cities, merely creating the reconstruction plan took two years, before the implementation 

could start.60 

The ‘municipality-led reconstruction’ also made it necessary for local officials to 

negotiate with numerous landowners. Due to the guideline from the national government 

that placed the safety of future communities the top priority, communities that 

                                                 
59 Interview with local officials, Rikuzentakata, [date?August 2012? June 2013?] 
60 Interview with a local official, June 2013.  
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experienced the highest damages from the tsunami had to change the landscape, rather 

than building back what has been lost in the same location. As the reconstruction plans 

turned out to be a new configuration, many pieces of land had to be purchased by the 

government in order to render them usable for new public projects. The difficulties lied in 

the fact that these pieces of land were now owned by one individual, but by many small 

owners. Local officials, thus, had to track down whom the pieces of land belong to, to 

travel to find them, and negotiate with them to purchase them. A public official provided 

an example in his city, where a 15-acre plot of land required negotiations with 10 

different landowners, and the same city dealt with more than 1,000 land owners.61 While 

more than 90% of the negotiations are eventually successful, in most cases, local officials 

had to visit the same landowner multiple times before coming to an agreement.  

6.1.2. Implementing the reconstruction principles on the ground  

Based on the proposal of the Reconstruction Design Council, local governments 

embarked on the long, arduous recovery efforts of 10 years. In order to actualize the 

principles, some new mechanisms were created by the national government, while trying 

not to invent the wheel by utilizing preexisting administrative systems and frameworks. 

One example is the Community Making Councils for Recovery, a mechanism of 

consensus formation and recovery planning, which utilizes the preexisting vehicles of 

neighborhood associations.  

Initially, recovery planning of tsunami-devastated communities spontaneously 

started with discussions among residents about how to rebuild their communities. The 

                                                 
61 Interview with a local official, June 2013.  
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unprecedented height and damage of tsunami, which many described as ‘the scale of once 

in a thousand years,’ had left residents traumatized about future risks of tsunami and 

hoping to build communities back safer for the future. The government, upon the 

recommendation by the Reconstruction Design Council, presented a blueprint for 

recovery planning. For most of tsunami-impacted communities, residents are presented 

with two choices: rebuilding the neighborhood in the original location but safer, by 

leveling up the ground by piling soil and thus reducing the impact of future tsunami, or 

relocating the neighborhood to an inner land location of higher elevation, thus mitigating 

tsunami risks (Reconstruction Design Council 2011 pp. 13-15). Although the specific 

choices varied by respective topographic conditions of the location, decisions were to be 

made based on each neighborhood’s consensus among residents, and neighborhood 

associations became the units of consultation for decision making. Based on the 

consensus of each community, local governments compiled the community decisions and 

made comprehensive reconstruction plans for respective municipalities. 

Representatives from neighborhood associations engaged in frequent 

consultations with local government officials, seeking answers to questions from 

residents and expressing residents’ voices throughout the decision-making process. As 

the stage of recovery moved from initial planning to its implementation, neighborhood 

associations remained as a vehicle for consultation between the public and the local 

governments, in the form of Community Making Councils for Recovery (fukkō 

machizukuri kyōgikai), where representatives of neighborhood associations regularly 
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meet with local public officials to voice residents’ concerns and questions, as well as 

bring back public notices on recovery developments to share with residents. 

6.1.3. Changing needs and common challenge of recovery: Machizukuri  

In planning and implementing recovery projects, many rebuilding communities 

faced a common challenge in a long term, that is town making (machizukuri). 

Machizukuri is a term that go beyond physical development, but more comprehensively 

includes matters ranging from planning and envisioning of a lively neighborhood, 

reviving of the local economy, to creating a sense of community and the revitalization of 

social life. Although machi can be translated to town or community, its reference is not 

limited to the physical planning and building, but also covers “such ‘non-physical’ 

territories as community welfare, life-long learning and municipal reform” (Watanabe 

2007, p. 40). The concept of zukuri (making or development) highlights rather the 

process of public participation than in the end product, the process in which the values 

and lifestyles of local citizens are taken into consideration (Watanabe 2007).  

During the long process of post-disaster recovery from the Tohoku disasters, the 

priorities of recovery and the needs of the locals inevitably change over time. During the 

initial relief phase, when many survivors and evacuees lived at emergency shelters, in 

high demand were material supplies and volunteers who could help with physical tasks of 

cleaning. As survivors were provided with temporary houses, the demand for material 

supplies declined. Once the debris has been cleared from roads and houses, the demand 

for simple-task volunteers dwindled. Instead, increased were the demand for skilled 

labor, in order to fill the lack of human resources and the complexity of recovery 
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projects. One to two years after the disaster, main challenges of the tsunami-stricken 

communities were making consensuses on the local reconstruction plans, as well as 

creating a sense of community in the newly created clusters of temporary houses. Further, 

once the permanent housing complexes are built and residents start to move in, from the 

third year onwards, they are faced with yet renewed challenges of creating a community 

in their new neighborhoods. Such process of creating of a community is called 

machizukuri. 

When asked about the most-pressing challenges of recovery three to five years 

after the disaster, the majority of the local civil society organizers, as well as local 

officials, mentioned machizukuri.62 The government focused primarily on planning and 

administering rebuilding projects, implementing economic policies to revive the local 

economy, and managing and allocating resources necessary for rebuilding. Besides what 

the governments took care of, there were numerous complicated and nuanced challenges 

that recovering communities needed to overcome. For instance, many disaster survivors 

were suffering from the variety of psychological impacts of the disaster. Some residents 

also had lost their jobs and were struggling to find a new one. A sense of community 

needed to be revived in the newly built permanent resident complexes. There are yet also 

increasingly diversified needs of residents to be addressed, as some residents continued to 

live in temporary housing. While the government focused on the priorities of physical 

and economic areas of community development, other social aspects, such as community 

                                                 
62 Based on interviews conducted in 2013 and 2015 in Tohoku region, Japan.  
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bonding and addressing the diversified needs, tend to be the strengths of community-

based civil society associations. 

In order to tackle the challenges of community making, both the government and 

communities utilized the neighborhood associations that long exist in Japan. Engaging 

residents into planning was necessary for a more comprehensive post-disaster recovery 

than the reconstruction that focused exclusively on physical aspects. Neighborhood 

associations played a role of consensus making within communities and easing 

communication between local governments and residents. While the government created 

a new framework specific to the post-disaster recovery purpose, Community Making 

Councils for Recovery, the framework itself relied much on the preexisting neighborhood 

associations as both consultation units and messengers of information and opinions 

between the government and communities. For the government, it was an easily 

accessible vehicle that enabled skipping of creating a new system of communication and 

consultation.  

Neighborhood organizations are prevalent in Japan, dating back to the pre-World 

War II time, and have long acted as the pillar of community bonding and decision-

making. By participating in community events, festivals, and neighborhood cleaning, 

residents get to know each other and maintain public safety of their neighborhood. 

Neighborhood associations worked as useful vehicles for this purpose, as the membership 

rate is so high – more than 90% on average nationwide (Pekkanen 2004) – and covers all 

households in the affected communities. 
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The incorporation of neighborhood associations was determined by the national-

level government, based on a suggestion of the Reconstruction Design Council that 

decisions should be based on community consultations. In June 2012, the Ministry of 

Land, Infrastructure, Transport, and Tourism of Japan (MLIT) issued a guideline for 

community consensus making, instructing municipal governments on how to proceed 

with discussion with residents to reach a consensus about each neighborhood’s recovery 

planning. In it, MLIT recommends establishing of Community Making Councils for 

Recovery (fukkō machizukuri kyōgikai),’ described as voluntary organizations of citizens 

that promote discussions on recovery planning among residents.  

Although the guideline specific to disaster recovery was new, there had been a 

precedence to the movement in Kobe. Kobe was the first city in Japan that enacted a city 

ordinance on community making in 1981, encouraging public participation in city 

planning. After the 1995 Kobe earthquake, Kobe city took advantage of the city 

ordinance and residents formed community-making councils to address various issues 

related to reconstruction. The number of community-making councils rose from 12 

groups before the earthquake to about 100 by 1998, as the city introduced councils in 

areas designated for redevelopment as part of earthquake recovery (Funck 2007).63 In the 

heavily-populated area that suffered fire as a result of earthquake, residents wanted a 

small canal along the main road that would both provide water in times of fire and 

improve the community environment by having a stream in the community.64 Discussing 

                                                 
63 Another interviewee contested the pre-earthquake number, stating that prior to the Kobe earthquake, 

there had been 31 groups in activity (Interview with former Kobe city official in July 2018). 
64 Interview with former Kobe city official in July 2018.  
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city planning with city officials and urban planning experts, residents’ request was 

approved, with the condition that residents would be responsible for regular cleaning of 

the stream to lower the maintenance cost. The various projects in Kobe were considered 

as successful cases of community-making councils, hence the system was used as a good 

example to implement in Tohoku.  

According to the MLIT’s guideline for Tohoku, the government considers 

consensus formation as crucial because: 1) the relocation of neighborhoods forces 

residents to move away from their previous home; and 2) the development of towns will 

affect asset formation (i.e. building houses and properties) of these residents. Thus, “in 

order to gain understanding and cooperation from the disaster affected population, it is 

most crucial that mayors and local officials are engaged in consultations with the affected 

people directly, while utilizing technical assistance from consultants as needed” (MLIT 

2012, p. 2, translation and emphasis by author). The recommended procedures of the 

community consultations for reconstruction planning include that the local government 

should determine the unit of communities to consult with, avoiding too big a unit in order 

to enable easier consensus building, and request selected community units to set up a 

town development council, or a system of community consultation (MLIT 2012). That 

way, local governments can encourage residents to proactively engage in the process of 

creating recovery plans, rather than forcing government’s decisions on residents.  

While such system is called a community making council for recovery, the 

guideline explains that the membership of a council should include all residents who 

agree with the purpose of the council, rather than selected members of communities, as 
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well as businesses that were located in the given district at the time of the disaster. In 

order to be reimbursed of general expenses – that of holding meetings, making and 

printing flyers and handouts, inviting experts as consultants, and travel expenses should 

any site visits take place – each council was required to select and approve a board of 

directors and to set a bylaw.  

Although the MLIT guideline texts do not specifically mention neighborhood 

associations to be the unit of consultations, they were the only readily available vehicles 

for community discussions. Interviews with local officials suggested that most of local 

governments took in this guideline from the MLIT and utilized preexisting neighborhood 

associations as a basis for setting up community development councils.65 Neighborhood 

associations worked as useful vehicles for this purpose, as the membership rate is high 

and covers almost all households in the affected communities. Most of them already have 

an established mode of communication and elected leaders, who could also serve as the 

board of directors for the said council.  

In the communities that have been battered by a massive tsunami, utilizing the 

preexisting mechanism was a natural and logical choice, rather than creating one anew 

when most residents are still dealing with the disaster impacts and figuring out how to 

rebuild their lives. Local governments hence decided that neighborhood associations 

would be the basic units for community consensus building, and association meetings 

with member residents served as the meetings of town development councils. As a result, 

the guideline implicitly specified the utilization of neighborhood associations, or such 

                                                 
65 Interviews with public officials in Kamaishi, Rikuzentakata, Kesennuma. June 2013.  
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utilization was taken for granted by local officials to avoid unnecessary burden of 

recreating organizations anew.  

6.1.4. Consultation processes 

The consultation process with the residents of tsunami-battered communities also 

changed over time. At first, when some residents are still living in emergency shelters, 

the local government would host information sessions, to which residents show up. As all 

residents move into their temporary houses, town development councils are set up, 

mostly led by neighborhood association representatives.66 Locally, each neighborhood 

hosts gatherings like town hall meetings to hear residents’ preferences and opinions, 

which get aggregated into a neighborhood-level consensus. The consensus is then 

brought to the local government, where local officials reflect the neighborhood-level 

consensus into the draft of the overall municipal-level plan.  

In some cases, there are inconsistencies among different neighborhoods, or issues 

arise in implementing residents’ preferences into the city-level plans. For instance, when 

one of the coastal neighborhoods comes to a consensus to relocate the village inland to 

avoid the future risks of tsunami, while the surrounding communities decide to remain 

where they used to be, there is a difficulty of connecting these neighborhoods by a 

railway, hence the newly relocated community would lose a train station that they used to 

have. In such cases, issues are brought back to the said community, and residents again 

discuss options. In most cases, the local officials are not part of the residents’ discussions 

but holds information sessions separately for residents to gain information necessary for 

                                                 
66 Interview with Kamaishi city officials, June 2013.  
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their individual decisions. In one city, the city has 21 neighborhoods where local-level 

discussions took place. While one neighborhood invited city officials to attend their 

gatherings to explain the details of city planning, other 20 neighborhoods held 

discussions separately from the city government, while the representatives of the town 

development councils served as the communication channels between the local 

government and neighborhoods. Local governments also conducted surveys to figure out 

residents’ preferences in how to rebuild their houses and resume businesses.  

As it is an extremely complex process of rapidly changing preferences that are 

conditional on each additional information, the senses of frustration have been high from 

the beginning, according to local officials.67 Local officials can only provide what little 

information they have, and their information tend to change as new information is 

provided or a new policy is introduced by the national government. Uncertainties mount 

not only among residents, but also within the local government. Local officials repeat 

information sessions for residents to provide new information and answer questions, and 

residents discuss options at the neighborhood level to make their consensus, which gets 

reflected in the city’s overall plan. Each municipality repeated this process until an 

overall municipal-level plan was finalized. Although most of the plans were made by 

early 2012, most municipalities had to continue revising the plans as more discrepancies 

emerged due to change of minds by landowners and other circumstances. Yet none of the 

municipalities had a top-down approach in drafting reconstruction plans.  

                                                 
67 Interview with Kamaishi city officials, June 2013.  
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In the process of recovery planning in Tohoku, ‘consensus making’ is the theme 

based on neighborhood-level discussions and consultations between the local government 

and neighborhoods. Neighborhood associations, whose functions and activities the 

government also encourage, served as the primary vehicle of consensus making, under 

the name of Town Making Councils for Recovery. The recovery policy and the principles 

of reconstruction laid out by the national government relied much on bottom-up planning. 

This principle put a lot of pressure on the local government and community 

representatives, as the process required repeated discussions in a small scale. The result 

of the bottom-up planning principle was the delay in recovery planning, as the changing 

preferences among residents – and hence the consensus of the neighborhoods – had a 

direct impact on overall municipal planning.  

6.2. Solving Issues  

6.1.1. Resistance to national guidelines  

While neighborhood associations being incorporated into the recovery planning 

may suggest a co-optation of civic organizations into the government, the manner in 

which the neighborhood consensus making played out are both complementary and 

adversarial. Resistance to the national guidelines was generally possible, yet whether an 

alternative got approved depended upon the local population’s ability to provide tangible 

plans, which required community cohesion, local leadership and the local government’s 

support.  
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Even before the national guideline for community development councils was 

enforced, some communities started discussing options for recovery on their own.  While 

a few neighborhood associations became dysfunctional in the immediate aftermath of the 

disaster, as residents relocated to other cities and general chaos prevailed, some of small, 

tight-knit communities remained together. For instance, in a fishing village in Kamaishi, 

Iwate, residents started thinking of next steps and brainstorming their ideas for recovery 

within days of tsunami occurrence. The small hamlet of Kerobe, consists of 68 

households, or about 130 residents, had close connections among residents. The 

representative of the neighborhood association at the time of disaster recalls that, in the 

first few days, they needed 30 kilograms of rice to feed the people living at the 

emergency shelter. He asked the residents whose houses were spared of tsunami damage 

to offer rice they keep at their home. They ended up with 700 kilograms of rice 

contribution, far more than they needed. The residents cooked meals and even offered the 

excess food to be consumed at other shelters in nearby communities.68 

As 90% of the residents in Kerobe lived on fishing, they were naturally concerned 

with the future of fishing industry in their village, a staple source of livelihood in the 

community. Many residents, most of them elderly, did not want to leave their hometown. 

As the tsunami destroyed their houses and the source of income, they started discussing 

ways to rebuild their livelihood over dinner at the shelter. Within a week since the 

disaster, when the rest of the tsunami-stricken communities are still in shock from the 

damages, the Kerobe community was eyeing toward rebuilding. After villagers moved 

                                                 
68 Interview with Kerobe Neighborhood Association, June 2013.  
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out of the emergency shelter, a handful of residents continued on their discussion to make 

a consensus about how the community will rebuild. A series of discussion eventually 

resulted in a proposal submitted to the city government in July, concluding that a 

tsunami-preventive seawall should not be built on the coastline of Kerobe to protect the 

fishing industry.  

When the Kerobe neighborhood association initially decided that residents did not 

want a coastline seawall, the national reconstruction guideline was yet to be announced. 

When the guideline was announced later, however, it required the communities damaged 

by large tsunami to rebuild higher seawalls according to the tsunami height they 

experienced, ranging from 2.6 to 15.5 meters.69 In most of the tsunami-stricken 

communities, it meant that proposed seawalls would double the height of what existed 

before the disaster, blocking the view of the coastlines. The guideline stirred a debate in 

many communities, where residents feared that seawalls would damage the fishing 

industry and spoil the scenery. Kerobe neighborhood association’s proposal to the city in 

July 2011 reflected the residents’ reaction to the guideline.  

Instead of building seawalls, the proposed plan suggested, that elevated V-shaped 

roads would be built in a way that stretch out to the coastline, connecting the shore and 

the higher ground. The road will enable swift evacuation from the shore to inland in case 

tsunami is imminent. As the same road is elevated from the ground, if a tsunami strikes, it 

is expected to work similar to a seawall, alleviating the impact of the wave. Based on his 

own research, the neighborhood representative concluded that this plan would not only 

                                                 
69 Ibid. 
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enable fishing industry to continue but also cut the expenses needed for reconstruction by 

more than 60%.70  

Although their decision was contrary to the national guideline, the community 

representative recalled that the local government was generally accepting of their 

decision, rather than trying to pressure the national guideline on the fishing village. The 

local government officials negotiated with the prefectural and national government 

officials so that the local plan of Kerobe would be accepted as an exception to the 

national guideline. After much discussion with local officials of the Kamaishi city 

government, Kerobe gained an approval from the national government for their proposed 

plan in March 2012.71 It was one of the few neighborhoods that gained an approval for 

not building a seawall at all after the disaster.  

Kerobe’s case stands as an outlier in the examples of neighborhood-level 

consensus making in recovery. It was the most successful case of convincing the local 

government to approve a plan that deviates from the national guideline. A small tight-knit 

neighborhood in which every resident knows of one another, the villagers spontaneously 

started discussing options for their future even before the national guideline was 

introduced.  

6.1.2. Bottom-up planning and advocacy  

What are the features to make bottom-up planning efficient? Three factors emerge 

from the interviews in the communities: Social capital, local leadership, and the local 

                                                 
70 Interview with Kerobe Town Association, June 2013. 
71 Asahi-TV, SJ (news program), March 11, 2015.  
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government’s flexibility. First, neighborhoods with high level of social capital, especially 

of bonding social capital, are better able to form consensus among residents. Because 

municipal-level reconstruction plans are an aggregate of neighborhood-level consensuses 

in the Tohoku recovery, the ability of each neighborhood to reach a consensus is essential 

for a quicker recovery planning. Naturally, smaller neighborhoods with tight-knit 

interpersonal relations are easier to agree on an idea than larger neighborhoods with 

various stakeholders. In speaking of intra-city variation, a city official stated that smaller, 

less urban villages are quicker in forming consensus than in urban areas, where more 

varied preferences and stakeholders exist.72 

Kerobe, the small fishing town with a population of a little more than 100, is an 

example of tight-knit community where social capital is high. The neighborhood 

representative illustrated how trusting of each other the residents are with an example 

from his daily life:  

I’m not a fisherman myself. But often, when I come home, I would find 

fish at my door that someone has left for me. I have no idea who has left 

it, but I cook it and eat it for dinner. Then next day, someone tells me: “Oh 

I left fish at your house yesterday” and I would say “oh that was you, 

thank you, it was delicious!” That’s how we are here. We have good ties.73  

He also notes that the trust and mutual dependence is necessary for fishermen, as 

fishermen need to work together to be successful when on a fishing boat.” Such 

                                                 
72 Interview with Kamaishi city official, June 2013.  
73 Interview with Kerobe Town Association, June 2013.  
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interconnectedness, however, may be an anomaly. In contrast to fishing villages, areas 

closer to the city center has more varied preferences among residents and business 

owners, making it difficult for residents to reach a consensus on what the future city 

should look like.74  

Besides the interconnectedness of the residents within the neighborhood, the 

presence of a leader who can aggregate everyone’s voices is also important. The 

representative of the Kerobe neighborhood played a crucial role in encouraging residents 

to stay in the neighborhood, researching the information necessary for decision making, 

and communicating the consensus to local government officials. Regarding his actions 

after the tsunami, he recalls:  

The day after the disaster [on March 12], I told residents that we should all 

come back to Kerobe and live until our deaths, and I will do my best in 

solving issues to that end. That’s what I said. That’s why I’m doing my 

best. . . . I always tell [the residents who evacuated outside of Kerobe] that 

they’re Kerobe residents even they’re away and remain so until they come 

back. . . . I think the most important thing [in disaster mitigation] is to 

have people who know the community well. Someone who can strengthen 

solidarity in normal times. 

The same person also did research on his own to look for ways to rebuild the town 

and to come up with the alternative plan to building a seawall. He stated he had little help 

from others, but instead did research on the internet. In the time of uncertainties and 

                                                 
74 Interview with Kamaishi city officials, June 2013.  
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conflicting information, a leader who can collect voices, mediate opinions, aggregate 

questions and concerns and deliver them to the local government plays a crucial role in 

facilitating consensus making at the neighborhood level.  

Asked about how he interacted with the government during the negotiation, he 

recalled that he maintained close communications with the city officials, and that the city 

officials were generally accepting of their opinions and requests.75 While he was not 

provided with technical and knowledge assistance from city officials, in his city, the local 

officials were willing to listen to the citizens’ voices, which was also confirmed by 

others, including outside assistance personnel working in the city.76 In the city 

government’s office building, they had a spare room that the outside assistance 

organization could use as their office, which made it easier for the personnel to have a 

contact with city officials on passing, such as in the hallway, to have small talks. The 

personnel recalled it made it easy to exchange small pieces of information, which she 

found helpful. But no one was able to attribute the willingness and openness of local 

officials to a specific factor. Some even suggested to a historical factor, in which the area 

in which Kerobe belongs – the former Toni village – used to belong to a different han 

domain from the rest of the present Kamaishi city, thus the locals have a spirit and 

resistance and that the local government more amenable to differences in opinions.77 Yet 

none of the possible explanations are conclusive at this point. It is likely that Kerobe’s 

                                                 
75 A loaned official from another city in Japan, with previous experience in public service at a higher level 

of government, understood how public officials would feel and behave.  
76 Interview with Toni community center rep, June 2013; interview with RCF coordinator, March 2016.  
77 Interview with Toni community center representatives, June 2013. During the Edo period, the Toni 

village belonged to the Sendai Domain (Date-han), while the rest of the present Kamaishi city belonged to 

the Morioka Domain (Nanbu-han) until the Meiji Restoration.  
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small population and less diversified needs among residents due to the common 

livelihood among residents, combined with a clearly specified and implementable 

alternative plan, led to the local government to accept the request and deliver it to the 

national government for approval.  

6.1.3. Persuasion as a political tool  

While frequently discussing recovery planning with the local officials, few other 

communities besides Kerobe were as successful in resisting the national guideline for 

seawalls, or proactive in coming up with their own proposal and having the local 

government approve it. Other communities that resisted building seawalls or the height of 

seawalls eventually conceded to the national guidelines, at least to some extent. One of 

the other communities that resisted building of seawalls, Shibitachi district in Kesennuma 

city, was only partially successful. After much negotiations with the local government, 

Shibitachi district residents came to an agreement in September 2014 for the construction 

of a seawall, yet with lowered height of 8.1 meters instead of the originally proposed 9.9 

meters.78 Eventually, the length of the seawalls was also shortened, after some 

landowners argued that it was not necessary due to the relocation of a community to 

further inland.79 Because the extended negotiations delayed the planning process, the 

building of seawalls in Shibitachi commenced only in March 2016, already five years 

since the tsunami destroyed the coastline.  

                                                 
78 Asahi-TV, SJ (news program), March 11, 2015. 
79 Imagawa, Satoru. 2015. “Shibitachi no ichibu muteika ga kettei (bochotei)” (No seawall to be built for a 

partial section of Shibitachi). Blog post. August 8. http://imakawa.net/archive/2312.html  
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The delay in a part of reconstruction plans have the potential of delaying other 

parts and aspects of recovery. Because reconstruction planning requires piercing together 

different pieces of puzzle into the whole picture, even one missing piece could delay the 

completion of the big picture. For the case of seawalls, each change in a suggested plan 

requires a new simulation of tsunami hazards by experts, checking consistency with other 

parts of the plan, explanation to the results to the residents, approval by the residents, 

before an approval from the government can be reached. In this length process of 

planning, the local governments rarely used force to gain residents’ agreement or to 

proceed without an approval. In any city I visited, the primary mode of solving 

disagreements and controversies was repeated discussion and persuasion.  

The lack of force is also seen in the absence of instances of forceful land 

acquisition by the government. While the Land Expropriation Law exists in Japan, its 

actual enforcement has been rare. In addition, the rule of “three years and 80%” exists to 

protect the right of landowners. In other words, land expropriation would take place 

either 1) more than three years have passed since a plan has been approved but cannot 

proceed due to disagreements between the government and landowners despite 

negotiations, or 2) more than 80% of the landowners have agreed on the plan and 

completed the process of land transfer.80 Generally, city officials are unwilling to resort 

on land expropriation. The only few instances of land expropriation for the reconstruction 

in Tohoku took place in June 2014, due to the inability to identify a landowner to a 

                                                 
80 Imagawa, Satoru. 2015. “Shibitachi Gyokō: Miyagi-ken ga bōchōtei keikaku- an minaoshi” (Shibitachi 

port: Miyagi Prefecture Government revises the seawall construction plan). Blog post. July 15. 

http://imakawa.net/archive/2230.html 
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0.37ha (about 0.92 acres) piece of land in Kamaishi city, thus the government could not 

proceed with the building of a seawall.81 Overall, the majority of disaster-affected 

communities relied on preexisting mode of consensus making for recovery planning. 

Therefore, the process of recovery planning required repeated discussion between the 

government and citizens.  

Preexisting social capital style civil society, in the form of neighborhood 

associations, was an essential asset for both the local government and the public for the 

mode of communication in the process of recovery planning. By utilizing the existing 

units of residents for consensus formation, the government benefited from reducing 

upfront resistance and protests from citizens. Neighborhood associations worked as a 

complementary entity to the government’s planning process. While they have a say in 

recovery planning, their decisions depend much on the availability and approval of 

budget by the government. And ultimately, the government that approves of projects is 

the national government, rather than the local one. Local-level officials can either 

discourage or support residents to submit an alternative plan, but even if they are 

supportive and can lobby to the national government on behalf of the residents, the final 

decision is made by the national government by approving (or rejecting) the project 

budget.  

At the same time, the bottom-up manner of recovery planning resulted in repeated 

delays in finalizing plans and their implementation. In Tohoku recovery, there has been 

                                                 
81 By March 2016, sixteen cases of land appropriation were approved. Yomiuri Shimbun. 2014. “Shoyūsha 

fumei no tochi, shūyō saiketsu: Bōchōtei saiken e hatsu” (Land expropriation decision on the piece of land 

belonging to an unidentified person, a first instance for seawall reconstruction). June 6. Web. 

http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/national/20140606-OYT1T50147.html 
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little outward use of force by the government in quickly achieving recovery. Rather, 

when there is resistance, the government officials engage in lengthy discussions with 

opposing residents until either side compromises – often by residents – thereby 

prolonging the process of planning. The use of coercive measures, such as land 

appropriation, is rare.  

Local officials are hesitant to resort to the means of land expropriation, citing 

there has been a lack of precedent examples to do so.82 The few examples of land 

expropriation in Japan include the construction of airports and dams, which resulted in 

much contested and prolonged popular resistance. Eminent domain is considered to be an 

“undemocratic” and coercive measure that public officials wish to avoid as much as they 

can, for the fear of inciting large popular resistance and possibly further delaying the 

recovery process.83 Similarly, the primary tool for the local government to solve a tension 

with the local community is persuasion through repeated meetings and discussions with 

the members of the community. 

6.1.4. Getting voices heard  

The issues relating to recovery do not limit to the issue of seawall constructions. 

Aside from reconstruction planning in which the government actively incorporated 

community’s consensus making abilities, there are other issues that are not on the 

government’s primary recovery agenda that the residents wanted to address. In the midst 

of recovery planning and implementation of a large amount of public works that the 

                                                 
82 Interview with Kamaishi city officials, June 2013.  
83 Someone said “in a democratic nation, the government cannot do it” or sort– find the citation  
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already overwhelmed local governments are dealing with, additional requests from 

citizens were often lower priority for the government. As a result, the residents have a 

harder time getting their voices heard by the local government to take actions.  

An example of voicing the inconveniences to the government is illustrated in 

Chapter 7, with the example of an NPO, a citizen group-type organization, emerging out 

of the representatives of neighborhood associations. When the representatives of multiple 

neighborhood associations met to share ideas and information regarding recovery, voices 

were raised about the common inconveniences experienced by the residents of temporary 

house residents. One of the representatives represented the temporary house residents to 

negotiate the issues with the local government. Initially, he had a hard time getting 

himself heard by the local city officials. As the repair and maintenance to temporary 

houses were not a part of the reconstruction project budget that the national government 

had laid out, the city government was unwilling to raise the voices to the higher levels of 

government (prefecture and national levels) for additional budget. It took him much 

communication, persuasion, and fostering of relationship with local officials before the 

officials agreed to bring up the issues for measures to be taken.  

6.3. Conclusion  

Japan’s approach to post-disaster recovery planning following the Tohoku 

disasters placed much emphasis on bottom-up planning, while maintaining the top-level 

decision making. To do so, preexisting neighborhood associations are encouraged to be 

the unit of consensus formation to agree upon a reconstruction plan at every community 

level. This approach provided with the government a mechanism that eases the 
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communication with residents and collect voices from residents, but also required a long 

process of back-and-forth consultations among residents, between residents and local 

officials, as well as between public officials of different government levels.  

To use the categorization by Young (2006), the relationship between the 

government and neighborhood associations exhibit the features of complementary 

relationship, in which the government and civil society efforts for recovery coexist with 

one another. The governments in Japan at all levels encourage the involvement by 

residents through the utilization of existing local civic associations to provide a vehicle 

for community bonding and consensus making. While in some cases, the relationship 

may have turned out to be more adversarial, upfront protests by residents are rare in the 

process of recovery planning, as the local officials engage in repeated meetings to 

persuade residents and seek residents’ understanding before implementing the 

reconstruction plans.  

Civic associations that have successfully conveyed their voices to the government 

and had their consensus heeded by the government are, the ones that have successfully 

established a more or less amicable relationship with local officials. Communities have 

an easier time getting their voices heard where the local officials are amenable to inputs 

and proposals from local residents. In contrast, in places where public officials are less 

willing to accept and act upon proposals from residents, community representatives needs 

to start with establishing a relationship with public officials, as well as to learn to exhibit 

leadership to better be able to represent their community.  
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The bottom-up planning approach in Tohoku are not without limitations. With the 

declining communities and increasing aging population, it is becoming increasingly 

difficult to find local leadership who can collect voices and represent neighborhood 

associations. In some rural communities, some neighborhood associations experience 

empty representative seats, thereby having to rely solely on unit leaders (the smaller units 

within each neighborhood associations), which is assumed by each household on a 

rotation basis. As one of the NPO staff put it, “when it’s a turn of a household of only one 

house member, an 80-year old lady, to take the unit leader role, it is very difficult [for a 

neighborhood association] to function.”84 With the decreasing membership to 

neighborhood associations in some regions and thinning social ties across Japan, the 

reliance on neighborhood associations for bottom-up planning may not be feasible in the 

future.  

What is the most important to the residents, furthermore, is how quickly they can 

return to the ‘normal’ life of pre-disaster conditions. The Japanese government, by 

proposing a bottom-up recovery planning, attempted to reduce dissatisfaction among the 

residents in Tohoku. Yet as the recovery process prolonged, not only the discontent with 

the progress of recovery grew, but many were forced to reconsider their preferences, 

ending up with changing their initial plans with each additional changing factor. As a 

result, businesses did not return at a planned rate, those who were going to rebuild their 

homes gave up and moved away, and those who do not have the means to rebuild extend 

their stay in temporary houses. These problems are only within the tsunami-affected 

                                                 
84 Interview with NPO organizers in Kesennuma, March 2016.  
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regions of Iwate, Miyagi, and Fukushima, and the situation is more complicated in the 

evacuation areas of Fukushima. Between quick reconstruction with top-down planning 

and bottom-up recovery planning with comprehensiveness and satisfaction in mind yet 

with slowing results, Tohoku continues to face dilemma of post-disaster recovery.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CITIZEN GROUPS AND OUTSIDE ASSISTANCE  
 ORGANIZATIONS IN TOHOKU RECOVERY 

While the Japanese government incorporated local social capital associations into 

recovery planning processes, more independent organizations also participated in various 

aspects of recovery. This chapter focuses on the two types of civil society organizations – 

citizen group type local organizations and outside assistance organizations – that are 

involved in Tohoku’s recovery. Together, these two types of civil society organizations 

represent the nonprofit sector (also known as the third sector) in post-disaster recovery. In 

Japan, the development of civil society is often equated to the development of nonprofit 

organizations (NPOs) after the introduction of the NPO Law. The previous chapter 

discussed how Japan’s civil society is not limited to nonprofit organizations, but also has 

an extensive network of neighborhood associations that contribute to community 

consensus making. In this chapter, I examine the roles played by NPOs that assume 

various roles in recovery, including social service provision and community support.  

While reconstruction planning took place based on frequent consultations 

between neighborhood associations and their local governments, other forms of civic 

organizations engaged in various aspects of post-disaster recovery. In much of the 

tsunami-stricken areas of Tohoku region, civic engagement through nonprofit 

organizations had been rare prior to the disaster. In the regions where aging and 

depopulation had been quickly accelerating and social capital has been high, citizens 
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rarely engaged in civic organizing and social advocacy prior to the disaster, aside from 

the neighborhood association activities mentioned in the previous chapter. The post-

disaster recovery phase since 2011 has, however, seen a turn from this trend, with many 

new forms of civic association and community help are organized, both by the local 

residents and with the help of external non-governmental actors. 

Most of nonprofit organizations (NPOs), voluntarily organized groups of like-

minded members, came to be involved in the disaster relief activities soon after the 

disaster event, and many of them continued their activities into the recovery phase. While 

neighborhood associations became immediate vehicles of within-community consensus 

making and communication channels between communities and the local government, 

NPOs addressed specific needs related to recovery efforts but in a manner that 

complements what the government provides.  

The chapter identifies how such civic associations came to organize, gain legal 

status, and get involved in the recovery process after the disaster with the illustration of 

several organizations. With the case studies, it contrasts varying relationships with the 

local government. It also explains how these organizations emerged and matured through 

exchanges with outside organizations that delivered service in Tohoku since the disaster.  

7.1. Citizen group type organizations 

In Chapter 1, I defined citizen group type organizations as the types of community 

organizations that emerge after the disaster event, specifically to serve the purposes 

related to facilitating community recovery. Many of local organizations are registered 

nonprofit organizations (NPOs), but also smaller grassroots associations that are general 
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incorporated associations (GIAs) and voluntary groups without a registration status. In 

some cases, existing NPOs that operated in areas other than disasters shift their activity 

areas in the aftermaths of disasters to help provide for the affected population. Such 

NPOs may be newcomers to the work area of disaster assistance.  

Existing vs. new organizations.  

Among citizen group-type organizations, there are both pre-existing organizations 

that date back to pre-disaster time and the ones formed after the disaster. A number of 

new associations emerged to address specific needs of recovery. According to the survey 

conducted in 2014 by the Japan NGO Center for International Cooperation (JANIC, 

2014), out of 68 locally-based organizations that were surveyed, 44 of them (64.7%) have 

been formed after the disaster. Pre-existing organizations were 17 (25.0%), 14 of which 

are registered nonprofit organizations (NPOs).  

The profile of new and existing associations overlaps with the next distinction of 

local vis-à-vis external organizations to a certain extent. Most, if not all, of newly formed 

organizations that address specific issues related to disaster recovery are locally based. In 

some limited instances, pre-existing organizations that had operated in the local regions 

came to provide support in disaster fields, either by utilizing their expertise to fill the gap 

in service or switching their specialty areas to accommodate disaster recovery efforts. To 

form a new organization, certain common resources are necessary, such as leadership, 

resources, and help from others. As examined later in the following sections, local 

leadership was exhibited spontaneously after the disaster to help navigate through 

information chaos and community formation. At the same time, many new organizations 
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were created as a result of direct or indirect assistance from others, such as outside 

assistance organizations or experts that became involved in the immediate aftermath of 

the disaster and wished to localize their activities for the sake of longer-term 

implementation.   

Local vs. external. 

Within the citizen group type organizations involved in Tohoku recovery, some 

are locally-based and others come from outside of the disaster-impacted areas. The 

advantage of locally based organizations is that the staff members are often from the 

region and are equipped with local knowledge and commitment to communities. Local 

organizations can also continue operations for a long time, as the staff reside locally and 

can directly participate in recovery efforts in their communities. At the same time, local 

organizations may suffer from challenges of insufficient resources or knowledge base to 

tackle the new challenges posed by the disaster. This is especially the case for many of 

newly formed organizations whose staff have little prior experience of managing 

nonprofit organizations and are not well connected to the network of organizations from 

which they can get information and advice.  

Outside assistance organizations, having already operated elsewhere as 

established entities, arrived in Tohoku shortly after the disaster occurrence during the 

relief phase. Many of them decided to stay after the relief phase was over, as they saw the 

needs were far beyond relief and that long-term recovery efforts of Tohoku had many 

areas that needed assistance. Among 77 outside assistance organizations surveyed in the 

same JANIC survey, 64 of the organizations (83.1%) were still involved in recovery 
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activities after 6 months from the disaster, and 39 organizations (50.6%) were still 

continuing their post-disaster activities at the time of survey in 2014, whether locally or 

remotely (JANIC 2014).  

External organizations have an advantage that local organizations may not have, 

that is, resources and experience. Some organizations have had an experience of 

participating in recovery activities after the Kobe and Chu’etsu earthquakes. Other 

organizations have expertise or resources in international development fields, often called 

‘international cooperation NGOs’ (kokusai kyōryoku NGO), and they applied the existing 

expertise from working overseas to issues of post-disaster recovery. Since most of these 

organizations have been operating for years, they also have the knowledge for grants 

application and where to look for resources they or the locals might need.  

Outside assistance organizations, however, tend to leave project sites after a 

certain period of time. When their staff members are not from the area, they are 

temporary stationed in the disaster impact areas, up to a year to a few years at most, but 

eventually return to where they originally came from. As many of them place expertise in 

other fields, they eventually also get back to their original line of work, mostly after two 

to three years of being based in Tohoku. The occurrence of other major disasters in other 

areas, domestically or internationally, could also pull them out to address the new 

disaster. The limited time frame of engagement is both the source of effectiveness and the 

disadvantages of outside assistance organizations.  
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7.2. The NPOs in Tohoku disasters  

Although there is no exact data available on how many nonprofit sector 

organizations are involved in Tohoku post-disaster recovery efforts, several sets of data 

help understand the picture of civil society activities after the Tohoku disaster. For 

instance, the Japan Civil Network for Disaster Relief in the East Japan (JCN) is a network 

of organizations that are involved in Tohoku disaster relief, recovery, and reconstruction 

activities. As of June 2016, JCN lists 540 participating organizations, of which 346 are 

member organizations and 194 are cooperating organizations (Table 7-1). This network 

consists of various types of organizations, and while many of them are NPOs or public 

interest organizations, there are also other non-public sector entities such as corporate 

members and university entities. The network was established immediately after the 

disaster in March 2011, with about 200 initial participating organizations. The number of 

participating organizations grew steadily to surpass 800 in 2012 and reached the peak of 

855 organizations in April 2013. Since mid-2014, the member organizations remain 600 

to 650 (Japan Civil Network for Disaster Relief in the East Japan, 2014).  

 

Table 7-1: Number of organizations participating Tohoku disaster relief 

 Member 
organizations 

Cooperating 
organizations 

Total 

Iwate 18 15 33 
Miyagi 44 25 69 
Fukushima 26 10 36 
Other prefectures 258 144 402 
TOTAL 346 194 540 
Source: Japan Civil Network for Disaster Relief in the East Japan (JCN), June 2016 
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Another set of national data of NPOs implies a growth trend in civil society 

activities in Tohoku after the disaster. About 1,500 organizations are registered as NPOs 

at the end of 2013 in the three disaster-hit prefectures (JANIC 2014). This figure is 

inclusive of NPOs not engaged in disaster-related activities. Iwate and Fukushima 

prefecture saw the biggest increase in the number of registered NPOs between 2010 and 

2011, compared to the previous five years.85 In particular, the number of ‘authorized 

NPOs’ (nintei NPOs) grew, implying a maturing of the nonprofit sector in these three 

prefectures. The authorized NPO status, once approved, grants indirect tax benefits, but 

as the procedures for the application are more complicated than those of a normal NPO, 

the increase of authorized NPOs indicates both the organizational maturity for the 

organization and the growth of the entire sector. The ratio of the authorized NPOs to all 

registered NPOs is 1.85% on average in 2016.86 In the three disaster impact prefectures, 

the percentage of authorized NPOs are higher than the national average, at 2.90% in 

Iwate, 2.60% in Miyagi, and 2.27% in Fukushima. These are about as high as in Tokyo 

(2.81%) that has the biggest concentration of NPOs.  

The number of organizations alone, however, cannot provide enough evidence for 

the increase of the nonprofit sector in the disaster impact areas. It is because the 

registration of NPOs are done with prefectures, instead of municipalities where they 

operate or are based. As the three prefectures are only impacted in the coastal areas, but 

have other municipalities that had little direct impact from the Tohoku disasters, the 

                                                 
85 Miyagi prefecture also had the second largest increase between 2010-2011.  
86 Since the NPO Law revision in 2012, the number of Authorized NPOs almost quadrupled nationally, 

from 244 in 2011 to 946 in 2016. 
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statistics on NPO registration cannot be distinguished between those in the coastal 

disaster impact areas and inland non-affected areas. Yet anecdotally, some NPO 

organizers active in the impact areas shared their impression that the nonprofit sector is a 

new phenomenon in the affected communities that started after 2011.87  

The statistics of the NPO registration also indicate that the year 2011 did not 

necessarily mark a start increase in the number of registrations nor authorized NPOs (For 

the number of authorized NPOs, see Table 4-4 on p. 112). Rather, the revisions to the 

NPO Law, first went into effect in 2012, and another revision approved in 2010, seem to 

have more impact on organizational registration than the Tohoku disaster itself. Whether 

the Tohoku disasters have directly or indirectly led to the NPO Law revisions, could not 

be confirmed from the interviews to the NPO organizers, as the local organizers are not 

too familiar with the ins and outs of the legal frameworks, beyond what are necessary for 

their administrative requirements.  

As the JCN data indicates, about 800 citizen group-type organizations directly or 

indirectly participated in Tohoku recovery. Their advantage lies in their ability and 

adaptability to address various types of issue areas where the government’s recovery 

projects do not cover. During the disaster relief phase, the types of activities identified 

include material relief, food provision, various assistance to vulnerable groups 

(handicapped, the elderly, children, and foreigners), dispatch of volunteers and volunteer 

management, information provision, employment support, medical and public health, 

provision of funding, human rights, psychological care, as indicated in Table 7-2.  

                                                 
87 Interview with an NPO organizer in Rikuzentakata, March 2016.  
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Table 7-2: Areas of activities that civil society organizations engaged in during the Tohoku disaster relief 

 
 

As the relief phase shifted to recovery, the types of activities became more 

specialized and targeted. Although not an exhaustive list, NPO activities in Tohoku 

recovery that have been identified through interviews include: Providing socializing 

opportunities for residents of temporary houses, organizing regular meetings for 

community leaders to discuss various issues in temporary house neighborhoods, 

operating community radio programs, keeping disaster archives and disaster experience 

tourism. In addition to covering a range of activities collectively, the activity areas of 

many NPOs evolved as the needs and priorities changed over time. The strength of 

locally-based citizen groups lies in being able to identify the local needs, as the staff live 

Area of Activities N % N %

Material relief 51 16.3% 24 10.8%

Dispatch of volunteers 37 11.8% 14 6.3%

Assistance of children 31 9.9% 21 9.5%

Psychological care 29 9.3% 25 11.3%

Food relief 27 8.6% 10 4.5%

Employment assistance 21 6.7% 14 6.3%

Information provision 20 6.4% 29 13.1%

Funding support 20 6.4% 1 0.5%

Assistance of the handicapped and/or the elderly 19 6.1% 17 7.7%

Support of volunteer center management 19 6.1% 13 5.9%

Medical and public health 8 2.6% 11 5.0%

Assistance of foreign residents 5 1.6% 2 0.9%

Human rights 5 1.6% 3 1.4%

Other 21 6.7% 38 17.1%

TOTAL 313 100.0% 222 100.0%

(Number of organizations responded) (77) (68)

Outside assistance 

organizations
Local organizations 

Source: Survey of civil society organizations involved in disaster relief by JANIC (2014). Responses are 

repeated for all areas that apply.
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and breathes in recovering communities. Compared to the governmental projects, citizen 

groups are more flexible in changing their projects or launching new ones.  

7.2.1. Formation of new, local citizen groups 

In the long-term recovery phase after the disaster, the key challenge for the 

recovering communities turned out to be community building. Residents of coastal 

communities lost their accustomed communities and found themselves living with new 

neighbors in temporary houses. Moving into temporary houses with new neighbors was 

one thing; moving to their new permanent house with yet again new neighbors was 

another. In areas where people traditionally lived in the same house for many years – or 

even generations – the transition of living environments posed a challenge for community 

building. Coupled with the preexisting problems of aging and declining population that 

are typical of these rural regions, increasing face-to-face exchanges and creating a sense 

of community again became a main concern for residents. 

Some newly formed NPOs addressed these aspects of community building, from 

providing socializing opportunities for temporary house residents, in lieu of 

psychological care, to coordinating various groups and NPOs to work together to reduce 

redundancy and unbalance in service. In the region where nonprofit activities had not 

been traditionally active, the disaster experience became a trigger of activity increase. But 

the process in which new groups emerged and matured to the point of obtaining a 

registration status did not happen out of a vacuum. Local leadership was exhibited, the 

personnel of outside organizations helped and encouraged organizing, new skills were 
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learned, and new relationships were formed. A few examples illustrate the genesis of 

newly created local organizations.  

Volunteer Station Kesennuma (local) and SEEDS Asia (external) 

The representative of neighborhood associations of temporary housing who led 

addressing of temporary housing issues to the city government, as mentioned in Chapter 

6, later established a local nonprofit organization with few other members of the 

community. In Kesennuma city in Miyagi, a local NPO, Volunteer Station Kesennuma, 

emerged out of the efforts of neighborhood associations in collectively voicing issues to 

the local government. Essential to its creation was the support of an external Japanese 

NGO, SEEDS Asia, that was in town to assist the community recovery utilizing its 

disaster relief and international development expertise.88 SEEDS Asia worked closely 

with Volunteer Station Kesennuma to conduct activities together for the first few years 

until its withdrawal from the area. Yet addressing issues related to the temporary housing 

situation on behalf of residents, community leaders initially had a difficult time lobbying 

for government actions, before they established a relationship with local officials.  

SEEDS Asia is a nonprofit organization based in Kobe that specializes in disaster 

risk management and environmental issues in Asian region. Having previously been 

involved in the Kobe earthquake relief activities, SEEDS Asia used its expertise to help 

community recovery in the tsunami-stricken Tohoku. Its members, rather than merely 

providing external assistance to the residents, emphasized making the locals take own 

                                                 
88 SEEDS Asia was established in 2006 in Kobe, as an extension organization of SEEDS (Sustainable 

Environment and Ecological Development Society) in India, in order to spread the activities of sustainable 

development and resiliency to the rest of the Asia Pacific region.  
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initiatives so that the community recovery can be self-supporting. The activities they 

initiated included informal tea salon gatherings with those living in temporary houses and 

meetings among neighborhood association representatives of the temporary houses, to 

discuss various issues emerging in the temporary housing living.89  

As residents waited for the reconstruction plans to finalize and rebuilding start, 

their life in temporary houses prolonged, and they encountered various inconveniences in 

the prefabricated temporary houses that were often designed to last for only three years. 

With the tsunami washing away many houses, old communities were destroyed, and 

many lost their homes. Planning for rebuilding houses and communities were hindered by 

a long process of consensus formation, acquiring new lands on which houses would be 

built, and even starting land development from a scratch to turn mountains into 

residential districts. As a result, residents were forced to live in temporary houses for an 

extended period of time. Besides the prefabricated temporary houses manufactured in 

other regions of Japan were structurally inadequate to the colder climate of Tohoku. Yet 

in the tsunami-stricken areas, few residents were able to rebuild permanent houses for 

themselves to move out of temporary houses. Those who continued to live in temporary 

houses experienced multiple inconveniences, from the lack of adequate weather proofing 

for winter to emerging repair needs with the prolonged temporary house living.  

As the residents started to express problems and inconvenience that they faced in 

their daily living, a member of SEEDS Asia encouraged one of the temporary house 

residents to negotiate the issues with the city government to take measures. In this city, 

                                                 
89 Interview with SEEDS Asia and Volunteer Station Kesennuma staff, June 2013. 
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with the initiative of SEEDS Asia, representatives of clusters of temporary houses would 

meet regularly to discuss various recovery-related issues, called “temporary house 

representative exchange meetings.” As the regular meetings launched, the first thing they 

worked on was to come up with a list of issues and inconveniences regarding their living 

at temporary houses that residents wanted the city government to address. Upon reading 

the list to be presented to the government, one of the representatives, who happened to 

miss the meeting in which the list was created, thought the list, consisting of 27 items, 

contained too many items that the residents can solve on their own. He recalls: 

At the [next] meeting, I voiced – rather passionately – to other 

representatives: Why do we need to bring all of them to the government? 

We used to be able to take care of such issues on our own before the 

disaster. Isn’t it strange that we take all these problems to the 

government?90 

The same man, with the help of other representatives, narrowed down the list of 

issues to two items that they had no way of solving on their own, which were installing 

reheating water boilers to bathtubs, and to build windshield porches outside of the sliding 

doors to help prevent severe temperature in summer and winter to affect room 

temperatures. Bathtub water boilers would help multi-person families to re-boil bathtub 

water, thereby cutting down water bills significantly. As the temporary houses are 

module units that are designed for a short-term use, they are not adequately designed for 

severe winter and hot summer temperatures. Without the windshield porches and double-

                                                 
90 Interview with Volunteer Station Kesennuma, July 2015.  
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pane windows, snow would blow into the house when the door is opened, or the outside 

temperature affects the inside temperature, contributing to high electricity bills. 

The local government initially did not pay much attention, let alone welcomed the 

representative who brought these requests. He was not served tea, a courtesy to visitors in 

Japan, and the city officials did not care listening to him. He recalls, at first, he was rather 

aggressive in trying to deliver the residents’ requests, but rather than taking more 

proactive and aggressive steps, such as collecting signatures from residents, he repeated 

his visits and patiently explained the needs of the residents. As a result, he eventually 

established a “mutually supportive relationship” (otagai ni tasukeau kankei) with city 

officials, and the officials became more accepting of the requests in their own capacity.91 

He states:  

A conflict would not lead anywhere. In order to do these activities, it is 

difficult to get information from the government. But if we establish a 

good relationship, we can gain trust from the government, and some 

assistance – or information – will be circulated to us.92 

His colleague agrees on the importance of an amicable relationship with local 

officials:  

When you look at the Kobe earthquake experience and compare the 

groups that confronted the government and those who worked with the 

government, the more amicable ones were the ones that got more done. 

                                                 
91 Interview with Kikuta Tadae of Volunteer Station Kesennuma, July 2015. 
92 Ibid. 
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Based on this, we eventually learned that a hostile relationship with the 

government would not help. Of course, the government is also a victim of 

the disaster. It’s not an enemy to fight with. So, we instead pursued a more 

mutually supportive relationship.93 

Although it took them a few months of repeated discussion with public officials to 

foster a good relationship, they say that negotiations have become easier as the officials 

are more willing to listen to what the representative have to say. The city government 

eventually garnered funding to implement the changes for adding front porches and bath 

water boilers. Ironically, residents had already given up on the idea of having them in 

their houses, as they had to wait for a long time for the announcements of funding. The 

residents’ logic was that, rather than having expensive boilers installed and only use them 

for a year, they would bear without them and wait another year or so for the public 

housing to be completed and become available to them. Therefore, boilers were not 

installed in temporary houses in this city after all.  

The relationship fostered between the representative of residents and city 

officials, however, still turned out to be useful, at least for the residents. Through frequent 

consultations with the staff of SEEDS Asia and with other neighborhood association 

representatives, the representative man came to become a leading figure in dealing with 

issues at temporary houses. Combined with other projects that SEEDS Asia had initiated, 

this eventually led to a formation of an NPO that consisted of locally-based staff 

members. As a result of his frequent visits to the city government office, he eventually 

                                                 
93 Interview with Hatakeyama Tasuku of Volunteer Station Kesennuma, July 2015 
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became known to the local officials and gained acknowledgement by them. In working 

with SEEDS Asia and another locally-based relief organization, the new NPO 

implemented various projects related to recovery, such as organizing community events 

that promote community cohesion and accepting volunteers from outside and assigning 

them to tasks.  Some of these programs are subsidized by the local government as part of 

disaster recovery projects. Some other NPOs were also involved in certain aspects of 

recovery efforts, such as visiting residents in temporary houses to make sure their needs 

were met, and the health of the vulnerable population was maintained. As time passed, 

other organizations involved in community recovery activities slowly dwindled. SEEDS 

Asia also concluded its activities in the region in mid-2014 and left Kesennuma. 

More than five years after the Tohoku disasters, while SEEDS Asia had 

withdrawn from the area and other relief organizations had dissolved or halted activities, 

Volunteer Station Kesennuma was still operating with local staff, continuing the projects 

and taking in some of the programs and staff from a dissolved organization. The projects 

also have changed over time, such as addressing the community cohesion in the newly 

built permanent housing complexes and visiting those who continue to live at temporary 

houses. The organization remained small, with two full-time and five part-time staff.  

While the staff initially had a hard time establishing a good relationship with local 

public officials, their continuous activities and contributions in communities had gained 

trust among local officials over the years, making it easier to for them to be heard by the 

government. Although the representative was critical of the local officials for not 
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responding to their needs, on the organizational level, getting to know officials turned out 

beneficial.  

The advantage of having a good relationship with local officials, according to the 

staff, is an informal one, yet helpful in continuing activities. For instance, local officials 

would let them know of new funding opportunities, or refer new potential financial 

contributors to them, thereby increasing the likelihood of organizational survival. When 

the organization applies for a funding from the prefectural government, prefectural 

officials may ask the city officials about the applicant organization to assess their 

feasibility. As the city officials know about Volunteer Station, they can vouch for them, 

increasing the chance of the applicant to win the funding.94 Their close connection with 

neighborhood associations to monitor the well-being of community members has also 

convinced the local officials about the positive contributions of the organization. As a 

new and small NPO that continues but struggles financially,  

At the level of civic associations and the local government, more amicable, 

cooperative relationship lead to more productive outcomes than adversarial ones. In 

lobbying for the actions that are not on the government agenda, the residents needed to 

establish a good relationship with the government before their voices were heard. Once 

the relationship has been established, its effect was not limited to the immediate end 

being met, but also trickled down to the ease of communications between the resultant 

civic organization and the local government.  

                                                 
94 Interview with Volunteer Station Kesennuma, March 2016.  
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Ishinomaki Future Support Association (local) and disaster volunteers  

Ishinomaki Future Support Association (IFSA), another civil society organization 

in a coastal city of Miyagi prefecture, formed in the height of volunteer activities in the 

city, with the support of knowledgeable disaster volunteers. The organization has 

engaged in various projects over time, shifting and adopting as the needs of the 

community change. More independent from the local government than Volunteer Station 

Kesennuma, it has gained autonomy from the state by hiring highly skilled staff and 

coming up with innovative ways to continue their activities.  

When the tsunami struck, many skilled volunteers who were experienced in 

disaster relief immediately took action and gathered to Tohoku from across Japan to 

assist with relief activities. They are self-sustaining volunteers, equipped with what they 

know are essential in disaster relief activities, can provide their own accommodation by 

bringing tents to sleep in, and some belong to NPOs whose target areas include disaster 

relief. With the extent of the tsunami impact, however, these volunteers initially struggled 

to find an appropriate location where they can be safe and contributive. In the first few 

days when the search and rescue was in full action, only the trained professionals, such as 

Self Defense Forces and police officers, were able to act. Coming from outside of the 

Tohoku region, they had little geographical knowledge of the coastal areas or had few 

personal contacts. After delivering the relief supplies that they had brought from their 

origins to emergency shelters, they stayed and sought information about where they could 

contribute. By word of mouth, they learned that Ishinomaki had already launched a 

disaster volunteer center.  
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Ishinomaki city has a university, which had been developing an emergency 

agreement with the city government for formal cooperation under emergencies. At the 

time of the disaster in March 2011, the details of the agreement had been all finalized and 

was only waiting for the final signing. The president of the university decided that it was 

virtually the same as having an official agreement and acted on what the university would 

provide to the city under the emergency agreement. It opened up its campus to both 

residents and to volunteers for use, and its big outside field enabled volunteers to make 

their tents to sleep. The Social Welfare Council of the city, the entity responsible for 

launching and managing the disaster volunteer center, also housed its temporary office in 

the university building, as its original office was damaged by tsunami. The volunteers 

who found it out shared the information on their social network, and the news spread 

among potential volunteers. Those experienced volunteers who wanted to help arrived at 

the university, met with each other, and started coordinating volunteer activities.95  

Many of the core members have had rich disaster volunteer experience in large 

earthquakes, such as the Kobe earthquake and Chu’etsu earthquake. Based on their prior 

experience, they started regular briefing among groups that worked in the city while 

operating separately on the scene during the day. On March 20, about a week and a half 

after the disaster, they started a daily briefing at night, calling it NPO-NGO Liaison 

Meetings, and updated each other on their activities, issues, what supplies were short, 

how to allocate volunteers, and discussed what action to take next. The briefing became a 

place to grasp the big picture for the volunteer center coordinators, and to learn from each 

                                                 
95 Interview with a member of IFSA, July 2018. 
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other for less experienced volunteers (Ishinomaki Future Support Association, 2016). The 

volunteers who stayed in the area for an extended period of time, through these activities, 

got to know each other well.  

The volunteer coordinators were also aware of the importance of “dropping” their 

knowledge and skills to the locality before they would leave. Because of their disaster 

volunteer experiences, they knew that the local people should be able to continue 

leadership and management of activities for the effective recovery of the area. They 

looked for potential individuals whom they can entrust the activities while they continued 

relief activities. One such individual was an alumnus of the local branch of the Junior 

Commerce, who was already involved in relief activities on his own capacity. He and 

volunteers first encountered at the university when he delivered rice balls to the volunteer 

center office. Subsequently, he and volunteers developed a relationship through working 

on relief activities together. He and several other members and alumni of the Junior 

Commerce were invited to be part of the briefing and other liaison meetings and 

gradually entrusted with more managerial tasks, such as coordination of volunteers and 

emceeing daily briefing.  

A month after the disaster, in early April, the organic daily briefing turned into a 

group called Ishinomaki Disaster Recovery Assistance Council (IDRAC) and gained a 

registration status as a General Incorporated Association (GIA) on May 13. In close 

contact with the city’s volunteer center established by the Social Welfare Council of the 

city, the IDRAC coordinated volunteers and food provision. By then, the city was visited 

by many volunteers from across Japan, who did not necessarily have experience in 
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disaster volunteering. The majority of volunteers involved in clearing of tsunami sludge 

from houses and buildings, which they called “mud busters,” based on individual requests 

from the residents. Residents would fill out a “needs form” indicating what kind of help 

they needed and how many volunteers they wanted and submit to the volunteer center, 

which would match volunteers with individual households. Various outside organizations 

were also in town engaged in their own volunteer activities, and the IDRAC’s job was to 

coordinate with such NPOs and NGOs and with the volunteer center, so that the 

volunteer activities are well met with needs and that individual volunteers are allocated to 

appropriate locations, including being allocated to work with some nonprofit 

organizations. Volunteers would increase on weekends, when people who have full-time 

work utilize their weekend to participate in individual volunteer activities. On a 

particularly busy weekend, the city accepted 3,000 volunteers in a day. Overall, the 

IDRAC and the volunteer center together managed the cumulative total of 280,000 

volunteers in the year following the tsunami impact.  

As time passed, the kind of activities that volunteers engaged also changed. Food 

provision to evacuees concluded in October 2011, as evacuees who stayed at emergency 

shelters moved into their temporary houses. Mud busters dwindled when the cold weather 

hit, and its coordination officially concluded a year after the disaster. Newly emerged 

areas of activities include providing assistance to residents living in temporary houses, 

setting up temporary public bath after the Self Defense Forces halted it, recording and 

storytelling of tsunami experiences by survivors to visitors, and assisting with organizing 
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of community events such as markets, various local and community festivals, and 

memorial events.  

As the needs of the recovering community changed, the areas of activities of the 

IDRAC also changed. Along with the change, in November 2012, the IDRAC changed its 

name to Ishinomaki Future Support Association, and reallocated activities with a 

resident-led organization that focused on the care of temporary house residents. IFSA’s 

activities now focus mainly on memory archives of tsunami experiences for educational 

purposes. As the organizations’ activities have been recognized by the prefectural 

government, its registration status also changed from general incorporated organization 

(GIA) to public-interest incorporated organization.  

With the change of activity areas and the expiration of previously funded projects, 

IFSA was faced with the need to find other sources of funding. More than five years after 

the disaster, as the stage shifted from ‘intensive reconstruction period’ to the 

‘reconstruction and revitalization period’ according to the government’s reconstruction 

plan, local governments had less budget to contract out to NPOs. IFSA staff looked to the 

funding from the national government instead of contracting from the local or prefectural 

governments. As the national government funding had a requirement for a potential 

funded project to be stretching over the three disaster-affected prefectures, rather than 

limited to one city or one prefecture, IFSA came up with a way to expand their existing 

project of tsunami archives to other prefectures. By doing so, their project would meet the 

requirement to receive the national funding, directly from the Reconstruction Agency.  



231 

 

The 3.11 Memorial Network, as the project is called, is to coordinate between 

different memorials, exhibits, and programs that exists across the disaster impact areas. 

The project is not only to archive the memories of the Tohoku disasters, but to utilize 

them to teach others about the tsunami experiences for the future disaster risks. The 

project launched in November 2017, more than six years after the disaster, and IFSA 

envisions a 10-year project. Although the national funding helped launching the project, 

it is not sufficient to cover the entire 10-year duration, and the rest of the funding relies 

on donations.  

In terms of the relationship with the government, IFSA and its predecessor 

IDRAC maintained a relatively independent relationship with the local government. In 

2012, news of potential financial scandal with the organization’s staff emerged, and the 

local government became wary of collaborating with the organization.96 The staff 

member at issue withdrew from the organization so that his financial scandal would not 

affect the organization activities. Still, some NPO organizers reflect that such scandal led 

to the wariness toward working with NPOs on the side of the local government and 

among the general public, resulting in a difficulty of actively collaborating with the local 

government.97 Because Ishinomaki was one of the hardest hit cities in Tohoku, the local 

government has been beyond its capacity to manage the large-scale reconstruction 

projects. While the local officials know the importance of working with NPOs to delegate 

the burden, they have not established a collaborative relationship.  

                                                 
96 Interview with a member of IFSA, July 2018.  
97 Yotsukura, Teiichiro, 2018, “Ishinomaki-shi NPO renraku kaigi setsuritsu to shinchoku ni tuite” (On the 

establishment and progress of Ishinomaki City NPO Liaison Council). Presentation slides available at 

http://www.reconstruction.go.jp/topics/main-cat4/sub-cat4-2/2018/180405_kouhou6.pdf (Accessed April 

10, 2019). 
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Instead of working with the local government, several NPOs in Ishinomaki work 

together to form a network of NPOs. In Ishinomaki, this horizontal network of civil 

society organizations is more functional than in other cities, where horizontal networks 

and exchange meetings existed but have lost substance over time. During the relief stage, 

in order to grasp the number and range of NPOs and NGOs operating in the city, IDRAC 

asked these organizations to fill out a ‘registration form.’ Even with this form, they feared 

that the organizations may be wary of potential loss of autonomy by operating under the 

disaster volunteer center, thus it was called ‘volunteer activities introduction’ form 

instead of ‘registration’ form. The number of organizations that filled out the form, i.e. 

rough estimate of the number of groups operated in Ishinomaki during the relief and 

recovery phase, is 344 by May 2012 (IFSA 2016). 

As the stages of recovery shifted, particularly after the conclusion of the 

‘intensive reconstruction period,’ it has become increasingly important to share 

information with other non-disaster related NPOs and the local government. Thus in 

October 2015, a network of locally-based civil society organizations was launched, called 

Ishinomaki City NPO Liaison Assembly (Ishinomaki-shi NPO renraku kaigi), for 

facilitating coordination among NPOs operating in Ishinomaki. The Liaison Assembly 

has 70 participating organizations as of March 2016, of which 34 are NPOs, 22 are 

voluntary groups without legal status, and the rest are GIAs and PICs. It is led by another 

NPO, Ishinomaki NPO Center, and the original function of IDRAC/IFSA to coordinate 

between organizations have gradually been delegated to these networks. As a result, 

IFSA now focuses its activities more on archival and memory keeping of the experiences 
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of tsunami and pre-disaster living, as well as educational tours, as a part of the 3.11 

Memorial Network project mentioned earlier.  

In the city of Ishinomaki, the coordination between the city government and 

NPOs is still under development. Compared to other rural areas of the disaster areas, 

some say that Ishinomaki has had already a relatively active nonprofit sector before the 

disaster, thus the environment for NPOs to operate was in place.98 On the other hand, the 

local government had not worked closely with these NPOs and the collaboration was 

rare. To deepen the coordination between NPOs and the government, the new network of 

NPOs was launched. The relationship between IFSA (as well as the network of NPOs) 

and the local government in the past is characteristic of a ‘supplementary’ relationship 

than a complementary one, with the efforts emerging to make it more complementary.  

Fukushima Organic Cotton Project, independent citizen group 

While most of citizen group-type organizations took the form of an NPO or 

similarly categorized GIA that consist the nonprofit sector, some groups found such style 

to be inadequate for their ends and chose enterprise as a more suitable form. In order to 

create jobs for those who lost their livelihood due to the disaster, a few of citizen groups 

launched an enterprise – rather than non-profit organization – to achieve economic profits 

and an alternative source of living to the local population.  

In the city of Iwaki, Fukushima, the communities suffered not only tsunami 

impacts but also subsequent tarnished image toward their local products. Coastal 

communities of Iwaki had similar tsunami impacts as other coastal areas in Iwate and 

                                                 
98 Statement by Masaki Kimura of Ishinomaki NPO Center as quoted in IFSA (2016). The Ishinomaki NPO 

Support Office had 75 member NPOs prior to the disaster, which grew to 123 by March 2016.  
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Miyagi, although the death toll was not as high due to scarcely populated demography. 

Yet, as the coastal areas in Fukushima house more farmlands than residential housing, 

and the agricultural damage was critical in Iwaki. Located south of Fukushima Daiichi 

Nuclear Powerplants, Iwaki city was spared from the impact of radioactivity from the 

Fukushima Daiichi nuclear accident, and therefore experienced an inflow of evacuees 

from the impacted municipalities due to its proximity.   

After the initial response and relief phase was over, Iwaki still experienced a 

difficulty in recovery efforts. Most of the farmlands covered in tsunami water were 

unable to resume cultivating immediately, because the tsunami water that came from the 

ocean had a high content of salt, which rendered the soil less appropriate for agriculture. 

In addition, even if agriculture could have been resumed, they would not be able to find a 

marketing channel for their agricultural products due to the tarnished image of 

Fukushima products. As the name “Fukushima” became suddenly known to the world as 

referring to the nuclear accident, any agricultural products produced in Fukushima 

prefecture were avoided in fear of potential health damages. This “damage in reputation” 

(fūhyō higai) was felt not only in Iwaki but throughout the prefecture, or even in 

neighboring prefectures. It was not only an economic challenge for the region, but also 

was the challenge to the individual livelihood for many residents.  

To overcome this obstacle, citizens in Iwaki considered innovative ways to 

address agricultural challenges. One such example was a conglomerate of nonprofit 

organizations that founded a small business. Organizers of several preexisting NPOs got 

together to consider options, and eventually learned of the organic cotton cultivation as a 
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potentially feasible alternative for the farmland. Cotton flowers are known to be strong 

and able to grow in once salted soils, and because cotton products are not food products, 

it would not pose a direct impact on the health of consumers. In addition, with the 

organically-grown cotton flower production, they hoped to overcome the tarnished image 

of Fukushima products.  

Yet, for the sustainability of the project, ‘not-for-profit’ organization was not a 

suitable style. They had to make profits to be able to compensate the farmers who once 

made living by agricultural production and instead would participate in the cotton 

production. As a result, they formed an enterprise cooperative (kigyō kumi’ai), whereby 

three NPOs based in Iwaki and local farmers together engage in the cotton production 

and other projects related to recovery. The enterprise cooperative, Iwaki Otento-SUN 

Enterprise Cooperative, had two other parallel projects that they were approved for 

government subsidy, which are a project promoting natural energy in place of nuclear 

power and an educational tour project.  

The member NPOs were the organizations that existed prior to the disaster in the 

local areas. One of the organizations had been engaged in clothes recycling project in 

Iwaki since 1990. Through their clothes collecting activities, the organization came to be 

engaged in disaster relief activities to provide clothing and other relief supplies to 

survivors of disasters (Yoshida and Shimamura 2013). At the wake of the Tohoku 

disaster, the organizations were involved in relief activities as an extension of their 

normal day activities. The lack of information about the situation at Fukushima Daiichi 

nuclear power plants led many outside corporates and drivers to refuse entering Iwaki in 
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fear of radioactivity, and citizens suffered from short supplies at stores and evacuation 

centers. The NPO started collecting needs of citizens and publicized them via emails, so 

that relief supplies matching their needs would arrive.  

This activity led to an opening and management of a local branch of the Iwaki 

disaster volunteer center in their district, which continued after the relief phase 

concluded. Through engaging in the support of the population affected by the tsunami 

and the nuclear incident, the NPO came to learn the high level of uncertainties among the 

residents, many of whom relied on agriculture for living. Upon learning about a cotton 

production project in another area, the organizer connected with a business that promoted 

organic cotton production and, to launch a new project, applied for a funding from the 

government targeted for innovative projects for post-disaster recovery. With the approval 

of the funding, the project started in April 2012 with the farmers in Iwaki and volunteers.  

The organizer, Emiko Yoshida, had no previous knowledge of organic cotton 

production, but she encountered a possibility of organic cotton production as she 

connected with other NPOs and businesses by participating in inter-organizational 

exchange meetings. As she had no prior knowledge about the organic cotton production, 

this horizontal exchange helped her familiarize with the how-to of production and to start 

up the project. The network of NPOs, experts, and businesses, most of which were 

outside of Iwaki, not only helped with the knowledge, but also to attract volunteers who 

help with growing cotton, as the farmers were not enough to manage all the work.  

As for the relationship with the government, she reflected that as an enterprise 

cooperative, they did not have much interactions with the government, nor did they feel 
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the need to do so. While it required the horizontal network to gain knowledge and advice 

to launch a new project for the recovery of the local community, the organization 

operated relatively independent from the government.99 The subsidy from the national 

government helped the initial start-up, providing JPY 3.2 million (approx. 28,500 USD) 

for the project, with additional JPY 0.8 million was subsidized from Yoshida’s NPO.100 

As a quasi-NPO organization that aimed at job creation for the farmers who lost their 

livelihood, it remained independent of the government, aside from the funding.  

7.2.2. Exhibit of citizen leadership  

In addition to starting up a new organization to serve the needs of recovering 

communities, a capable organizer can serve as a bridge between the local government and 

their organization, as well as their community. Such organizers are relatively rare, but a 

case of one NPO and the organizer illustrates how the government of a recovery 

community can also benefit from the resources they can offer.  

Aid Takata 

Aid Takata, operating in the city of Rikuzentakata, is an NPO established solely 

for assisting the recovery of the city that has undergone a severe devastation by tsunami. 

The organization was created by a Rikuzentakata native, Kiyoshi Murakami, who had left 

his hometown since after high school. Murakami had studied business in the United 

States and worked various positions in Japan and overseas, including at the UNHCR in 

                                                 
99 Interview with Emiko Yoshida, March 2016.  
100 The funding was administrated by the Ministry of Internal Affairs, as the Experimental Projects for the 

Model of Post-Disaster Recovery for ‘Green Decentralization Reform’ (tentative translation) (Yoshida and 

Shimamura 2016). The project funding originally came from the Japan Fund for Global Environment, a 

branch of Environmental Restoration and Conservation Agency.   
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Geneva in the 2000s, and had rich resources of human connections and experiences. He 

had been serving as his hometown’s ‘ambassador,’ to connect his hometown to others. 

On the day of the disaster, he was in Hong Kong for a business meeting, but upon 

learning about the disaster in his hometown, hurried back to Tokyo. As the city suffered a 

devastating impact of tsunami and no known information was available about the city for 

the entire day, he started contacting various people, including others who are from 

Rikuzentakata but lived elsewhere. Even though he learned the safety of his family 

members on the third day, he immediately secured a mode of transportation to reach his 

hometown, via a flight to a nearby inland city and a hired taxi, and arrived on the fifth 

day since the tsunami (Murakami 2016). Upon arrival in his hometown, he saw the extent 

of devastation in the coastal areas of the city that completely washed away buildings and 

city functions. He decided to seek the city mayor to see if the city government office 

needed support.  

He had known the newly elected city mayor, Futoshi Toba, since when the mayor 

was a city council member. Since the city government building had been submerged in 

tsunami water, the government function was taking place at the public facility on the hill 

as an emergency operation center. There, he found Mayor Toba, who had escaped the 

tsunami on the roof of the city government office building. After spending a night on top 

of the building, Mayor Toba and a few city government officials got out in the standing 

water and debris and walked up the hill to the building designated as the emergency 

operation center. Toba had learned from his neighbor that his children were safe but was 

yet to find out the whereabouts of his wife, who later turned out to be a victim of tsunami 
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(Toba 2011). Being a new mayor of only two months into the term and overwhelmed by 

the extent of damage and personal loss, Toba was at loss. He later recalled the days after 

the disaster as “If there is a thing called a despair, I know what else could have been.”101 

Upon meeting the mayor, Murakami immediately set to action to help out the city 

functions. From his own expertise from working as UNHCR officer in post-conflict 

countries, he knew that information was the key in times of disaster. By the time he 

reached his hometown, media reporters were also in Rikuzentakata to seek information, 

but the city government could not deal with individual requests for updates. The city 

government lost more than 100 members (including contract staff) in tsunami, or the 1/4 

of the city officials, and the remaining officials had to deal with more pressing issues, 

while themselves coping with personal losses (Toba 2011). Murakami suggested that the 

priority for the mayor was to give a daily briefing for the news media, so that the status of 

the city’s devastation was publicized, and relief would arrive. From then on, the mayor 

conducted a daily briefing, with Murakami providing English translation for the foreign 

media. He also contacted various high-profile people he knew, including politicians and 

business leaders, to open a channel of support from all over Japan. Many of them had not 

known that he was from Rikuzentakata, but upon learning his hometown was devastated 

by tsunami, they agreed to provide support. 

Seeing the city’s dire needs of support to recover from the devastation, Murakami 

decided to spend every weekend in his hometown, while working his day-job in Tokyo 

during the week He would commute every Friday night and Sunday night between Tokyo 

                                                 
101 Personal communication, July 2018.  
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and Rikuzentakata, a trip of seven hours one-way, and spent every weekend engaging in 

various support activities in Rikuzentakata.102  

Besides his personal support activities, he also organized a nonprofit organization, 

Aid Takata, for assisting the recovery of the tsunami-devasted hometown. Back in 

Tokyo, he talked to multiple people, including other Rikuzentakata natives, who wished 

to help. They launched the group in mid-April, with about 20 people, before formally 

registering as NPO under the sub-name of “Liaison Council for Assistance of 

Rikuzentakata City,” in August 2011 (Murakami 2016). By the organization’s 

registration as an NPO, a few local residents also joined the organization as staff. The 

organization was registered in Tokyo, but their activities took place both in 

Rikuzentakata and Tokyo. Its Tokyo branch organized events and exhibitions about 

Rikuzentakata to publicize the city’s situation and to maintain the network of people who 

wanted to volunteer. In Rikuzentakata, their activities included the running of a 

community radio station to provide information to citizens recovering from the disaster.  

For the activities of the organization, some projects were subsidized by the city 

government, such as operating a community radio station as a part of post-disaster 

recovery efforts. The Ministry of Internal Affairs gives a special permission for the use of 

radio waves in the aftermath of a major disaster for the communities to host “temporary 

disaster broadcasting radio” programs (rinji saigai hoso). In total, 29 of the coastal 

communities in Tohoku opened the temporary radio station to disseminate relevant 

information to the residents of the respective communities (Kanayama 2013). In 

                                                 
102102 Whipp, Lindsay. 2011. “Skills Transfer Helps a Japanese Town.” Financial Times. April 28.  
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Rikuzentakata, the city got a permission for opening a temporary radio station, and Aid 

Takata became the organization to contract the operation of the radio programs since July 

2011. Radio programs broadcasted weekly interviews with the mayor, discussions with 

notable people on the future of Rikuzentakata, and general announcements from the city, 

but also included popular music and songs that citizens could enjoy.  

In addition, Murakami was essential in connecting various entities that wished to 

provide financial or other material support to Rikuzentakata. For instance, the 

Singaporean government provided a large sum of money, which was gifted to the city in 

a form of rebuilding the city civic center that had been washed away by tsunami. The 

Italian government provided a vehicle to be used as a mobile library in place of the city 

public library lost in tsunami. Thanks to Murakami’s extensive personal network, he was 

able to materialize the wish and suggestions into something concrete that contributes to 

the city’s rebuilding.  

When he learned that the timber from the pine trees, which was washed away 

from the scenic Takata pine fields (Takata Matsubara) that the city was known for, were 

not reusable for building materials, he had an idea of making fountain pens from them 

and contacted the Montblanc company to discuss whether it was possible to create 

Montblanc-brand fountain pens from the timber. Montblanc agreed to cooperate, and the 

sales of the fountain pens were used for the preservation of the Lone Pine Tree of Miracle 

(the sole pine tree that withstood the tsunami force out of the Takata pine fields) as a 

monument to remember the tsunami impact (Murakami 2016).  
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Because of his personal contributions and that of Aid Takata, the organization 

maintained a close relationship with the mayor, as well as the city government. 

Murakami’s personal connections were so extensive that the mayor and the government 

also benefited from them in getting voices heard at the national level.103 As a result, the 

city appointed him a city advisor in 2014, and subsequently a senior advisor in April 

2017.104 He retired his work in Tokyo in 2014 and started working in the recovery field 

full-time, along with becoming a specially appointed professor at Iwate University, at its 

Research Center for Regional Disaster Management. His organization, Aid Takata, 

continued to operate the community radio until its conclusion in March 2018, as well as 

organizing in various community events and campaigns. The community radio station 

office, which started in a warehouse, relocated to the premise of the city government 

office, enabling an easy access of the mayor to attend weekly interviews and the 

organization staff’s exchange with city officials.  

Murakami’s organization, too, exhibits a close relationship with the government. 

His personal contribution to support the mayor and the city has contributed to the 

recognition from the mayor and the city government, gaining the subsidiary to run the 

temporary community radio station and a space to run the radio station to be physically 

located within the city government compound. The proximity of the office makes the 

staff members easy to communicate with city officials and get to know more officials 

personally. While Aid Takata does not maintain close relationships with other NPOs 

                                                 
103 Statement by Rikuzentakata mayor, July 2015, as well as his statement contributed to Murakami (2016).  
104 Personal communication, July 2018.  
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within the city and thus operate rather independently,105 its closeness with the city 

government is remarkable. Per Young (2001)’s categorization, Aid Takata can also be 

categorized as having a complementary relationship with the local government, as its 

contribution contributed to the benefits of the city’s recovery, which is shared by the city 

government.  

Murakami’s personal leadership is exceptional in both its extent and style. Not 

only exhibiting local leadership, his leadership is not limited to the locality but is 

characterized by its ability to extend widely beyond the city into Tokyo and often abroad, 

as well as to politicians and business leaders. His leadership, as well as the activity of Aid 

Takata, is also not the type of providing support to the local population, but at times 

engage in the functions that is originally the local government’s task. Murakami states in 

his book in which he accounts his experience of the disaster:  

Aid Takata, as described earlier, launched in the style of complementing, 

or at times cover for, what the government would originally act on, in the 

emergency. If it were a large local government in a more urban region, the 

lack of the precedents or turf consciousness might have prevented it from 

happening. But it is a community where everyone knows each other, and 

furthermore, in such a stupendous disaster situation, no one could think of 

that. A person outside of the government giving directions and guidance to 

the city officials is, perhaps, an unthinkable. But probably because it was 

                                                 
105 Interview with nonprofit organizers, March 2016. 
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in the unprecedented, extreme condition, it went relatively smoothly 

(Murakami 2016, p. 164, translation by author). 

His ability to connect community to outside resources is a sign of “outside-inside 

sources” (Weil 2011) and “bonding” social capital that connects a community with 

outside communities (Gittell and Vidal 1998, Grootaert et al. 2004; Narayan 2002, 

Putnam 2000). At the same time, Murakami also is an example of “linking” social 

capital, linking the community with people of higher social or political power to draw 

key political and economic resources and enable delivery of services. (Grootaert et al. 

2004; Woolcock 1999, World Bank 2000). Through utilizing connections in political, 

diplomatic, and business sectors and publicizing about his hometown and its disaster 

impact to wider audience, he played an important role in attracting resources that the city 

can use for its recovery and reconstruction projects.  

The experience of Rikuzentakata is unique in both with the extent of devastation 

and the presence of individual citizen’s contributions. The city’s central area where the 

city function concentrated was completely devastated by the tsunami, rendering it 

unfunctional. Yet with people like Murakami providing personal support and leads to 

other resources, the city has implemented large-scale public projects to rebuild and 

transform the city. In other parts of the disaster-stricken areas, municipalities and civic 

organizations are not equipped with such traits. Instead, other areas pierced together 

various small-scale resources and assistance from external organizations and personnel to 

combat the challenge of large-scale post-disaster recovery.  
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7.3. Outside assistance organizations 

As some of the above descriptions suggest, organizations from outside of the 

disaster-impacted region surged to Tohoku to assist with the relief and recovery efforts, 

playing a critical role in nurturing the activities of local citizen groups. Seeing the 

magnitude of population displacement that resulted in taking refuge at emergency 

shelters, organizations arrived one after another with relief supplies and stayed to help 

deliver food and supplies to the survivors or to provide specialized care for the needs of 

the vulnerable population, such as the handicapped, elderly, and children. Most of outside 

organizations were either NPOs or nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) with overseas 

experiences, but also included projects launched by businesses and religious 

organizations, among others.  

During the first few days of the disaster, the chaotic situation was so great that, in 

many municipalities, the disaster volunteer centers did not open to accept individual 

volunteers. The earliest municipality that opened the volunteer center did so the 

following day on March 12, but a few of volunteer centers operated on its own without 

publicizing its operation to avoid a large inflow of volunteers from outside (Japan 

National Council of Social Welfare 2011). Other conditions, such as the limited 

availability of fuel and the conditions of the roads damaged by the earthquake, led the 

government to limit the flow of vehicles that can enter the tsunami-stricken areas, 

keeping individual volunteers from participating. Under such conditions, already 

organized groups had an advantage in gathering relief supplies and material donations to 
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deliver, getting a vehicle permit to enter the disaster impact area, and equipped with staff 

with necessary skills and specialized experiences.  

While these organizations operated on their own, without the need of going 

through official disaster volunteer centers, some of them also operated in the networks of 

volunteer groups, local social welfare councils, and NPOs. In Ishinomaki, for instance, 

the number of organizations that engaged in relief and recovery activities was at least 

344, who visited the disaster volunteer center and filled out the form to introduce their 

activity contents. This number consists not only of NPOs and NGOs, but a mix of groups 

assisting with relief activities, such as informal groups of volunteers, faith-based 

organizations, and university student groups. While informal groups stayed for a short 

term, more officially organized ones, such as registered NPOs, engaged in the relief and 

recovery activities longer. As the participants had a first-hand experience of the extent of 

disaster impacts and the lives of the survivors, they were motivated to remain engaged in 

the support of Tohoku recovery, even remotely. 

As those evacuated to the emergency shelters moved into temporary houses, the 

need for food provision at emergency shelters and mud clearing and house cleaning needs 

dwindled. The focus shifted from relief and restoration to recovery, in which survivors 

are encouraged to rebuild their lives in a self-reliant and sustainable manner. It was 

feared that the lengthy provision of food, material goods, and services could lead to over-

reliance on outside resources and could harm their ability to live on their own, as they 

used to do before the disaster. Thus, material assistance was no longer encouraged, and 

the types of service provided targeted to assisting the residents’ ability for self-help. Even 
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during the evacuation, some NPOs encouraged the evacuees to help themselves by 

providing groceries and cooking tools, so that they can actively provide for themselves 

and not fall into passivity (Yoshida and Shimamura 2016). But the end of evacuation 

shelters marked the end of the relief phase, and the majority of outside organizations 

concluded their activities and went back to their original line of work.  With the 

conclusion of food provision and cleaning work, the type of assistance needed by the 

disaster-affected population became more professional. More in demand was social case 

workers, people with knowledge of legal matters, and those who could provide special 

care to the vulnerable population. As these were often beyond the skills of ordinary 

volunteers, the volunteer needs for simple tasks also dwindled.  

At such time, those organizations that had developed connections with local 

citizen groups, or were fostering new groups, had more lasting impacts in the recovery 

communities than those did not. Outside assistance organizations that were stationed in 

Tohoku only during the relief phase had virtually one-off impact, at times even harming 

the self-sustainability of survivors by providing too much that they became reliant.106 As 

the cases of Volunteer Station Kesennuma and Ishinomaki Future Support Organization 

illustrate, the support networks of experienced outsiders to whom the inexperienced local 

organizers can turn to for advice have contributed to not only the development of new 

local citizen groups, but also the longevity of these organizations in post-disaster 

recovery involvement.  

                                                 
106 Interview with NPO organizers, July 2013, March 2016. 
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As the outside assistance organizations generally do not develop connections with 

the local governments while they are on site, they remain autonomous of the government 

in terms of post-disaster recovery. But some the members of these organizations have 

advised their partnering local groups to foster relationship with the government, so that 

the members get to know local officials in person, and the officials would become more 

trusting of the organizers, and as an extension, of their groups.  

7.4. Observations  

Some common observations emerge out of the inevitably limited number of cases 

examined here, which are focused on the activities of newly created citizen group-type 

organizations (mostly NPOs) that continue their activities in recovery at least five years 

after the Tohoku disasters. Those organizations that have successfully established 

themselves and continued exhibited the use of inside-outside sources, working with 

external organizations to gain knowledge and skills, and at times fostering collaborative 

relationships with the local government.  

7.4.1. Use of Inside-Outside Sources 

Local organizations utilized what Weil (2011) calls “outside-inside sources,” 

connecting the resources available locally and taking advantage of resources and 

assistance from outside the areas. At early stages of recovery, many outside assistance 

organizations from across the country were present in the disaster-affected areas to 

provide support. These external organizations often worked with local organizations or 

encouraged formation of new local organizations, providing professional and managerial 
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advice. Some of these organizations also had previous experience of involvement in past 

disasters, such as the Kobe earthquake or the Niigata Chūetsu earthquake. Using their 

past experiences, they worked as external consultants for the locally based, newly 

established nonprofit organizations for how to effectively work on the big project of post-

disaster recovery.  

The outside resources are not only organizations, but also individuals. Some 

members of organizations even relocated to the disaster-affected regions to take part in 

post-disaster recovery in a longer term. Most of those relocated are in their youth, who 

wishes to gain experience, professional training, and a sense of self-actualization by 

contributing to the recovery after the disaster of an unprecedented scale, but also have the 

advantage of freedom in choosing where to live. While some only live in the region for a 

short period of time, others remain several years and eventually find a new sense of 

belonging to the community, getting to know local people along the way. A few 

individuals interviewed have relocated from jobs in more urban areas, such as in Tokyo, 

upon learning the difficulties of the disaster impact areas in achieving recovery or 

through participating in occasional volunteer activities after the disaster. One of them 

shared that, having grown up in a countryside himself in western Japan, he wishes to gain 

valuable experience in the disaster impact area, with which his hometown shares similar 

challenges of aging and declining population, and eventually wishes to return to his 

hometown to help revive his hometown.107 

                                                 
107 Interview with a member of NPO in Rikuzentakata, March 11, 2016.  
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The use of inside-outside sources enabled the activation of once quiet nonprofit 

sector in the rural part of Tohoku region to some extent. While some bigger cities like 

Sendai and Ishinomaki have had active NPOs prior to the disaster, smaller cities had seen 

limited activities by citizen group-type organizations. The surge of attention, as well as 

resultant relief resources and volunteers, at the wake of Tohoku disasters gave rise to the 

need to manage the inflow of resources locally. Many organizers expressed that the local 

governments did not do a good job of matching individual demand and actual supply, as 

relief supplies were often left untouched at the collection site without reaching to 

individuals who needed them. Local organizations and volunteers matched the available 

supplies to individual needs during the relief phase, which continued into the recovery 

phase, if not for supplies but with skills and tasks. Local citizen groups play the role of 

connecting the outside resources with community members, the task that the local 

government often could not handle.  

Local organizations and outside assistance organizations have respective strengths 

they offer to community recovery. Outside assistance organizations exhibited strengths in 

using their rich skills and resources during the disruption, when the disaster affected most 

needed them. Some also succeeded in “dropping” such skills to the locals to make it 

sustainable after they leave which ensured continuity of local activities. In a long run, 

successful local organizations exhibited their strengths in adopting changing needs of the 

recovering communities, utilizing local knowledge and connections, and fostering 

trusting relationship with the local governments to coordinate tasks.  
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7.4.2. Relationships with the government 

While the relationships between these nonprofit organizations and the government 

vary, commonly observed is that successful organizations have established trust from 

local officials. For some organizers, it was a conscious strategy as a lesson learned from 

past disasters, and for others, the trust emerged more organically as they worked on 

addressing the needs of the disaster-impacted population. One member of a nonprofit 

organization that operates in Kamaishi, Iwate, stated that, from the beginning of their 

operation, they actively sought trust from local officials by reaching out to them, casually 

discussing issues at hand with them, or offering to help out with meetings between local 

officials and residents – what she described as “showing our faces everywhere.”108 The 

organizers of Volunteer Station Kesennuma shared that establishing a relationship with 

local officials would not directly result in a preferential treatment, but would increase a 

chance of getting information from the officials or strengthen their likelihood of getting a 

project funding.109 For Aid Takata, the representative’s existing connections and effective 

use of them benefited the community as a whole, playing even an advisory role to the city 

itself. Those who have successfully shown their presence and proved their usefulness to 

the local officials were more likely to continue their work in the disaster-stricken 

communities than those who did not, well into several years of post-disaster recovery.  

A variation in government-NPO relationships, however, exists. While new 

organizations tended to create a complementary relationship with the government, not 

necessarily all of them actively fostered a relationship with the local officials. For 

                                                 
108 Interview with a member of NPO that operates in Kamaishi city, March 14, 2016.  
109 Interview with a nonprofit organizer in Kesennuma, March 2016.  
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instance, Ishinomaki Future Support Association and the Iwaki Otento-SUN Enterprise 

Cooperative kept autonomy from the local government, Instead, they place themselves in 

horizontal networks of outside assistance organizations and skilled volunteers to garner 

knowledge, skills, and resources necessary for their projects. Yet these organizations also 

received subsidies from the government in one way or another, which they both gained 

through a competitive application process. Their face-to-face contacts with the public 

officials are limited to the funding application process.  

7.4.3. The role of the government vis-à-vis the nonprofit sector 

In the operation of the nonprofit sector organizations, the role of the government 

is less apparent and direct than neighborhood associations. Most importantly, the 

government has set in place the institutional arrangements useful for the potential 

activities of the nonprofit sector. The Japanese government enacted a series of legal 

frameworks that enables formation of new NPOs, as well as other nonprofit and public 

benefit organizations, which helped many newly formed voluntary groups to register as 

NPOs that enjoy certain benefits. The increasing numbers of NPO registrations in the 

three prefectures of Iwate, Miyagi, and Fukushima indicate that the NPO Law and its 

recent revisions have made it easier for citizen groups to establish a group than in the past 

to establish groups. These institutional frameworks arrange the standard procedure for 

registration for any voluntary groups, regardless of their connections with the local 

government.  

In addition, for the organizations involved in Tohoku recovery, the government 

funding or subsidies played a substantial role in launching their projects. As the 
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government finances the majority of recovery projects in Japan, nonprofit organizations 

received subsidies through various financial measures that they were eligible, to which 

the parts of reconstruction funding were designated. The availability of such funding 

concentrated in the first five years, during the ‘intensive reconstruction period,’ as the 

government’s funding structure focused on the first five years of recovery. After 2016, 

however, the NPOs hat relied much on such government subsidies struggled to find other 

alternative funding sources, except for the ones able to find alternative funding from 

foundations and corporate sources to continue their projects.  

At the more informal level, personal connections between the organizers of NPOs 

and the public officials helped the longevity of NPO involvement in recovery. The 

connections that the organizers developed, or had from before the disaster event, 

increased the chance of getting information, being heard, and successful coordination. 

The presence of personal connections often results in a complementary government-NPO 

relationship, as the both sides acknowledge the contributions of each other, rather than 

confronting or overpowering them. Such personal connections are a form of linking 

social capital that connects different hierarchical positions and work as signaling the 

harmlessness of the NPOs to the local officials and as potential collaborators.  

7.5. Conclusion  

Different from social capital type associations described in Chapter 6, citizen 

group-type organizations in Japan engage in various areas of activities and in a varying 

manner. They are less incorporated into the government’s reconstruction process, but by 

receiving partial subsidies from the government budget, and have contributed in their 
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own ways to community recovery at the local level. These organizations, like 

neighborhood associations, helps reduce the cost of government projects by utilizing 

volunteers and corporate donations and increase the effectiveness of recovery projects by 

ensuring long-term maintenance and adaptability to changing needs.  

These organizations involved in disaster recovery display either supplementary or 

complementary relationship with the government, particularly with the local government. 

No adversarial relationships are observed among the surviving organizations, although 

some organizations shifted from initially adversarial to more complementary relationship 

later to be more successful in getting things done. Organizations that operate in the cities 

in which the nonprofit sector has been active may display more supplementary 

relationship with the government than where the nonprofit sector is recently emerging, 

but the evidences are not conclusive to separate the two forms of relationship here. The 

Japanese government supported these citizen group type organizations primarily through 

setting the institutional frameworks to enable organizational formation and by providing 

subsidies to projects related to recovery to the groups that implement them. The legal 

frameworks enable NPOs in general, but the financial measures are more selective, as 

government officials determine which organizations are qualified to receive subsidies. 

Evidences suggest that complementary relationship plays in favor of potential 

organizations to be selected, as the local officials are more trusting of the organizations 

that have demonstrated credibility and that they know well.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CIVIL SOCIETY AND POST-DISASTER RECOVERY IN 
COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

The previous chapters explored how the relationship between the state and civil 

society in post-disaster recovery phases differ between China and Japan, and across 

different types of organizations. In the aftermaths of two crisis-scale disasters, the space 

for civil society to contribute to the relief of survivors and community recovery opened 

up, if not temporarily. Across disasters, both states have become more accepting of civil 

society contributions and have set in place mechanisms to better coordinate actions with 

them.  

My investigation produced different results from the initial hypotheses, and I 

make mainly two concluding arguments. First, the ways in which the state incorporates 

civil society in the recovery processes determines how much and which types of civil 

society is involved. The crisis-scale disasters serve as the critical juncture that sets a new 

path in regard to state-society relations. Second, while the types of state-civil society 

relationship vary across and within cases, the state is an important actor for determining 

the patterns of civil society involvement in these two ‘strong state’ countries. These 

findings have significant implications for both the studies of civil society and state-

society relations, as well as for disaster management, and below, I explore and 

summarize the findings and implications for the overall process of disaster recovery in a 

comparative perspective.  
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8.1. State strength in disaster recovery  

At the onset of the study, based on the statist approach to civil society, I expected 

that the strength of state leads in recovery planning and implementation determines the 

level of civil society involvement and its autonomy from the state. As I conducted 

fieldwork, however, I found the state lead is difficult to determine, just like measuring the 

success of recovery is challenging.  

While I assumed the Chinese state, being non-democratic, has stronger state lead 

in reconstruction than in Japan, it was not necessarily the case. The Chinese state 

pressured quick reconstruction from the Wenchuan earthquake by creating competition 

among local public officials and between regions that are paired with earthquake-stricken 

counties for providing assistance. Yet the reconstruction budgets were not entirely 

coming from the center, and reconstruction was done piercing together different pieces of 

finances, partly from the national government, partly from other regional and large city 

governments that were required to offer funding for Wenchuan recovery. These efforts 

still did not cover all the expenses necessary for the entirety of recovery, which curtailed 

the extent of reconstruction on one hand, and potentially encouraged the involvement of 

NGOs that could bring in external finances, on the other hand. While the decentralization 

of finances did not prevent the quick completion of reconstruction, the 

comprehensiveness of the recovery suffered by focusing exclusively on the housing and 

infrastructure rebuilding.  

The top-down manner of recovery planning and execution focused on physical 

rebuilding, which supposedly increased the space for civil society organizations to 
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operate in order to fill the gap in service provision. My fieldwork on the Wenchuan 

earthquake did not provide how long the NGOs lasted beyond the first half a year of the 

recovery stage, hence the evidence is inconclusive. More than two years after the Lushan 

earthquake, however, I found evidence that social organizations are engaged in service 

provision and recovery assistance in the areas affected by the second earthquake. Experts 

and organizers agree that the increased state-NGO collaboration in Sichuan is a result of 

institutional adaptation, or the enhanced learning, trust, and relationships, rather than the 

state lead in recovery.  

In a sense, Japan’s recovery has a stronger state involvement than China. It is 

characterized by the state leading both planning and financing, but in a combination of 

centralization and decentralization. While the recovery planning was decentralized, led 

by local governments, the final decisions on funding approval rested with the national 

government. In the process of planning, moreover, incorporated residents’ feedback 

through bottom-up planning and negotiations as described in Chapter 6.  

The nonprofit sector’s involvement in the Tohoku disasters was partly a function 

of the existing institutional legal structure. Compared to the Kobe earthquake in 1995 

when forming and registering new NPOs were difficult, the NPO Laws and subsequent 

growth of the nonprofit sector in the country made it easier to start a new NPO in order to 

be involved in recovery legitimately and in a longer term. Volunteer groups that formed 

spontaneously to provide supplies or other help could do so without registration, as 

purely voluntary groups, but their involvement is usually limited in time due to the lack 

of organization, management, and interest.  
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The organizations that continued more than five years have relied much on 

governmental subsidies to implement projects of the Tohoku recovery purposes. This 

financial reliance on governmental funding implies the governmental support of civil 

society activities in Tohoku recovery. As the sources of funding specific to recovery 

dwindled after the first five years, the organizations that relied on such subsidies 

struggled to continue their involvement. The strong state lead of recovery in financial 

matters, therefore, comes with a risk of abrupt conclusion of projects or service provision, 

unless the organizations have own capacity of finding funding elsewhere. The 

termination of services, as a result of depleted funding, may not be an issue if the 

changing needs of recovery no longer require them, but with the delay of reconstruction 

in particularly damaged areas of Tohoku, NPOs still had activities that should be 

continued after five years.  

8.2. Relationship between civil society organizations and the state  

8.2.1. Observations of the two cases   

In China, where the nonprofit sector has previously been largely characterized by 

corporatism, the trends in the aftermaths of the Wenchuan and Lushan earthquakes imply 

a shift in the nature of the nonprofit sector, at least regionally. The Wenchuan earthquake 

gave rise to the voluntary participation of citizens to take part in relief activities. 

Volunteers worked in groups, and groups worked in multi-organizational networks to 

enhance effectiveness, yet the groups that ensured close communication and a good 

relationship with public officials had better coordination with the government. When the 
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emergency situation subsided, some of the groups continued their activities. But the 

centralized and quick rebuilding after the Wenchuan earthquake overshadowed the civil 

society activities and limited the space for NGOs in a long run. Yet still, it served as a 

learning opportunity for both the local governments in Sichuan and for NGO organizers. 

At the wake of the Lushan earthquake that again occurred in Sichuan, both actors utilized 

their lessons from five years prior to better coordinate better. Particularly, the local 

governments increased the effort to incubate social organizations so that the 

organizations could last long in providing social services to communities.  

Japan’s Tohoku recovery with decentralized planning and centralized decision-

making, incorporated specific type of civic associations into recovery. Bottom-up 

recovery planning proposed by the advisory committee required much community-level 

discussions and consensus making, encouraging the application of the preexisting 

frameworks of neighborhood associations in creating Town Making Councils for 

Recovery to come up with neighborhood-level plans, in an attempt of rebuilding 

communities that are safe and the residents can be happy with. Additionally, the 

government created various funding schemes to achieve comprehensive recovery that is 

more than merely physical rebuilding. The organizations in the nonprofit sector utilized 

such funding sources to implement projects and provide individually- or community-

tailored services to the survivors of the disaster. The nonprofit sector’s development in 

Japan was already ahead of China, and the existing legal and institutional mechanisms 

enabled relatively easy formation of new groups. Yet evidences suggest that for new 
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organizations to continue involved in recovery, an amicable relationship with the 

government was beneficial.  

The existing studies of civil society in post-disaster regions that the high level of 

state involvement minimizes the space for civil society and lacks explanations for the 

variation in state-civil society relations. These observations differ from the existing 

studies that while supplementary relationship – where the state and civil society exist in a 

zero-sum game – does exist, more coordination and collaboration are happening in both 

Japan and China, exhibiting the characteristics of complementary relationship.  

8.2.2. Diverging goals  

I also predicted that the diverging goals, interests, and priorities that exist between 

the communities and the government determine the civil society outcome. While some 

evidence suggests that is the case, additional data is needed to make a paired comparison 

of interests on either side of the actors. Future research will allow me to make a reliable 

paired comparison, with interviews with both civil society organizers and the local 

government officials in the same city.  

In China, there was always a government official or a representative from the 

Communist Party present at the forums where civil society organizers discussed together. 

As briefly discussed in Chapter 5, the very presence of government officials ensures that 

such diverging interests do not take place. The organizers were relatively free in 

expressing their ideas, but such inter-actor communications lead to the lack of adversarial 

state-society relationship. The competing and confrontational interests are expected to 

lead the state to increase pressures on the civil society organizations, possibly leading to 
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their shutdown. By ensuring that the interests and goals are converging from the 

beginning, the government can take advantage of civil society actors in complementing 

the government’s service provision, which is at the core of the idea of “governance” as 

advocated by the Chinese state.  

8.2.3. Types of services and activities determining the relationship 

My investigation in China and Japan does not fully determine the factors that 

distinguish complementary and supplementary relationships. One possibility is the 

availability of social capital, particularly the two types of less studied social capital, 

‘linking’ and ‘bonding’ types. If civil society organizers are equipped with linking social 

capital to connect different levels of hierarchy, including the government officials, it is 

likely that their organization develops a complementary relationship with the 

government, as the government officials are more trusting and willing to coordinate issue 

areas. In contrast, if they are equipped with ‘bonding’ social capital that helps them to 

connect with other organizers across region, and if such horizontal networks provide 

enough resources for them, the need to develop relationship with the local government 

decreases, resulting in a more supplementary relationship.  

Furthermore, although somewhat a cursory observation, the types of services 

provided by these citizen group-type organizations potentially relate to the relationship 

they have with the government. From the wide range of activity areas possible for NPOs 

to take up, there are certain issue areas that are specific to disaster recovery. That is, 

organizations that provide public goods that benefit the wider community tend to 
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collaborate more than the government than those that provide goods or services that 

address certain specific groups within community.  

Many of NPOs working on disaster recovery issues identify their work as helping 

with town making (machizukuri) by complementing the hard infrastructure rebuilding 

with their projects that highlighting the soft aspects – such as creating a sense of 

neighborhood in the new town for better community cohesion. For that end, the issue 

areas they work on need coordinating with the government to reduce both overlap and 

vacuum in service. On the other hand, the organizations that provide services to specific 

parts of the community, such as creating jobs for the farmers in Iwaki city, do not need 

active coordination with the government unless their service provision come with issues 

that require government’s attention. These possibilities are interesting next steps to 

explore, although beyond the scope of this dissertation research.  

8.3. Contributions to the literature  

8.3.1. Utility of findings to the literature  

This dissertation research primarily makes a contribution to the studies of civil 

society in disaster management by paying attention to the specific types of civil society 

organizations and to the different types of relationship they have with the government. 

Previous studies on comparative civil society have fallen into the hole of confounding the 

definition of civil society by comparing different types of civil society across countries, 

such as comparing neighborhood organizations in Japan and China’s corporate-type 

GONGOs. The study of the nonprofit sector also often uses the term ‘civil society’ and 



263 

 

the ‘nonprofit sector’ interchangeably,110 while focusing exclusively on examining not-

for-profit organizations. In the studies of disaster recovery in the United States, in 

particular, “civil society” refers to social capital type associations and communities, such 

as local religious communities. But China’s NGOs and Japan’s NPOs, as they are 

different from such social capital associations, would be more appropriate if examined in 

the lens of the nonprofit sector literature.  

For the studies of disaster management, no specific type of organizations should 

be selected as appropriate ‘definition’ of civil society. As this dissertation has hopefully 

demonstrated, each type of organization has its own contributions and the absence of 

certain organizational type also has implications. While my categorization of “outside 

assistance organizations” collapsed some potentially differentiating organizational types 

into one, this was done so because my research has suggested that, at least in the issue 

area of disaster recovery, all outside assistance organizations in civil society play a 

similar role. The definition of civil society should be able to encompass all of the 

categories, including China’s GONGOs that have been questioned as qualifying to be 

categorized into ‘civil society,’ while maintaining attention to the different types and the 

roles they play.  

The findings from the current studies on civil society in disaster recovery are 

often inadequate to understand civic engagement in other countries. By emphasizing the 

autonomy of civil society as a defining feature of it, they may overlook the potential 

                                                 
110 The Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project at the Johns Hopkins University’s Center for Civil Society 

Studies, led by Lester Salamon, appears to use the term interchangeably, while the studies focus on the 

nonprofit sector.  



264 

 

contributions of the less autonomous civil society organizations in other countries. At the 

same time, by developing complementary relationship with the government, less 

autonomous civil society may lose its feature of having democratization effects.  

The emphasis on the aspect of civil society that facilitates autonomous, 

spontaneous, and self-reliant involvement in recovery process fails to explain the 

development of nascent civil society in China, which is the citizen group-type grassroots 

organizations incubated by the state, or Japan’s civil society that is characterized by 

maintaining relatively amicable relationship with the state. In order to understand the 

collaboration between the state and civil society, it is needed to incorporate the literature 

on the nonprofit sector third-party government, and social capital-type civil society to 

understand their role in the road of post-disaster recovery.  

In addition, the findings from China and Japan, two countries of different regime 

types, surprisingly have led to more similarities than expected. The mechanisms in which 

the state selectively incorporates civil society into its service provision functions, and the 

importance of coordination with the strong state, adds a layer to the existing views of 

state-society relations and to the civil society’s implications for democratization.  

8.3.2. Bringing the state back in  

This study started its exploration based on the statist view of the state and civil 

society relations. The findings did not conform to the dichotomous, or zero-sum view of 

the state and society. Rather, they point more towards the role of institutions and of the 

state in providing them. In that sense, the state is still an important actor in both the study 

of civil society and of disaster management. Having good relationship with the 
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government is, in these two countries, not only important but often necessary for the 

survival of civil society activities or projects. By framing the institutions and by 

determining who gets to participate or not, the state acts as a gatekeeper of civic 

activities.  

Although this research paid less attention on the organizations that maintain 

adversarial relationship with the government, the presence of such organizations is also 

less than those with supplementary or complementary relations. Under the strong state 

presence of China and Japan, antagonistic relationship does not work well in getting 

things done, or in surviving as organizations. Particularly under the authoritarian Chinese 

state, as the cases of angry and grieving parents or the police investigation that the Joint 

Office organizers faced suggest, voicing antagonistic opinions toward the government 

can harm their presence.  

8.3.3. Disaster recovery as a field 

Finally, the question of congruence arises. That is, to what extent the field of 

disaster recovery a representation of overall state-society relationship? I consider that the 

stage of recovery is more similar to how the state and society is organized in day-to-day 

politics than during the response. Unlike the emergency phase that is limited to a few 

days and results in a lot of exceptions and interim measures, the recovery phase stretches 

from the restoration of minimal normal services to the building back to the pre-disaster 

level. While recovery also requires ad hoc arrangements to overcome the challenges of 

post-disaster settings, the goal of reaching normalcy brings day-to-day politics back. The 

level of congruence naturally differs at different levels. During the interviews in Japan, it 
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was often shared that the recovering communities and local governments want more 

special measures to enable quick rebuilding, while regional and national governments 

tend to stick to the preexisting policies and institutional arrangements, leading to 

criticisms from the bottom of the rigidity of the upper levels of government.  

Yet, the increasing space for citizen group-type organizations in both China and 

Japan is considered not specific to the post-disaster recovery. As Teets (2013) argues, the 

Chinese state is actively incorporating a select number of civil society organizations that 

are not GONGO type into the social service provision, primarily from the perspective of 

financial challenge that the government faces. In Japan, the two revisions to the NPO 

Laws in the 2010s imply that the Japanese state is also encouraging of citizen type group 

activities, especially in the age of ‘ultra-aged society,’ and the resultant decline of 

community-level civic activities and associations like neighborhood associations. As the 

two countries share the high natural hazards for disasters and the rapidly aging 

demographic challenges, the space for relatively autonomous, citizen-initiated activities 

that can complement the state’s social service provision is expected to increase, albeit in 

a cautious manner.  

8.4. Future Research  

This dissertation project has provided a contextualizing view on the statist 

approach to state-civil society relationship in regard to post-disaster recovery. Additional 

research, both of deeper and wider scopes, will help to further advance the arguments 

made in this study. For a deeper scope, as described previously, deeper within-case 

research will help bolster the findings. Such research may employ more process tracing 
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with additional interviews, research over longer time span of disaster recovery, and with 

paired comparisons. A focus on the roles of different types of social capital, particularly 

of linking and bridging types, in influencing the relationship between the state and civil 

society organizations, and further the kinds of services provided, will also be beneficial.  

For a wider scope, a few ways exist to expand the scope of research for greater 

generalizability. First, while this dissertation research focused on a between-country 

comparison, within-case variability was inevitably observed. An in-country comparison 

of between sub-regions or between civil society organizations would help unlock the 

complexity of state-civil society coordination or the lack thereof. Second, a common 

further step of increasing the number of cases would be beneficial to enhance the 

generalizability of the findings. As this research was framed within the ‘strong state’ 

setting, comparing with post-disaster recovery experiences of other countries with 

‘smaller’ governments, such as the United States, and further with the weak or failing 

states, such as Nepal or Haiti, would likely to reveal additional actors and causal 

explanations to the relationship between the state and civil society. Finally, a cross-

service area comparison, comparing disaster management with other social and welfare 

service provision areas, would be helpful in examining whether disaster management is a 

congruent representation of social service provision by the state (and civil society) in 

general, or whether the peculiarity of disasters creates a starkly different picture from the 

overall state-society relations.  



268 

 

APPENDIX: LIST OF ORGANIZATION NAMES IN CHINESE & JAPANESE 

China  

5.12 Voluntary Disaster Relief Service Center ........................ “5・12”民间救助服务中心 

Chengdu Urban Research Association..................................................成都城市河流研究会 

NGO Sichuan Disaster Relief Joint Office .....................社会组织四川地区救灾联合办公室 

 

Japan  

Aid Takata ................................................................ 陸前高田市支援連絡協議会 AidTAKATA 
Community Making Councils for Recovery ..................................... 復興まちづくり協議会 
Ishinomaki Disaster Recovery Assistance Council ...................... 石巻災害復興支援協議会 
Ishinomaki Future Support Association................................................みらいサポート石巻 
Iwaki Otento-Sun Enterprise Cooperative ............................. いわきおてんと SUN企業組合 
Japan Civil Network for Disaster Relief in the East Japan .................................................... 
..................................................................................... 東日本大震災支援全国ネットワーク 
Japan NGO Center for International Cooperation ............................ 国際協力 NGOセンター 
Social Welfare Councils .............................................................................. 社会福祉協議会 
Volunteer Station Kesennuma .................................. ボランティアステーション in気仙沼 
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