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Activities of the disaster medical assistance team (DMAT) in response to
the TEPCO Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant accident
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Abstract

Background: The Great East Japan Earthquake struck the Pacific coast of eastern Japan on 11 March 2011 and this
earthquake and tsunami caused enormous damage to the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant (NPP) of the Tokyo Electric
Power Co. (TEPCO), resulting in a large amount of radioactive materials being released into the environment. In response to
this accident, many experts were sent to the site in the form of a disaster medical assistance team (DMAT). We introduce the
activities of the DMAT in this accident and discuss its role from the viewpoint of lessons learned from the accident.

Methods: We discussed DMAT activities focusing on the radiation emergency medical response for potential victims among
first responders and workers; countermeasures for citizens; and transfer of patients between hospitals during this accident.
Results: One of the important functions of the DMAT in Fukushima was the transportation of patients between hospitals.
Patients in hospitals located within 20-30 km of the Fukushima Daiichi NPP were transferred to other medical facilities in the
period between 18 to 22 March; 454 patients were transported without any problem, such as death. The DMAT also played an
important role in response to this accident at the NPP by being a part of the radiation emergency medical response system.

The DMAT stood by in Iwaki city to support the transportation of patients involved in the NPP accident to a second-level or
third-level hospital via “J-Village”, a soccer training complex in Fukushima now serving as a relay base for those battling nuclear
disaster. Thus, the DMAT was prepared for mass casualties. As preparation for these activities, the DMAT, attended lectures on
how to treat patients contaminated with radionuclides. These activities were carried out from 22 April to 7 September; a total of
22 teams comprising 127 personnel were involved.

During the “temporary house-visit” operation, the DMAT provided medical care at both the non-contaminated and contaminated
areas together with physicians from the National Disaster Medical Center in Tokyo. The DMAT conducted radiation testing on the
residents of the “temporary house visit,” on 14,700 people and provided medical care to 131 patients during 60 days of DMAT activity.
During all these activities, there were no cases of contamination at the screening level or of severe disease or injury.

Discussion: A system for radiation emergency medical preparedness has been established in areas with nuclear facilities
by local governments; however, several problems have now emerged. One of these problems is that the education/training
for radiation emergencies has been provided in only these areas, this is a limitation of facilities and knowledge of radiation
emergency medical preparedness. Moreover, it has been also pointed out that the radiation emergency medical response
system has a problem of coordination and coherence with the general disaster medical system; this system is independent
of those for other disasters. In response to this accident, however, the transfer of 454 hospitalized patients was carried out
successfully and the role played by the DMAT in the “temporary house visit” of residents was significant.

The experience gained from this disaster suggests that a radiation emergency medical response system should be established
as part of a general disaster medical response system. Further research considering the coherence with the disaster medical
system is indispensable.

Keywords: DMAT, nuclear disaster, radiation emergency medicine
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