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Ten years after the Great East Japan Earthquake: Changes
in the public health system in times of disaster
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Abstract

The Great East Japan Earthquake struck off the Pacific coast of the Tohoku region on March 11, 2011,
wreaking havoc. The earthquake and tsunami triggered the loss of power at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear
Power Plant, resulting in a complex disaster of unprecedented scale, with the largest scale of human and
property damage in Japan since World War II. Immediately following the disaster, the affected areas experi-
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enced a decline in medical treatment and administrative functions, resulting in a delay in the initial response
and a variety of challenges, such as securing support personnel. In addition, earthquake-related fatalities
occurred even after the acute phase, highlighting the significance of establishing public health measures in
evacuation centers early on. On the other hand, a survey of support workers related to health and medical
welfare in local governments identified systematic concerns such as a poor chain of command and insuffi-
cient information collection and sharing in the recipient local governments. Based on these verifications, it
was suggested that in the event of a major disaster on a scale that would paralyze the local government’s
functioning, it would be necessary to create a new mechanism to provide early professional support for
supporting management functions, such as the development of systems for disaster countermeasures, in-
formation gathering, and coordination and decision-making. In response to this, the government established
the Disaster Health Emergency Assistance Team (hereinafter referred to as “DHEAT”) in March 2018 to
supplement the public health activities of the affected municipalities. The first DHEAT operation was con-
ducted during the torrential rains and floods of July of that year. This paper outlines the changes in public
health activities during disasters as a result of lessons learned from the Great East Japan Earthquake, as
well as the development of local government systems and human resources to provide standardized support
in preparation for future large-scale disasters.

keywords: The Great East Japan Earthquake, public health activities, Disaster Health Emergency Assistance
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