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The challenges we face..... 
 
At 2.46 pm on 11 March 2011 in Sendai, a large modern city with a population of over 1 million, 
located north of Tokyo, an earthquake struck. Thirty minutes later a Tsunami followed reaching a 
height at the local port of 7.2 meters. The water came in and then receded in a matter of a few 
minutes but the destruction of the adjacent shore area of the city 
was total. 1  704 people lost their lives, 51 are still missing and 
2,273 were injured. 12, 425 buildings were totally destroyed and 
26, 053 were partially destroyed with just half or less of the 
building remaining.  This is just one area of a city affected by the 
earthquake: other towns in the North and the coastline stretching 
for 500 kilometers were more badly affected with 80 per cent of 
the towns and villages literally swept away and destroyed. 
 

We face many challenges just now of which the following are 
the most pressing: first, as Toyo University with a proud record 
of academic teaching and research and with a special department 
dedicated to PPP: how can we practically help our fellow 
countrymen in their hour of need?; and secondly, as a country, 
and when we can no longer wait for disasters to strike, but rather 
must be proactive and prepared, how can we use PPP to improve 
our disaster recovery and increase our resilience against future 
natural disasters? 

 
Some initial reflections on the role of PPPs in the disaster recovery…  
 
Based on our discussions at the 6th International PPP Forum held at Toyo University on July 4 on 
the role of PPPs in disaster recovery - at which the UNECE secretariat kindly participated- , 
reports by top US experts and workers in disaster relief recovery in the United States2 , and 
following several site visits to the disaster areas, some initial thoughts and objectives on the role 
of PPP in the recovery program are beginning to emerge: 
 
(i) Safety enhancement and risk reduction 
 
It is very important that in the rebuilding of the infrastructure it is designed to be more secure and 
resilient to future natural catastrophes. Japan has fortunately been better prepared than most with 
respect to its zoning, building codes, and modern infrastructure, while its transportation and 
communication systems are among the best in the world. But, nevertheless, the improvements are 
still needed in re-building resistant infrastructure. Through PPPs we can make our infrastructure 
more able to resist the challenge of the types of disaster that we can expect in the future. Such 
                                                 
1 On visiting Sendai two weeks ago the city was as normal and the only trace of the destruction was along the coast at 
the city’s outer limit. Even here great progress has been made in the clear up. 
 
2 Other panelists, namely Mr. William Lokey, Program Director at Witt Associates in Washington D.C., Mr. Leo 
Bosner, Former FEMA Emergency Management Officer, and Mr. David Dodd, consultant and former Chief Consultant 
of Gulf Coast Reinvestment Forum after Hurricane Katrina, 



infrastructure enhancements reduce long term capital costs and insurance premiums, and also 
reassure people about long-term viability of a geographical region. It is also important that the 
insurance industry can play its role in improving coverage, as many families in Japan, who lost 
their homes, had no insurance. 
 
(ii) Environmental sustainability  
 
In the rebuilding, PPPs are going to give more attention to investing in environmental 
sustainability, which complements safety enhancement and risk reduction. This is because 
increased environmental stewardship can build up natural defense against major disaster events. 
In addition, we need to explore the future of nuclear power and explore renewable and safer 
options such as the use of biomass, which can be taken from the vast but unexploited forests of 
Japan.  
 
Toyo University and PPP Graduate School are promoting one biomass industry to be developed 
in Japan in long term and in Tohoku (northern Japan) in short term.   
 
First, Tohoku is reported having over 20 year volume of debris.  The debris can be processed and 
burned to covert them to electricity. 
 
Second, Tohoku develops biomass, namely wood pellet industry using vast area of Tohoku, 
which are covered by forest.  67% of the land areas of Japan are covered by forest, more so in 
Tohoku. 
 
Third, after the debris are taken cared, wood pellet produced in Tohoku can be used to generate 
electricity for Tohoku. 
 
Fourth, after the start in Tohoku, Japan can develop other forested areas with wood pellet industry 
to create jobs, convert to renewable energy and make Japan a resource nation rather than 
depending on foreign oil, coal and gas. 
     
Other natural energy sources such as solar and wind are fine natural resources but they do not 
produce employment, which Tohoku needs.  Renewable abundant forest woods can create lasting 
employment in Tohoku. 
   
(iii) Economic competitiveness  
 
Emphasizing safety and risk reduction and implementing environmental sustainability strategies 
makes communities more attractive to investment and new jobs. It signals to local citizens and 
outside investors that disaster-prone regions are thoughtfully and proactively managing their 
risks. Many business managers and chamber leaders are highlighting their active risk-
management policies as a selling point for potential investors and customers. 
 
Of course it could be argued that mobilizing the private sector in seeking to do business and make 
a profit from all the destruction might appear somewhat callous. But Japan has not very many 
options for financing the reconstruction and meeting the huge capital cost other than through the 
private sector. Traditionally too, Japan is a rather pragmatic, less ideological country where 
people will be supportive of PPPs if the results work well. Thus PPP is clearly on the agenda as a 
mechanism for PPP recovery and Toyo University will undertake a major research program to 
elaborate further on the types of PPPs that are especially needed based on these initial reflections. 
 



Putting PPP into practice … 
 
Toyo University is happily not alone in such thinking. The national 
government – faced with large deficits and lack of resources from the 
public exchequer– has become firmly pro PPP in the recovery effort. In 
the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transportation and Tourism on July 
1, for example, we met the Government and heard that they are creating 
a special PPP Unit to guide this effort.  The Government too has drawn 

up some plans for 61 PPPs covering different sectors. The Japanese development bank which 
used to be under state control but which is now private is also committed to finance the recovery 
making use as far as possible of PPPs.3 
 
In this Earthquake and Tsunami, many local governments fell into malfunction. Lack of 
communication means, isolation of communities, loss of administrative leadership and 
manpower. One town lost its mayor and most of management officials in Tsunami. One city is 
struggling to recover its function after the Tsunami hit the administrative building and killed one-
third of city staff and washed all its administrative data and documents away. Some cities have 
not been able to recover its population, taxation, or welfare data. In addition, most cities/towns in 
the affected area had experienced decline of population and industries.  
 
We expect the growing use of PPP in reconstruction/recovery, though lack 
of experiences and resources are making it harder. Most cities/towns 
originally had few technical professionals; engineers, city planners, 
healthcare professions and so on; many had none. Local private sectors 
have insufficient resources. We believe support of local 
governments/industries for application of PPP is in urgent necessity.  
 
Based on the right national institutional foundations… 
 
Of concern today and in the future readiness of the country to deal with the next disaster is 
developing national leadership and coordination so that implementation or relief and recovery 
effectively translates ‘on the ground’ where the disaster's worst effects are felt. Here national 
coordination by central government has been weak and this needs to be strengthened. 
Furthermore, coordination needs to be improved by the creation of new national institutions in 
disaster management. Disaster recovery is in general a responsibility of local government in 
Japan. However, when a disaster destroys the local government and cannot function, the national 
government must come in for rescue, which is the case in the US with FEMA. We are 
recommending the establishment of JEMA with the task sharing by the 1,800 local governments, 
which can generate emergency management experts. Given the fact that Japan will continue to be 
vulnerable to natural disasters.  Japan’s experience can help other nations for their preparation for 
major disasters.  With the change of climate around the world, unfortunately, more disasters will 
occur around the globe.    
 
and for the benefit of the international community as well…. 
 
Looking forward we think that Japan's own experience in the next few years of recovery will be 
of great interest to countries that are especially vulnerable to natural disasters. These countries 
include the so-called 'ring of fire' that encapsulates many countries in the Pacific. Even now some 

                                                 
3 Apart from the above mentioned Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transportation and Tourism (MLIT), we visited the 
Ministry of Economics, Trade and Industry (METI) and the Development Bank of Japan (DBJ).   



governments are traveling to Sendai to ask the local authorities how they are responding to the 
disaster. One thought we had was  for Toyo University in partnerships with Japanese Government 
to consider establishing a PPP Specialist Centre on Disaster Recovery as part of the UNECE PPP 
Iniative that would identify best practice in this area and then provide support and training in this 
subject to countries that requested it. This proposal was made in Geneva at the third Session of 
the UNECE Team of Specialists on PPPs. Clearly association with the UN is important and we 
explore as well linking this to new UN bodies in disaster relief and strategy that have been 
established in UN such as the UNSIDR. 
 
 
......and with the support of the UNECE TOS PPP 

 
Such a proposal is for the future but what can we do practically in 
the meantime and what can the UNECE do and its experts 
contribute? We discussed a proposal with the Mayor's office in 
Sendai the city mentioned at the very beginning of this article and 
with the vice mayor in person and his team. We found that often the 
problems in disasters is not only the physical destruction but the 
psychological one and here the Sendai authorities argued that what is 

needed is a return to normality. Sendai no longer has tourists even from within Japan. It wants to 
show very much that it is 'back in business' and also to help with other regions where the effects 
of the tragedy have been much more severe. The role of PPP in this context is also high on the 
devastated region's priority list for action. 
 
Accordingly, we and the UNECE secretariat suggested to the local authorities that with the 
support of our network of experts from Europe and around the world we might organize a joint 
consultative meeting on the role of PPPs in disaster recovery based on readiness assessment of 
Sendai and the region for PPP and after this meeting to publish this as a promotional tool to 
encourage investment in creating new jobs and projects in the affected region. The proposal was 
well received and we will work closely wit the local and national Government and prepare a 
proposal for the TOS PPP in the next few months.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The meetings in Japan strengthened the cooperation between Toyo 
University and the UNECE and its PPP Initiative4. During his stay, Mr. 
Hamilton and the Toyo University agreed on our further cooperation in 
research and capacity building activities in PPPs for government officials 
and other stakeholders in the countries in East and Southeast Asia.  
 
We are honored to work with you in order to expand best practices of 
PPPs around the world. We intend to contribute our researches such as PPP in disaster recovery, 
application of PPPs to sub-national level and more. We look forward for further cooperation, in 
particular, expanding PPPs in Asia. 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 Note by the UNECE Secretariat: The secretariat is extremely grateful for the generous financial 
commitment over three years by Toyo University towards the UNECE PPP Initiative. 


