TRAGIC IMPACTS ON AN ISOLATED ISLAND

Okushiri communities and their damage

The Aonae community with the largest popula-
tion was seriously affected by a combination of different
hazards including tremors, tsunamis and fires. In the
Okushiri community where the town government is locat-
ed, an extensive landslide buried a hotel and killed 28
persons including hotel staff and tourists. The Inaho
community also lost the majority of its buildings, de-
stroyed or washed away by tsunamis 10 m high, includ-
ing the primary school buildings which had been desig-
nated as a refuge (photo bottom right).
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The stage where the tragedy was
performed is a small island named
OKUSHIRI situated in the northern part of
the Japan Sea, with a population of 4,711,
and 1,805 households in a few major and
smaller settlements located mainly on the
east coast. Normally, the surrounding sea
blesses this island with rich resources for
fishery and magnificent sceneries for tour—
ism, but it sometimes devastatingly attacks
the coastal settlements with furious surges
of tsunamis. The experience of tsunamis
caused by the Nihonkai Chubu Earthquake
ten years ago (see previous page) had
forced all islanders to be prepared for
future ones. Break-seas in fishery ports
were raised in height; evacuation routes to
hills were newly developed; and some
houses were reconstructed with improved
construction techniques. This time,
however, tsunami attacked the people with
higher surges in a shorter time than
expected. In spite of their better prepared-
ness and immediate responses after the
shock, the island suffered many casual-
ties, mainly elderly people and children,
and heavy property losses in most of its
community settlements.




