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In this issue of Journal of Disaster Research, we
introduce nine papers on societal responses to recent
catastrophic disasters with special focus on long-term
recovery processes in Japan and the United States. As
disaster impacts increase, we also find that recovery
times take longer and the processes for recovery become
more complicated. On January 17th of 1995, a
magnitude 7.2 earthquake hit the Hanshin and Awaji
regions of Japan, resulting in the largest disaster in Japan 
in 50 years. In this disaster which we call the Kobe
earthquake hereafter, over 6,000 people were killed and
the damage and losses totaled more than 100 billion US
dollars. The long-term recovery from the Kobe
earthquake disaster took more than ten years to
complete. One of the most important responsibilities of
disaster researchers has been to scientifically monitor
and record the long-term recovery process following this
unprecedented disaster and discern the lessons that can
be applied to future disasters. The first seven papers in
this issue present some of the key lessons our research
team learned from the studying the long-term recovery
following the Kobe earthquake disaster.

We have two additional papers that deal with two
recent disasters in the United States – the terrorist attacks 
on World Trade Center in New York on September 11 of 
2001 and the devastation of New Orleans by the 2005
Hurricane Katrina and subsequent levee failures. These
disasters have raised a number of new research questions 
about long-term recovery that US researchers are
studying because of the unprecedented size and nature of 
these disasters’ impacts. Mr. Mammen’s paper reviews
the long-term recovery processes observed at and around 
the World Trade Center site over the last six years. Ms.
Johnson’s paper provides a detailed account of the
protracted reconstruction planning efforts in the city of

New Orleans to illustrate a set of sufficient and
necessary conditions for successful recovery.

All nine papers in this issue share a theoretical
framework for long-term recovery processes which we
developed based first upon the lessons learned from the
Kobe earthquake and later expanded through
observations made following other recent disasters in the 
world. The following sections provide a brief description 
of each paper as an introduction to this special issue. 

1. The Need for Multiple Recovery Goals

After the 1995 Kobe earthquake, the long-term
recovery process began with the formulation of disaster
recovery plans by the City of Kobe – the most severely
impacted municipality – and an overarching plan by
Hyogo Prefecture which coordinated 20 impacted
municipalities; this planning effort took six months.
Before the Kobe earthquake, as indicated in Mr. Maki’s
paper in this issue, Japanese theories about, and
approaches to, recovery focused mainly on physical
recovery, particularly: the redevelopment plans for
destroyed areas; the location and standards for housing
and building reconstruction; and, the repair and
rehabilitation of utility systems. But the lingering
problems of some of the recent catastrophes in Japan and 
elsewhere indicate that there are multiple dimensions of
recovery that must be considered. 

We propose that two other key dimensions are
economic recovery and life recovery. The goal of
economic recovery is the revitalization of the local
disaster impacted economy, including both major
industries and small businesses. The goal of life recovery 
is the restoration of the livelihoods of disaster victims.
The recovery plans formulated following the 1995 Kobe
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earthquake, including the City of Kobe’s and Hyogo
Prefecture’s plans, all stressed these two dimensions in
addition to physical recovery.

The basic structure of both the City of Kobe’s and
Hyogo Prefecture’s recovery plans are summarized in
Fig. 1. Each plan has three elements that work
simultaneously. The first and most basic element of
recovery is the restoration of damaged infrastructure.
This helps both physical recovery and economic
recovery. Once homes and work places are recovered,
Life recovery of the impacted people can be achieved as
the final goal of recovery.

Figure 2 provides a “recovery report card” of the
progress made by 2006 – 11 years into Kobe’s recovery.
Infrastructure was restored in two years, which was
probably the fastest infrastructure restoration ever, after
such a major disaster; it astonished the world. Within
five years, more than 140,000 housing units were
constructed using a variety of financial means and
ownership patterns, and exceeding the number of
demolished housing units. Governments at all levels –
municipal, prefectural, and national – provided
affordable public rental apartments. Private developers,
both local and national, also built condominiums and
apartments. Disaster victims themselves also invested a
lot to reconstruct their homes. Eleven major
redevelopment projects were undertaken and all were
completed in 10 years. In sum, the physical recovery
following the 1995 Kobe earthquake was extensive and
has been viewed as a major success. 

In contrast, economic recovery and life recovery are
still underway more than 13 years later. Before the Kobe
earthquake, Japan’s policy approaches to recovery
assumed that economic recovery and life recovery would 
be achieved by infusing ample amounts of public
funding for physical recovery into the disaster area. Even 
though the City of Kobe’s and Hyogo Prefecture’s
recovery plans set economic recovery and life recovery
as key goals, there was not clear policy guidance to
accomplish them. Without a clear articulation of the

desired end-state, economic recovery programs for both
large and small businesses were ill-timed and
ill-matched to the needs of these businesses trying to
recover amidst a prolonged slump in the overall
Japanese economy that began in 1997. “Life recovery”
programs implemented as part of Kobe’s recovery were
essentially social welfare programs for low-income
and/or senior citizens.

2. Requirements for Successful Physical
Recovery

Why was the physical recovery following the 1995
Kobe earthquake so successful in terms of infrastructure
restoration, the replacement of damaged housing units,
and completion of urban redevelopment projects? There
are at least three key success factors that can be applied
to other disaster recovery efforts: 1) citizen participation
in recovery planning efforts, 2) strong local leadership,
and 3) the establishment of numerical targets for
recovery.

Citizen participation

As pointed out in the three papers on recovery
planning processes by Mr. Maki, Mr. Mammen, and Ms.
Johnson, citizen participation is one of the indispensable
factors for successful recovery plans. Thousands of
citizens participated in planning workshops organized by 
America Speaks as part of both the World Trade Center
and City of New Orleans recovery planning efforts.
Although no such workshops were held as part of the
City of Kobe’s recovery planning process, citizen
participation had been part of the City of Kobe’s general
plan update that had occurred shortly before the
earthquake. The City of Kobe’s recovery plan is, in large 
part, an adaptation of the 1995-2005 general plan. On
January 13 of 1995, the City of Kobe formally approved
its new, 1995-2005 general plan which had been
developed over the course of three years with full of
citizen participation. City officials, responsible for
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Fig. 1. Basic structure of recovery plans from the 1995
Kobe earthquake.

Fig. 2. “Disaster recovery report card” of the progress
made by 2006.


