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EALAI theme lecture ""Asia’s natural and human disasters and the ways humans deal with them™

Natural disasters are a global challenge to humanity that has to be addressed. "Asia™ in particular is a
region threatened by various kinds of natural disasters. One faces many challenges when coping with these natural
disasters, but the various kinds of knowledge and disaster prevention technologies that have been accumulated in
Asia can surely make a contribution to the rest of the world. To what extent do we, who are living in Asia, realize
this fact? | think, almost nobody does.

The incidence, in the wake of which | developed a strong consciousness for the keyword "Asia's
natural disasters”, was the massive earthquake in December 2004, whose epicenter was off the coast of Sumatra
and the tsunami in the Indian Ocean that occurred as a result. This earthquake and tsunami caused a natural
disaster on an unprecedented scale. What can we do to mitigate the destructive effects of such a massive
earthquake and tsunami? We gathered researchers in the field of earthquake and tsunami research from various
disciplines such as the natural sciences, engineering and sociology and launched a research project that was
promoted by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology bearing the title "Restoration
program from giant earthquakes and tsunamis™ in April 2005. Through this project | have felt strongly that it is
not enough to do one's best in each individual area of research when being faced with such a major natural disaster,
but that it is important to cooperate with researchers across disciplinary boundaries and across borders.

At the time, the Asian Studies Network (ASNET), an organization for interdisciplinary cooperation
within the university had just been created. Having learned that as part of the organization's activities graduate
school lectures were about to be launched, we made plans for a lecture in our discipline (Earth and Planetary
Science) dealing mainly with the issue of earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, tsunamis and typhoons, titled "Asia's
natural disasters”. However, after the lecture started only ten students attended at the most. This was probably also
due to the class being held in the No. 1 building of the Faculty of Science, and with almost all of the attending
students belonging to the Faculty of Science (more precisely Earth and Planetary Sciences). This was not the way
to go, and therefore in the following year we moved the classroom to the No. 1 building of the Faculty of Law and
Letters, because we wanted students from the humanities attend the class. However, the number of attending
students dwindled to a mere three to four. Partly this might have been due to the fact that the lecture was aimed at
graduate students. For students already progressing in their special area of research, a class on an unrelated topic
was probably not of much interest.

At that point we were at a loss as to what to do, and therefore we asked lecturer Furusawa Takuro, who
had helped us with the lecture at ASNET, and he told us about the theme lecture series at EALAI. Fortunately,
EALAI also showed understanding towards our plans, and adopted it for this year's theme lecture. However, when
considering the contents of the lecture, we were foreseeing some trouble. In the lecture at ASNET we had
introduced the mechanisms by which natural disasters occur to students of other academic areas, and therefore the
lecturers had mostly been teachers in the field of natural sciences. This lecture, however, was to take place at the
Komaba campus, where most students have not yet chosen their specialization. For these students with a fresh
mind, lectures should not be biased towards one discipline. At first we were conceiving a comprehensive lecture,
mixing contents from both natural sciences and the humanities. However, as one says, "it is easier said than done":
choosing the topics of each lecture and the professor teaching them proved to be very hard work. Fortunately,
owing to the advice given and introductions made by Furusawa and EALAI-affiliated professors, the outline of
lecture began to form, which was much richer in contents than before and also reflected our initial thoughts well.
Also the lecture series was not titled simply "natural disasters", but EALAI Research Associate Ishii Yumi had the
idea to add the phrase "the ways humans deal with them", which made it easier for students to relate to the title.
Earthquakes and cyclones are not disasters by themselves, but they occur because a human society exists where
they happen. As long as we cannot escape from the place they happen, we have to find a way to deal with these
natural threats. But is it really possible to find such a prescription? This lecture alone might not give an answer to
this question, but I hope it will provide some initial clues to that end.

Earthquake Research Institute, KATO Teruyuki
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