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The Change of the Information Services for
Foreigners after the Great Hanshin— Awaji
‘Earthquake

Toyoko MORITA *

Abstract

This article reports about three multi—language information services for foreigners
after the Great Hanshin— Awaji Earthquake on January 17, 1997, in Kobe, Japan. When
it happened, about 100,000 foreigners lived in the Hanshin—awaji area. For these for-
eigners who could not get information in Japanese, some multi—language information
services were useful there. Before the earthquake, only Hyogo prefecture had this ser-
vice, which was called “Hyogo International Association Information and Advisory
Service”. After the earthquake, Kobe city opened this kind of seivice in the Kobe
International Community Center of the Kobe International Association. Some NGOs
and individuals who had supported foreigners in Japan also made “NGO Network for
foreigners’ assistance, Kobe” which had a multi—language hotline service. In this
sense, the earthquake gave the local governments, NGOs and volunteers the chance to
cooperate with one another, and make a network for supporting foreigners in Japan.

In such information services, there are three ways to respond to the problems which
foreginers have. First, staffs give information or introduce groups and agencies which
can cope with the problem. Second, staffs introduce volunteers who will act as trans-
laters and accompany foreigners to hospitals or carry out negotiations, for example. It
is difficult for local goverments to do this type of service. But, after the network was
made, they became able to introduce NGOs to foreigners. Third, there are some prob-
lems in which all the staffs can do is to listen to what foreigners say. Sometimes it
takes several hours to listen to them, like a counselor.

Staffs says that about half a year after the earthquake, the tendency of problems
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changed. Just after the earthquake, people wanted information about the safety of fam-
ily and friends and about water, gas, electricity, or other emergent information. But as
time went by, most people did not need such kind of information as much. More foreig-
iners begaﬁ to bring problems about their family, their childrens’ education, and so
on. These problems are more complicated and take much longer to solve. Naturally,
these problems existed for a long time, before the earthquake. Information service
staffs says that they do not know where to take the problem or how to cope with
them. They feel there is no place or situation to cope with these kinds of problems
now in Japan. After the earthquake, a network was created to support foreigners in
Japan, but to solve their various problems, legal and social systems in Japan must be
changed. Staffs of the information service say, however, that there are many obstacles
to such extensive changes.

As is described above, there are three ways to responce to problems. In these infor-
mation services, foreigners says how he/she want to live, and staffs shows what kinds
of systems and institusions are useful then in Japan. And depending on this interac-
tion, they decide how to solve the problems. This interaction between foreigners and
staffs is the most important in this activities. If you want to understand the situations
of foreigners in Japan besed on such information services activities, we should should

shed light on the this interaction itself.



