Iwaki Vision: 5 years after the Great East Japan Earthquake
Interview with Heidi Bresler: former Coordinator of International Relations
(lwaki Vision volumes 51-62 Autumn 2003-Summer 2006)
Member of the 2011 Satogaeri (Homecoming) Project for Former JETs

Please offer us some background on your Initlal time In Iwaki.

My very first visit to lwaki was as a high school student from lwaki’s Sister
City, Townsville in 1993. | had such a wonderful time In Iwakl that It was
always my dream to return someday. | was very pleasad to be chosen as
the Coordinator of International Relations for Iwakl City from 2003 to
2006. | also worked as an elementary school ALT from 2006 to 2008. My
husband was also an ALT In the city and malnly worked at junior high & m o "
schools. During our time In the city, we met so many wonderful people (N ?‘k. e
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Where were you during the time of the earthquake of 11 March 20117
The 11th March was the first day of my holidays, so | was at home In Australla. My mother called and sald she had seen
a news report that there had been a huge earthquake In Japan. She sald she thought that It was Fukushima. | quickly
turned the TV on and | was surprised to see Fukushima. Suddenly, there were reports of the Tsunami that followed the
earthquake and | saw Images of Onahama Port. | couldn believe my eyes. Then detalls of the nuclear power plant
disaster emerged. | was shocked and sat there watching the news reports for hours.

What were your thoughts during the Initial days after the triple disaster?

| had a lot of trouble sleeping during the Initial days after the triple disaster. | was so worrled about my friends and
people who | consider like my own family in lwaki. | frantically tried contacting everyone, but it was very difficult to get
In touch. | was also contacted by a number of former JET participants who were also trying to get In touch with thelr
Japanese friends and asked me to help.

When | finally managed to get In touch with people, | was so relleved that they were ok. | really wanted to help them,
but It was very difficult since | was so far away. | saw that many charities were accepting donations to help people In
Japan, but | wanted to directly help the people In Iwakl, so | contacted some friends In lwakl and asked about local
organisations who would accept donations. | contacted many friends, relatives and acquaintances from around
Australla and asked them to donate money to lwakl. Thanks to thelr generosity, | collected approximately AUS3,200
and donated It directly to the Iwakl City Disaster Rellef Fund. It was a small contribution, but | thought that this may
help In some way.
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x I hear that you volunteered In the Satogaerl (Homecoming) Project for
Former JETs shortly after the disaster. Could you tell us more about
the project and what it almed to achleve?

The Ministry of Forelgn Affalrs, In conjunction with the Japan Tourlsm
Agency, hosted the Satogaerl (Homecoming) Project for Former JETs
which supported the “homecoming” of experienced former Japan
Exchange and Teaching (JET) participants who worked for two years or
more as Assistant Language Teachers / Coordinators for International
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| was honoured to be selected as one of the 14 former JET participants from across the globe to partidpate In the
Satogaerl Project In the three prefectures of lwate Prefecture, Miyagl Prefecture and Fukushima Prefecture. The main
objective of the project was for the participants to gain a better understanding of the situation In Japan following the
disaster. As there was a lot of negative publicity following the events of 11th March, 2011, It was Important for
participants to report on the safety of travelling and living In Japan via various media sources to dispel the negative
publicity which Japan recelved after the disaster.

Do you belleve your efforts In the Satogaerl Project and any other
volunteer work helped In the recovery of Fukushima/lwakl or
helped restore a positive Image of the prefecture/dty?

Partidpating In the Satogaerl Project gave me and other participants a
chance to reconnect with the people of Tohoku and help with various
volunteer projects In the area. | spent time wvisiting my previous
workplaces, reconnecting with community groups, visiting disaster
stricken areas on the coast and helping local people clean up thelr
propertles which were partially destroyed by the disaster. When |
retumed to Australla, | conducted varlous Interviews with
newspapers, magazines and live radio Interviews which helped
restore a positive Image of Japan and In particular Fukushima.
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What do you think are the most Important steps that should be
taken towards the ongolng recovery and revitalisation efforts of
Iwaki/Fukushima?

| think one of the most Important steps In the recovery and
revtallsation efforts Is to continue to support residents who have
been displaced by the disaster and resettle them Into the community.
A large number of people who lived In areas outside of the city have
now relocated to lwakl City. It Is Important for them to not only have
assistance In rebullding thelr houses, but also support In rebullding
thelr lives In a new community which they now call home.

Six months on from the earthquake, excavators were
stil working every day to dear the damaged homes

Would you like to offer a message to the people of lwakl and
Fukushima 5 years after the Great East Japan Earthquake?

Although 5 years have passad, | am sure there are many people In
Iwakl and Fukushima who are still on the road to recovery. The
strength and determination of the people Is truly Insplring. | am proud
to have lived In such a wonderful community and hope that each year
the recovery efforts continue to progress. In true Iwaki style, | would
Iike to say never give up and “Ganbappe Iwaki!"
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