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 This paper describes how the partnership that the library community had already developed 
for a long time worked through the programs, the role of the prefectural libraries, and how 
and why the participants from local libraries were encouraged to share what they had 
learned in the workshops with their colleagues. Updating the programs based on the 
feedback and the newfound knowledge was also outlined along with some other training 
activities conducted by other institutions. The future issues that came up in the course of the 
programs and other lessons we have learnt are mentioned in the last part of this paper. 

 

2 The Great East Japan Earthquake  

 On March 11, 2011 at 2:46 p.m. (Japan Standard Time), an earthquake of magnitude 9.0, 
the largest to hit Japan since records began, struck with an epicenter in the Pacific Ocean off 
Japan. Kurihara City, Miyagi Prefecture was shaken by level 7 tremors, the highest rating on 
the Japanese seismic intensity scale. Violent tremors and a subsequent tsunami caused 
severe damage over a wide area of the Pacific east coast from the Tohoku (north-east) to the 
Kanto (south-east) region. The disaster took many lives and large numbers of people are still 
missing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1  Epicenter of the Great East Japan Earthquake 
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2-1 Damage to libraries1  

 Based on information from the ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 
Technology (MEXT), a total of 251 public library facilities (out of 3,190 in Japan2) were 
described as physically damaged. MEXT data describes the following conditions of major 
damage: “The collapse and burning of buildings; submerging, immersion, or flooding due to 
the tsunami; land subsidence; cracks on or changes in the level of buildings; outer wall or 
ceiling collapse; outer wall cracking; glass damage; etc.” 

 In addition to the main event on March 11, the aftershock on April 7 (recorded at magnitude 
7.1) also caused serious damage to library facilities, equipment, books and other materials. It 
is important to note that much attention was paid to damage along the Pacific Coast caused 
by the tsunami, but earthquake damage further inland was also severe. Cases of such 
damage, shown in table 1, were mainly centered in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima. These are 
the three prefectures in the Tohoku region that experienced the worst of the earthquake’s 
tremors.  

 

 IWATE MIYAGI FUKUSHIMA 

 Only 8 out of 57 total 

libraries (14%) reported  no damage 

 Most libraries 

experienced toppling or destruction of 

bookshelves, bookcases and glass 

cases 

 Many libraries had books 

and other materials thrown down  

 

 Most libraries (out of 41 

total3) experienced toppling or 

destruction of bookshelves and 

bookcases 

 All libraries had their  

books and other materials thrown 

down  

 At the Miyagi Prefectural 

Library, “nearly all 1,050,000 

materials” fell during the main quake 

and “half fell” during aftershocks  

 About 12 out of 64 total 

libraries (19%) reported no damage  

 Most libraries had their 

books and other materials thrown 

down  

 Damage ranged from 

“100% of materials fell and scattered” 

to “some of materials fell ”  

Table 1 Damage to public libraries in Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima 

 

2-2 Damage to the National Diet Library 

 At the NDL which is located in Tokyo (Kanto region), about 1,800,000 books in the stacks of 
the Main Building fell from the shelves. Most of the books that fell were on the upper floors; 

                                                  
1 NDL Research Report No.13 " The Great East Japan Earthquake and Libraries" p327-336 9.2.1 The State of Damage 
2 "Statistics on Libraries in Japan 2011" p20 Prefectural Summary Tables 
3 "Statistics on Libraries in Japan 2011" p20 Prefectural Summary Tables 



 4 / 9 
 

the higher the floor, the more books fell. As soon as the aftershocks subsided and the 
building’s safety had been confirmed, staff members from the whole library and contractors 
set to work putting the fallen books back on the shelves. Among many damaged books, there 
were about 500 volumes which could not be put back in service without any recovery 
treatment. The Preservation Division of the NDL has been undertaking remedial work on 
those books to this day. 

 

3 Training Programs for post disaster recovery 

 Since July 2011, the NDL conducted training programs for post disaster recovery in Iwate, 
Miyagi and Fukushima. It was the prefectural libraries which played a major role in putting 
the programs into practice. All three of the prefectural libraries made library visits in the 
affected areas many times and saw the local libraries faced with large numbers of damaged 
books and not knowing what action to take, as most of such libraries have no preservation 
teams or specialists of their own. The prefectural libraries then consulted with the NDL, 
which has a department in charge of preservation, in order to provide training programs to 
the local libraries. In Miyagi Prefecture, the programs were conducted not only for the public 
libraries but also for the University libraries in the Tohoku region. 

 

3-1 Basic repair 

 Among the local libraries, there had been much demand for workshops in practical 
techniques of repairing damaged books with torn leaves, detached covers, etc. To meet the 
needs, the training programs usually contained workshops for basic repair. As most of the 
participants were non-specialist librarians in local libraries, the workshops started with a 
brief introduction to the features of paste, Japanese paper and other materials used for repair, 
and use of tools. The workshops then proceeded to actual repair work on sample books which 
had been torn and had pages detached beforehand. Another example of repair works included 
in the workshop was of putting detached covers back on the spines. A sheet of durable paper 
folded into a tube shape is used for this technique. The tube is glued on the spine of the book 
first, then, the detached cover is glued on top of that. The tube creates a hollow between the 
spine and the cover. That helps the book to open wide and eases the strain on the spine. 

 Procedures for repairing squashed book corners and split joints were also demonstrated to 
the participants as possible ways to apply basic repair techniques they had learnt at the 
workshops. 
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4 Relevant training activities  

 Among other relevant training activities promoted within the country, the Japan Library 
Association (JLA) hosted The Basic Repair Training Program for Volunteers. 

The JLA recruited volunteers for repair work which was to be undertaken in response to the 
calls from affected libraries. The program offered workshops in basic repair and around 20 of 
the trainees then joined volunteer activities in affected libraries. As well as repairing 
damaged materials, the volunteers took part in cleaning and preparing donated materials for 
library use. All of this work was conducted upon request from the affected libraries. 

 The Tokyo Document Recovery Assistance Force has also been promoting training activities. 
It is a voluntary organization of specialists established to develop a package of recovery 
techniques such as cleaning, aqueous treatment, drying and flattening to be applied to 
damaged document materials. The organization has provided technical training for the 
operation of the package free of charge. The targeted trainees were job seekers in the affected 
areas, because one of the organization’s goals was to create work opportunities within those 
areas. The organization has worked together with the National Archive of Japan and 
provided support for local archives or other related institutions affected by the disaster.  

 

5 Review of learning tool 

 The NDL is now revising the learning tool we used in the programs based on feedback. It is 
supposed to reflect the needs and requests of participants such as editing handouts to be as 
simple as possible so that they can be used as quick guides when disaster does strike. 
Introducing video clips is also being discussed as it will help participants understand work 
procedures more easily and wherever they are. 

 

6 Future issues 

 The training programs that the NDL conducted last year focused on disaster response and 
recovery. This was because the programs had been developed to answer the needs of the 
libraries in the affected area to learn practical techniques of repairing damaged books. As 
post disaster recovery progresses, there will be more demand for training in disaster 
preparedness, and then comprehensive programs for disaster planning. 

 The Great East Japan Earthquake caused severe damage to many libraries. But it is also 
true that many of us learnt a lot through this experience. To make full use of it, the NDL 
needs to integrate newfound knowledge into the training programs. 

 The following are examples of the knowledge that many libraries gained from the 
experience: store books slightly inside the edges of shelves, avoid storing heavy books on the 



 9 / 9 
 

top shelf, and place a batch of thin books in one storage box to make the whole stable on the 
shelves. All the measures described above will prevent books from getting thrown down when 
an earthquake occurs. There were libraries which had experienced large earthquakes before 
the Great East Japan Earthquake and prepared for the next ones to come. Reports from such 
libraries proved that the countermeasures against earthquake disaster they had introduced 
were effective. This is information that should be included in programs for disaster planning. 

 As for disaster response and recovery, the importance of setting priority for salvage should 
be emphasized more. Materials of local history, culture or materials concerning the identity of 
a particular community are always given priority. Among those, the materials that are 
unique, irreplaceable, and unavailable anywhere else in any form should be saved first. 
Deciding what should be done to which materials, and to what extent, is as important as 
selecting what to save. 

 Furthermore, the programs conducted last year only handled damaged books and other 
paper materials. To include the recovery of broader types of materials into the programs, we 
must start almost from scratch. Gathering useful information and finding best practice will 
be the next step that we need to take. 


