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Challenges Faced by Psychiatric Services in Miyagi Prefecture
after the Great East Japan Earthquake
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Following the Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami, the number of patients with
onset, relapse, and exacerbation of mental disorders was expected to increase in Miyagi Prefec-

ture, one of the worst affected areas. The functioning of almost all psychiatric hospitals sharply

declined or even ceased. This situation worsened with traffic congestion and crippled public

transportation, hindering many patients with psychiatric disorders from accessing mental
health services. Among them, patients with schizophrenia and related disorders were affected
the most ; some could not reach the hospitals and clinics they had regularly visited and had to
become new patients of another hospital or clinic. Moreover, an increasing number of patients
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with schizophrenia needed to be hospitalized because of acute exacerbations of their disorder,
due to the experience of the disaster and the consequent drastic changes in their living envi-
ronment. Unfortunately, the support system for psychiatric institutions after disasters is not
vet well structured ; the system needs to be rebuilt and strengthened in anticipation of future
disasters.

< Authors’ abstract>

< Key words : the Great East Japan Earthquake, disaster psychiatry, disaster, schizophrenia,
psychiatric hospital >
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Mental Health Care Systems and Provisions in the Immediate and Acute Phase of the Great

East Japan Earthquake : Situational and Support Activities in Miyagi Prefecture

Kazunori MATSUMOTO

Department of Preventive Psychiatry, Tohoku University Graduate School of Medicine

Miyagi Disaster Mental Health Care Center

The Great East Japan Earthquake on March 11, 2011, which measured 9.0 on the Richter
scale, was followed by a huge tsunami that caused catastrophic damage to the area extending

from the Tohoku to Kanto regions. It was also accompanied by the meltdown of the Fuku-

shima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station. Mental health service provisions were hit equally hard

by the disaster, with a wide range of support and relief activities being implemented. This

article reviews damage that was inflicted and support activities that were carried out in the

mental health field in Miyagi Prefecture in the immediate aftermath and acute phase of the

disaster, and also examines future challenges.

Almost all mental health institutions in Miyagi Prefecture were affected by the disaster,

and experienced difficulties such as feeding inpatients and securing necessary medication.

Mental health institutions in the coastal area, in particular, were severely hit. Three hospitals-

were seriously damaged by the tsunami, which forced them to make arrangements for the

transfer of 300 inpatients. In the aftermath of the earthquake, it became difficult to access

medical institutions, and confusion ensued regarding the provision of mental health services.
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Many municipalities in Miyagi Prefecture were seriously affected by the disaster, and
information-gathering was crippled due to the disruption of communication and transport net-
works. Consequently, the administrative function regarding mental health service provisions
was significantly impaired. Through official, private, and academic channels, volunteers in the
field of mental health were sent to the affected areas in the immediate aftermath of the disas-
ter. It was very difficult to coordinate these volunteers because of the confusion in gathering-
information and in the chain of command for support activities. The number of support teams
working in the affected areas peaked one to two months after the earthquake, but it became
clear that continuous and long-term support in mental health service provisions by external
support teams was necessary in some remote areas. Measures were taken to care for the
elderly and children, to tackle alcohol-related problems, and provide support for volunteers,
but many challenges remain.

When a disaster hits, measures appropriate to the nature and size of the disaster become
necessary, and the need arises to construct a model to facilitate such responses. It is now nec-
essary to integrate mental health measures with a municipality’s plan for medical care in a
disaster, along with develop a permanent system to provide support for mental health care at
the time of a disaster.

< Author’s abstract>

< Keywords : the Great East Japan Earthquake, tsunami, disaster psychiatry,
coordination, mental health care>
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