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After the March 11th earthquake I engaged in postmortem

examination support and identification work in Miyagi Prefecture

by request of the National Police Agency and the Japanese Society of

Legal Medicine. Between March 13th and 17th, I went to Iwanuma

City. From April 30th to May 5th, I was in Kakuta City, Natori City,
Higashi-Matsushima City, Ishinomaki City and Onagawa Town.

The Japanese Society of Legal Medicine, having learnt from the
experience of the Great Hanshin Awaji Earthquake disaster, quickly
set up postmortem examination task forces. I was first contacted by
telephone on Sunday the 13th at around 2pm and was asked to be
ready to leave for Yamagata at 6pm the same day. Hence, reflecting
the urgency of the situation. Twelve members consisting of doctors,
dentists and professors left from Kasumigaseki by police bus. We
arrived at midnight. Because of safety concerns regarding aftershocks
we stayed in Yamagata City. Every morning at 6am we were picked up
and taken to the Miyagi Prefectural Police emergency headquarters.
After a briefing on the situation we were divided into teams and
dispatched to various locations. As local infrastructure was severely
damaged, roads and the like, it was difficult to get from one place
to another. We returned to the Miyagi Prefectural Police emergency
headquarters at 10pm every day, and did not get back to Yamagata
until midnight.

Due to the large number of deceased, postmortems were
undertaken in gymnasiums, at the police academy, baseball and high
school stadiums and even at the wholesale vegetable market, in total,
eleven locations were utilized. The number of victims recovered by
the Ground Self Defense Force and the Police was never ending and
at times overwhelming. We worked on postmortem examination
and identification in co-operation with the Miyagi local dental
association. At that time, rigor mortis had set in making examinations

very difficult, particularly the opening of the jaw. The procedural
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differences for identification caused minor friction, for example points

such as paperwork and the necessity for intraoral photographic and
radiographic records. However, after two days the common sorrow
and the difficulties we were experiencing dissolved our differences.
If a common procedure had been in place, we would not have
experienced disharmony. Therefore, the Japanese Dental Association
needs to urgently create a standardized identification procedure for all
situations involving postmortem examinations.

The second time I volunteered was in May. I was dispatched with
the eleventh team (in March I was in the first team) to the Miyagi
Prefectural Police emergency headquarters. Unlike March, while the
number of victims had decreased, the impact of the tragedy of this
great earthquake disaster was in part, more intensely felt because of
the condition of the victim’s bodies. Some of the cadavers did not
resemble human beings. For example, bodies which were in water
for a long time took on a waxy appearance, others discovered on land

were in advanced stages of decomposition.

Miyagi Local Government administration staff, the Ground Self-
Defense Force, the Coast Guard, the Fire Brigade, and the Police
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Force were engaged in very difficult work. They went without food,
sleep and days off in order to respect the feelings of the living and
the dignity of the dead, while at the same time grieving silendy. It
was desperate times while people faced life and death during an

unprecedented disaster.

It was unlike anything most dentists had experienced before.
They engaged in postmortem examinations for the first time in their

) . o
careers on a volunteer basis, thus contributing to the recovery. The

evere duties, the mental fatigue and burden were great. Therefore
think follow-up is needed for people who may be experiencing PTSD
(Post}r‘aumatic Stress Disorder) in the aftermath of the disaster. After

returning home the after-effects of the experience were expressed in

many ways. For exfnple, sleeplessness, depression and even at times
imagining the spirits of the victims. After such an experience, one

could not help being depresseci. In the future, I feel help is required

tact with the famili | it is important for us to
agine that silent gratitude “being, belief such as this,
helped in the healing of PTSD. :

In conclusion, .I.tm&@_t_ii-ﬁperiam during large-scale
disasters for people to see strong leadership and determination by the
Prime Minister and Government. As well as more efficient networking
by all organizations this would ensure a faster response. I hope that
as a result of this tragedy the current disaster protocol can evolve in

readiness for future disasters.
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