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How can logistics providers respond to natural disasters?

On March 11, 2011, the Great East Japan Earthquake devastated eastern Japan, taking a
massive toll in both human and material terms. The distribution infrastructure was also
severely damaged, making it difficult for vendors to deliver the essentials of daily life to
people who were trapped in evacuation centers. Even in areas of the country that had not
been damaged by the earthquake there were serious supply problems. Many stores were
not able to stock their shelves, while manufacturers often found it difficult to procure parts
and raw materials. For example, many automakers were forced to suspend operations at
their factories for extended periods of time. Interruptions in the supply chain caused severe
problems. In this way, the Great East Japan Earthquake exposed many weaknesses in the
traditional distribution system, reinforcing the importance of supply chain management.
Since the earthquake, both private corporations and government organizations have been
examining various factors and examining ways to develop distribution systems that are
more resilient, allowing them to cope with natural disasters. All of the large-scale natural
disasters that have taken place since 2011 have helped to reinforce the importance of having
a distribution system that can cope with such unexpected challenges, and have spurred on
efforts to develop such a system. Scientists are already anticipating the next major disaster,
which could take place in the Nankai Trough (off Japan' s southeast coast) or in the Tokyo
area. If a major quake occurs in either of these locations, the extent of the damage is likely
to be severe, and the demand for essential goods may well surpass that of any prior disaster.
Damage to factories and distribution centers will probably once again interrupt the supply
of goods, while expressways and other major transportation arteries are expected to be
thrown into chaos. It is unlikely that disaster preparations alone will be adequate to address
these problems.

This article examines various potential ways to address the distribution problems that a
major natural disaster is likely to create. We intend to examine and discuss the issue from

various points of view.
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