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The Landscape of Reconstruction:
Reconsidering the Seawall Construction Project after the Great East Japan Earthquake

Shogo Tanaka
Tokai University, Liberal Arts Education Center

After the Great East Japan Earthquake, local governments planned a new project of reconstructing enormously higher
seawalls (approximately 7-16 m) to insulate the country from future tsunamis, following the guidelines presented by the
government and relevant ministries. This project has been widely criticized not only by environmental activists and
organizations that emphasize the significance of the ecosystem of coastal areas but also by the residents of the coastal regions
who are anxious about the negative impact on their source of livelihood such as fishery and tourism. This paper aims to
reconsider the relevance of the project from the perspective of the idea of the landscape, which enables to link the ecological
perspective and the residents’ needs for livelihood. Landscape is a perceptual feature of the land, which is constructed based
on both the natural forces and people’s socio-cultural activities. Thus, it is not merely a dichotomy of nature/culture or natural/
artificial. The Sanriku Coast (northeast Honshu on the Pacific Ocean), where the tsunami caused the most devastation, has
been traditionally known for its beautiful landscape: the rocky shoreline with countless bays is dotted with small fishing
villages. Recent ecological studies emphasize that human—nature interactions in coastal areas, such as sea-farming and
afforestation, have contributed to maintaining this landscape by promoting biodiversity. This type of coastal area is
affirmatively conceptualized as “sato-umi” by landscape researchers and ecologists. From this perspective, it is suggested that
the new seawalls do not only damage the ecosystem but also impede the human—nature interactions that is characteristic of
the coastal areas, and thus, the traditional landscape will be irrevocably destroyed. It is proposed that the alternative way of
constructing a seawall, that is, setting it back from the shore and retaining the sato-umi area, is a more desirable solution for

this problem.
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