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women and the postnatal women living in the disaster area were accepted in the midwifery clinics in Tokyo.  

The aim of this project was for the pregnant women and mothers who wished to be evacuated to Tokyo to be able 

tospend their late pregnancy period and the early postnatal period in the safety and relaxed atmosphere of the 

clinics, as if they have gone back to their parents’ home. In total, 79 women have benefited from our project 

of which 23 of them gavebirth in Tokyo. The project also provided telephone consultation for the pregnant women 

and  new mothers, as well as working together with the local midwives in order to provide aid. The necessary 

funds were covered by donations from individuals and a grant from Nippon Foundation. 
 

The reality of the disaster area for the pregnant women and  new  

mothers was much more serious than we had imagined. Even  

breastfeeding was a difficulty in evacuation centres where there  

is no privacy. There were mothers who were living in a car or  

first floor of a broken house, as they felt uneasy about  

bothering others with their crying baby. There are also mothers  

who kept on moving between the houses of distant relatives, as 

they feared the effect of radiation on their baby. 

Aid for the pregnant women and new mothers tend to be forgotten in the disaster area as they can move and act 

almost the same as others.  No one is really aware that they need special care. It is worrying to know how little 

they understand about birth. When we asked the person in charge of the evacuation centre about support provided 

to the pregnant women, the response was “We will take her to the hospital by helicopter if the contraction starts”. 

However, the necessity of the support is not limited solely to times of labour. 

Stress during the pregnancy will often lead to a premature birth and/or complications at birth, which means that 

it is likely to affect the health of the baby. After the labour, if the mother is not in a place where she can 

feel safe, she will find it difficult to nurture her baby properly. 

 

To have to bring up children, living in tightly built temporal housing without enough soundproofing is far from 

ideal. It is especially, too much of a burden for the mother to return to such place straight after the birth. 

With this in mind, we, together with Fukushima Midwives Association managed to set up a postnatal care home called 

“Ohisama” (means the sun) in Aizuwakamatsu city in July last year. 

Furthermore, this year, we formed the General Community Corporation J’espère in order to continue the aid in 

the disaster area with the local communities. We also started the “Tohoku Kosodate Project” (Tohoku Parenting 

Project). In Ofunato city and Rikuzentakata city in Iwate pref., the local midwives volunteered to start a 

gathering space for the pregnant women and the mothers called “Kosodate ship”, which is held twice a month. 

In Ishinomaki city, Miyagi pref., a full time mother has started a similar activity called “Baby Smile Ishinomaki” 

in order to provide a space for parental support and places where the mothers and the children can meet and spend 

time with one another. 
 

We have been receiving aids from companies such as SEIYU as well as donations from individuals but money alone 

does not lead to success in parenting aid projects. I believe that the most important part is the thoughtfulness 

towards pregnant women, mothers and babies coming from each individual in the community.  

Aid activity towards pregnant women and mothers leads to the recovery of society and a nurturing of the next 

generation. Thereofre it is one of the most important aspect that we all need to consider seriously. 
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However, my friend, who was a leader of this group, was taken away by the Tsunami. The rest of the staff also 

moved away from here, so we all got separated. 

For me, as a mother, this group was a place where I exchanged information, where my children could meet and play 

with other children and it was my connection to the society, outside my family unit. I was truly supported in 

every way from this group. 

I felt, “ I really want to recreate the precious space for parents and children that I have created with my 

friends” 

So two months after the disaster, in May 2011, I was pregnant with my second boy (8 months pregnant) but still, 

I felt that I could do it, so started it all. 

I feel that that motive was strongly driven by the resentment coming from losing my friend in tsunami. With my 

husband’s support, I started alone as a voluntary organisation. 
 
 
◇◆Feeling of loss returns as I slow down 
 

Right now, compared to the situation just after the disaster, there is nothing that we need urgently, or have 

to do as in an emergency situation.  

However, even after time has passed, the parenting in the temporary housing continues. Also there are no facilities 

or parks where you can allow your children to play freely. I do not see any improvement in the environment for 

parenting.  

After the disaster, all the free spaces were taken up by temporary  

housing and we have much less parks than we had before.  

People who had a huge amount of damage from the disaster have been  

living in desperation and great hardship in order to re-build their  

lives again. There have been a lot of paper work. Especially if you have  

children, processing all that work while looking after children has  

been a phenomenal amount of hardship. 

Everybody has been lost in this hardship, but now that time has passed people are beginning to slow down a little 

and the sense of loss is coming back. “I suddenly feel why am I here, why am I living here…? “ 

For the mothers who are living in the temporary housing, many of them cannot see where they would be moving to.  

They carry this as a vague worry that hangs on them as a permanent cloud, which means they can never relax completely. 

Some of them are really weakened emotionally and mentally and finding the parenting itself a real burden as this 

constant worry together with the exhaustion that comes with parenting is just too much. 

Everyone is really making a real effort. During fun times like our events, they all have smiles on them but of 

course when we try to talk about the disaster, there is so much suffering that comes out with the tears. I feel 

that everyone has rather forcefully bottled up their painful feelings. 

Bringing up children takes up a lot of physical and emotional energy of the mother, even in normal circumstances. 

But these mothers carry a huge worry on top of that so I strongly feel the necessity to keep an eye on one another 

so that the mothers will not be driven into isolation or abuse. 

 
 
◇◆Our motivation alone is not enough. 
 

Nearly two years have passed since the disaster, however our heart has not progressed since. There are so many 

people who are living with the painful emotions without the prospect of these feelings being healed.  

The pain we each carry is very individual, hence it is impossible to know what words that are uttered may end 



up hurting someone in some way. Still, especially because we learnt how very precious the connection between 

the people are through the disaster, we all have a strong wish for a connection with the others. 

To give birth, to bring a child up and to protect it. 

The feeling of connection in our lives is so important. We understand and know that most, hence we are motivated 

and we want our work to have deeper roots in our lives. 

On the other hand, all of us are full-time mothers so we have more than enough on our plate just to run the workshops 

and events. Negotiation of space for the workshops, fundraising, asking for support etc are the things we would 

all love to do but in reality we don’t have the time. 

We also feel frustrated about the fact that our government manages to neglect such an important issue. In Ishinomaki, 

the recovery of the buildings and the infrastructure is slow. This means that formal support towards an 

organisation like ours is beyond the scope of their imagination. 

We understand that grants are open to all applications. However, when the organisation is thoroughly run by full 

time mothers, the process of application and delivering reports after it etc are all too much burden on me as 

a representative. 

I feel, “ I wish there are more support from the local community…”  

“ I wish the government or the council provided us a space to use…” 

I think it is essential for everyone in the community to feel and to have awareness that a community must always 

include a space like our workshop.  

We have been working with our motives alone as a driving force for the  

last two years.  Our hope has been to re-build a community for parenting  

through having a personal connection with every member of the community.  

This has been our only hope and the drive to continue our work. However  

we need more than our motives to make it happen. 

 Please give us your support. We need your generous helping hand in  

order to continue our work.  

Thank you very much for reading till the end. 

 

Lastly, 

We have made a little booklet, filled with messages that arrose during the powerful moment when we so wanted 

to protect lives. It is called “ Dear Children – messages from mothers-“ so that our feelings will not be forgotten 

in the future. 

This booklet is for sale, we are asking for donations from 1000 yen per booklet, we would be very happy if you 

could read it.  

 

※Please order your booklet though our website; 

http://www.forbabysmile.com/ 
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