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After the Great East Japan Earthquake :
Suicide prevention and a gatekeeper program

Kotaro OTsuka'?, Akio Sakar?, Hikaru Nakamura', Mitsuko AKAHIRA"

1) Department of Disaster and Community Psychiatry, School of Medicine, Twate Medical University
2) Department of Neuropsychiatry, School of Medicine, Twate Medical University

When considering approaches to mental health in areas affected by the 2011 Great East
Japan Earthquake, as well as the resulting tsunami and Fukushima nuclear power plant acci-
dent, it is not sufficient to focus interventions solely on individuals experiencing mental health
issues. The situation demands a comprehensive approach that includes programs that target
improvements to mental health literacy among residents in areas affected by the disaster, the
rebuilding of relationships between residents themselves, collaboration with recovery and sup-
port activities, and mental health support for people participating in recovery and support
efforts. From a medium- to long-term perspective, suicide prevention is an important issue.
Comprehensive suicide prevention efforts are being promoted in areas of Iwate Prefecture
affected by the disaster.

In suicide prevention programs, it is crucial to foster the development of human
resources in the local community. In order to expand community supports, it iS necessary to
provide education on ways of supporting those affected by a disaster to local medical person-
nel, people staffing inquiry and consultation offices, and people in fields related to mental
health. Suicide prevention and disaster relief efforts are both approaches that target people in
difficulty, and they share commonalities in principles, systems, and approaches to human
resource development.

“Mental health first aid” is a program developed in Australia that defines methods of early
intervention by non-professionals who encounter someone experiencing a mental health prob-
lem. The mental health first aid-based gatekeeper training program of the Japanese govern-
ment’s Cabinet Office, which the author’s research team helped to develop, allows participants
to obtain the knowledge and skills required of gatekeepers. In 2012, a module for disaster-
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affected areas was developed and added to the program, with additional content that provides
program participants with the skills to respond in crisis situations encountered during advice/
counseling work in evacuation centers and temporary housing facilities. In addition, since 2011
the Cabinet Office has offered a facilitator training program that was developed based on the
gatekeeper training program. Program text materials may be downloaded from the Web site of
the Cabinet Office, and it is hoped that they will be used in the education of those involved in
caring for people affected by a disaster.
< Authors’ abstract>

<Keywords : disaster medicine, disaster psychiatry, suicide prevention, gatekeeper >
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