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JET Alumni Involvement in the Recovery

of the Tohoku Region

The JET Programme must be one of the most well
known and well established international exchange teaching
programmes in the world. With 25 years under its belt and 39
countries participating in the programme, it's not unusual that
JET alumni all over the world come across each other in their
everyday lives.

Every year JET participants’ time on the JET programme
comes to an end and it's time to leave Japan. For most JET
participants, this is only the beginning of a pathway to a lifelong
friendship with each other and with the country of Japan and its
people.

There are around 24,000 registered JET alumni members
across 19 countries in the world, meaning JETAA International
(JETAA EFBZ H4%) links together what is possibly the biggest
international exchange alumni group in the world.

“Oh, you were a JET too?” has become all too frequent a
question and one that unites together thousands of people all
over the world with their mutual understanding of a shared yet
unique experience of living and working in Japan. And as web
based social networking increases, their connectedness becomes
tighter.

So, when the earthquake and subsequent tsunami hit the
north-east coast of Honshu in March last year, JET communities
were deeply affected through their connections to Japan.

From the day the tsunami struck, JETAA chapters were
inundated with emails from alumni asking “What can we do to
help?” In the beginning, it was almost impossible for anyone to
know how to answer that question.

With a vested desire to give something back, JET alumni all
over the world began to draw on their own unique experience
of living in Japan. What emerged as their united response was a
reflection of how JET participants have come to understand and
best relate to Japan — at the grass roots level.

JETAA members all over the world hosted hundreds of
events to raise money and express support and prayer for the
Japanese people.

Many ideas for these events drew on personal experiences
of their Japan experience. In London, JET alumni took part
in The Walk for Japan, based on the annual Tokyo Yamathon
Challenge in which participants visit all stations of the Japan
Railways Yamanote Line. Participants walked across London
visiting all 16 stations (19 miles) of the Victoria Line - the city's
busiest Tube line - passing the Embassy of Japan on the way.

Another former JET participant from Tochigi Prefecture
cycled the 'Fukushima Challenge' route on a Boris bike,
accompanied by her brother on foot. A 100 mile, 24 hour run
and cycle ride, with the length of the route representing the
exclusion zone set up around the Fukushima Plant. They raised
over £27,000.

Animation screenings, provided by the Melbourne
International Film Festival, with animé artists, costume
players and taiko drumming performance were hosted by
South Australian JET alumni while Scotland received generous
donations to Fix Japan a Japanese comedy and taiko evening and
Stand for Japan, an evening of fusion of Japanese and Scottish
music and storytelling.

The South Africa JETAA Chapter sought out and brought
together the small Japanese community living together in
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Guateng Province to join together in mutual support and
remembrance. In Ireland, JET alumni took to the streets, raising
around 55,000 euros in street collections alone while in Tokyo,
the JETAA Tokyo Chapter teamed up with the Japanese service
group, Tokyo de Volunteer to host a hanami, arts and music
event in Yoyogi Park.

Current and past JET participants all over the world have
used social websites and networking to set up groups to help
generate ways to help Tohoku get back on its feet. Many of
these have been inspired by those who live or used to live in the
areas hit by the tsunami. JET Endurance, Smile Kids, Hearts for
Haragama, Friends of Soma, Volunteer Akita, Save Miyagi, The
Mud Project. The list goes on.

More than anything, JETAA members simply wanted
the people of Tohoku to receive and hear their messages of
friendship and hope.

Kate Truscott and Sarah Hill, two former ALTs from
Shizuoka Prefecture (1993-1995) set up the Crane Campaign,
which showed school children how to make origami cranes with
messages inside for Japanese school children. Their idea soon
reached schools far and wide. People all over the world are still
making cranes for Japan.

When Jess Brown, a JETAA member from Oita Prefecture
(2000-2003) put out a bid for chocolate advent calendars,
she didn't imagine the donations of hand-made cards by
school children in Scotland and postcards of support from the
Scottish-Japan community. Not to mention the unexpected 30
hand-knitted fun and colourful scarves which were mailed to
Rikuzentakata City just in time for Christmas.

Signatures and messages of hope were collected on the
streets of Dublin and displayed in the city hall in Sendai City.
Schools exchanged letters, art work was shared, postcards were
sent. These were simple but heartfelt messages of exchange,
love and support all over the world, each idea inspired by JET
alumni’s own personal friendships and school experiences
whilst they were living in Japan.

Over the past year, many JETAA members have returned to
Japan, some to travel to the disaster hit areas to offer a helping
hand with clean up and rebuilding efforts, others to travel back
to the areas where they lived and try to get an understanding
of the current feeling in Japan. One former Kesennuma JET
participant, Andrew Berne, and his new wife plan to spend their
honeymoon travelling back to Andrew's home town in April to
assist with relief efforts.

For many of us, over the past twelve months, the paths of
our extended JET community have converged and united with
Japan in ways we could never have imagined. And it is only by
doing something together that we can keep moving forward.

JETAA International would like to continue to dedicate their
support to the recovery and growth of Rikuzentakata City and
Ishinomaki City, the two towns where JET participants Monty
Dickson and Taylor Anderson sadly lost their lives. Monty
and Taylor, and the schools and neighbourhoods within which
they lived, will always hold a special place in the hearts of the
JETAA community, as will the children, families and friends in
Tohoku whom we will never forget.
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