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JETAA International Meeting and

Rikuzentakata Volunteer Trip

On October 21-22, 2011, 16 delegates from 10 countries
of JET Alumni Association International (JETAAI) gathered in
Tokyo for the 2011 JETAAI International Meeting. As this is the
25th Anniversary of the JET program, JETAAi wanted to have
the meeting in Tokyo, where all of our JET adventures began.

For many of us, this was the first trip back to Japan since
we been JETs, but for all of us, it was the first trip back since
the Earthquake. Landing at Narita, you would never know that it
was eight short months ago that the tragedy struck.

Summary of International Meeting

The agenda and objectives of the meeting covered a variety
of items ranging from improvements to the JET program to
fundraising efforts for the tsunami area.

The meeting was sponsored by the Center for Global
Partnership, a part of the Japan Foundation and CLAIR.
Representatives from these organizations, as well as the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and AJET attended. The meeting
was also covered by NHK News and televised in Japan.
Some of the delegates also had the opportunity to meet
with government representatives in the three ministries that
support and administer the JET Program: Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications
and the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and
Technology. We also had an opportunity to meet with a member
of MEXT, who also requested JETAAi suggestions on how to
improve the English proficiency of the Japanese people.

Following the two-day meeting, we traveled to the
Tohoku region to volunteer in the ongoing cleanup efforts in
Rikuzentakata, where the late Montgomery (Monty) Dickson
was stationed as a JET until he was tragically swept away
with thousands of others in the March 11, 2011 tsunami that
devastated the region. We were joined by fifteen current JET
Program participants, led by Paul Yoo of Volunteer Akita,
including one of Monty’s childhood friends, Steven Wilson.
Several delegates used this opportunity to show some of
the efforts from their home countries. Nicky Furniss, our
delegate from South Africa brought pictures of supporting and
encouraging messages drawn by children that had been badly
burnt. As these children are familiar with pain and loss they
wanted to give their best thoughts to the people of Tohoku.
Delegates from JETAA USA used this opportunity to present a
donation from the JETAA USA Fund to the Rikuzentakata Board
of Education. The proceeds will aid several efforts, including
a project that provides study rooms for students and another
aimed at hiring a second JET to work in the town.

After arriving and checking in an inspiringly crowded
volunteer center, we were sent to a plot of land near the coast
that was formally a rice field and someone’s family home. The
next three hours were spent excavating and separating the debris
from a large area of sludge. Working alongside each other and
a smattering of Japanese volunteers, everyone was humbled by
the sheer amount of work that still needs to be done, but happy
that we could do a little part of healing this area.
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Following our physical volunteering, we were invited to a
meeting with the Mayor of Rikuzentakta, Futoshi Toba, in the
temporary building that serves as the current city hall. Though
it is a temporary structure, many of the walls were covered with
an outpouring of support from around the world and the general
demeanor was one of hope and optimism.

During the meeting, Mayor Toba described to us the
current condition of Rikuzentakata including the many trials and
tribulations that they are still enduring. "Since the grocery store
opened, people have started to come out into the community
again," Mayor Toba explained. Until that point, people had
mostly been eating convenient store food and bento boxes
trucked in from other regions, and staying close to home.
Having somewhere to shop and meet with fellow community
members has helped to establish a small bit of normalcy in lives
that were turned upside down.

Mayor Toba also expressed his desire to put effort into the
English education of the next generation, whose task it will be
to build a new Rikuzentakata City, and asked for support from
JETAAI in this regard. The vice-superintendent of the schools
also spoke to us at the meeting, giving JETAAI a list of requests,
both general and specific. Mostly, his concern was to bring more
cultural exchange to the students, especially the orphans. He
also requested money for new instruments and general supplies.

In a moving display of shared loss, JET participant, Steven
Wilson offered a bouquet of flowers to Mayor Toba, to express
his sympathy over the mayor's loss of his wife and fellow
community members, including Monty.

Future Activities

Going forward, the JETAAI representatives plan to
continue to fundraise and support the Tohoku region during
the rebuilding. They are joined by many others with ties to the
area, including the family of Taylor Anderson, another JET
that was lost in the tsunami. The Andersons created the Taylor
Anderson Memorial fund and are involved in several projects
in Ishinomaki where Taylor was a JET. Back in our home
countries we hope to help both monetarily and spiritually. In
addition to fundraising, we will be pursuing various initiatives
that will further cross-cultural exchange to the students in the
affected area. One way would be to create short skype videos
of individual’s reading a children’s book in English that we can
send to current JETs to give out to their school. We are also
hoping to work with schools in Australia and New Zealand to
have live skype calls between classrooms in those countries and
Tohoku.

Current JETs are also doing their part by volunteering
regularly in the area and undertaking creative initiatives to
support the remaining residents. It is a strong testament to
the grass-roots loyalty to Japan that is created via the JET
Programme.
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