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Governments and communities are increasingly faced with the decision to stay in place or 

relocate after disasters. One of the reasons for considering relocation is to reduce damage from future 
hazards. However, there is no simple approach to making the right decision, as the complexity of 
relocation requires further study (Ferris & Bower 2023). Multiple factors, including natural and risk 
conditions, planning elements represented by location, processes and funding, and historical and 
evolving socio-political contexts influence decisions in an interwoven manner (Balachandran 2022). 
What makes this issue even more challenging is that the definition of satisfactory outcomes varies 
depending on who owns and follows the decisions, processes, and outcomes. Satisfaction levels 
would also change depending on when the question is asked (See for e.g., Iuchi 2023). 

After the 2004 Chuetsu earthquake, the communities in the Nijumurago region and the two 
governments that administered the region faced the difficult decision of whether to rebuild in the 
original mountains or relocate to the urbanized downtown areas (See Figure 1 for locations). 
Accelerated aging and depopulation, as well as pressure on governments to streamline budgets, made 
returning to the villages less promising. Faced with the option of relocating or returning, the villagers 
questioned themselves whether it would be better to live in more convenience by moving downtown, 
or to live together by returning with their neighbors with whom they had long shared their lives. Two 
governments administering Nijimurago then decided to proceed with contrasting strategies – one 
supporting relocation for economic sustainability, to encourage villagers in declining rural areas to 
join economic activities more available downtown, and the other supporting returning, simply to 
preserve and sustain the rural villages. Three years later when villagers moved into their new homes, 
about half of the households had returned to their original neighborhoods, while the other half had 
moved out of the villages. 

This talk reflects on several key findings that contribute to a better understanding of the nature 
of post-disaster resettlement in depopulated areas based on research first conducted five years after 
the earthquake and several follow-up visits to Chuetsu over the past decade. Reflections are four-fold. 
First, while residents' decisions about resettlement included factors such as hazards, inherent feelings 
toward their communities, and sustainability of livelihoods, emotional influences were also found to 
be significant in decision making. Second, decision making took place both individually and 
collectively, largely influenced by the inherent nature of the community that existed prior to the 
earthquake. Third, communities that made collective decisions and thus stayed together, whether in 
the original or relocated areas, were more satisfied with their decisions in the following years. Lastly 
and significantly, while depopulation and aging of the population in the region has continued, new 
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efforts to revitalize the mountainous regions have developed as a result of the decision to preserve 
the identities and values of the villages post-earthquake. 

 

 
Figure 1. Chuetsu region and Nijumurago Area. 
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