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1Planning During Rebuilding: A U.S. Planner’s View

Ken Topping (Planning Consultant)

Topping and Associates Cambria, California
<KenTopping@aol.com>

The U.S. has experienced a horrible disaster in New York City through
destruction of the World Trade Center by terrorists. No one yet knows how many
people are dead or injured and how much damage has been suffered. However, a
question by a reporter at a press conference on the day of the disaster was “When
will we have our skyline back?” Restoration of normalcy and familiar
surroundings is a common human desire following disasters everywhere.

Kobe, Japan and surrounding cities experienced extreme devastation in the
Hanshin-Awaji earthquake of January 17, 1995—over 6,000 deaths, 40,000
injuries, 111,000 housing. units destroyed, 137,000 housing units damaged, and
300,000 households displaced.

As former planning director of Los Angeles City and a former resident of
Japan for ten years, the rapid and massive rebuilding after the Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake seemed to me an astonishing achievement. Over 160,000 housing units
were constructed within three to four years. ,

However, in the rush to restore normalcy the urban patterﬁ was changed
by construction of many tall high-rise residential buildings replacing low wooden
housing which had been destroyed. This brought about permanent changes in
living environments, especially for older people who found difficulty adapting to
new conditions and for people not able to afford such replacement housing.

In rebuilding after the earthquake, the major role of the central
government was to finance reconstruction of roads, the port, railways, parks, and
public schools. The major role of city governments was to guide urban planning
during rebuilding. Seventeen restoration promotion districts were quickly
established in Kobe City and other affected areas of Hyogo Prefecture.

Planning for rebuilding presented many opportunities for safety
improvements, new parks, and wider roads. The first phase of planning
undertaken by Kobe City was from mid-January to mid-March when basic citywide
plans for major centers, trunk roads, and parks were made. The second phase
emphasized review of local street and park plans with local residents through the

s AHEW 015E9HE NO. 30




Méchizukuri (town building) citizen participation process. The third phase
featured finalization of plans after citizen input.

| This planning sequence reflected a common post-disaster dilemma: how
can quick action be taken to restore normalcy while also taking time to hear
citizen ideas about rebuilding? The first planning phase sped up decisions
normally taking much longer to make but did not allow for citizen ideas. In the
second phase citizen opinions offered through the Machizukuri process had a
beneficial influence on plans for streets, parks and other features in many
neighborhoods.

: For example, citizen involvement in the Shin Nagafa district led to
establishment of the Pararu temporary shopping center and later to formation of a
citizen design review committee in another section of that district. Citizen-
objections to official development plans for the Rokko Michi district brought about
substantial modifications in building and park designs.

What can we learn from this experience in preparing for future disaster
recovery? One lesson is that it may not always be possible or desirable to restore
familiar surroundings exactly as they were. A more important lesson is that
involvement of citizens in planning for development is beneficial. This lesson is
vei‘y important for Japan where planning has been so centralized.

| Finally, it is important for planners from cities in other countries to
understand what happened during reconstruction in Kobe from different
viewpoints—residents, business, and city government—to prepare for the best
poésible reconstruction after future disasters. |
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