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Disasters are catalysts for change, but how do they impact resource management? This article
examines how the governance community of oyster farmers in Hokkaido, Japan responded to the mass
disturbances of their aquaculture caused by the 2011 Tohoku Earthquake and Tsunami. Drawing on
interviews with fishers, cooperative administrators, and local officials, as well as analyses of
government publications on fishery regulations and post-disaster subsidy programs, the article
argues that the tsunami damage to their aquaculture in Lake Akkeshi, a brackish estuary, accelerated
the incremental shift toward sustainable resource management that had begun in the 1980s. The 2011
tsunami not only damaged the ports, docks, storage, and packaging facilities used by oyster farmers

but it also washed away most of the aquaculture site — the buoys and ropes used for cultivation

the markers that demarcated the water surface area assigned to the 140 farmers, entire islands that
had been legally recognized as landed “real estate,” and the oysters themselves. In rebuilding
infrastructure, however, the oyster group of the Akkeshi Fishing Cooperative Association did not
simply restore the pre-disaster setup. Rather, through the process of assessing damage levels and
securing government subsidies, [significant changes were made to the governing structures]. The
resulting institutional arrangement had increased state presence, boosted productivity, and
solidified the legitimacy of sustainable practices, such as town-administered programs to remove
pollutants from rivers, that were also the result of previous disturbances to the Akkeshi fishery

This case study, which relies on the fields of political ecology, science and technology studies

and disaster studies for its theoretical framework, contributes to commons studies by examining how
post-disaster recovery impacts knowledge flows and governance structures of natural resource
management.




