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Death by volcano
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tUsu situated in  southwestern
MHokkaido on the shores of Lake Toya
erupted on March 31st for the first time in 23
years. The area experienced many earth-
quakes in the days before this indicating that
an eruption was imminent. The authorities
took immediate steps to evacuate 13,000
people from the municipalities in the area.
Because the evacuees were given so little
warning but just ordered to evacuate, they left
behind all their possessions including pets.
Japan is a country prone to natural disasters;
earthquakes, typhoons, severe flooding, and
volcanic eruptions. Yet despite the frequency
of these the Government is either unpre-
pared, as in the case of the Kobe earthquake
or over-reacts, in the case of Mt.Usu. No
thought or consideration is given to animals,

whether pets, farm animals or animals held
captive in zoos, which get caught up in and
are unable to escape from the disaster, nor is
there any standard procedure for the evacua-
tion of such animals. It is left to animal
welfare volunteers, often small local groups
without funding and resources to rescue what
they can. By the time public or media
pressure is put on the government to' do
something, it is usually too late. Of course
safety of human life is a priority but in the
case of the Mt. Usu eruption, huge amounts
of manpower, (including 4000 ground Self
Defence Forces) and materials which could
have been used to rescue animals too, lay
idle and waiting because the government
didn't consider the animals worth saving.

Some people managed to bring animals out

with them despite being told to leave them,
others turned their dogs loose (which the
authorities regard as ‘irresponsible’) but at
least these animals have the freedom to find
food and shelter. Most dogs remained
chained up unable to escape from the
elements and the volcanic ash showering
down -upon them. Others were left to die
inside houses. .

Despite appeals from animal groups the local
government and police refused to allow pet
owners or anyone to go in a rescue the
trapped animals. Over a month later a couple
of animal activists 'managed to venture into
the restricted area. They confirmed that
animals left inside the houses had died from
dehydration and/or starvation. They were

~ arrested for their efforts.



