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Abstract Ethnic minority groups are considered vulnerable due to their cultural, linguistic, and 

religious differences, but some are resilient and may have the potential to work as critical 

stakeholders in disaster risk reduction (DRR). The special session “Minority communities in 

DRR” at the 2022 IDRiM conference focused on the potential and roles of ethnic minority 

groups, especially mosques in Japan that are mainly managed by foreign nationals. This 

technical summary aims to (1) summarize presentations and discussion from the session and 

(2) describe future research directions regarding ethnic minority communities in general and 

Muslims in Japan in particular. The session presented various activities undertaken by mosques, 

including functioning as coronavirus disease 2019 vaccination sites and evacuation shelters for 

foreign nationals, and relief suppliers (e.g., sending donations and volunteers) in natural 

hazard-related disasters (e.g., earthquake and flood). The presentations and discussion could 

lead to micro, meso, and macro perspectives in future studies where the related individuals 

(e.g., mosque managers and users), the mosque’s networks, and the overall trend of mosques 

throughout the country are focused on, respectively. The findings of this session and future 

research will help us further comprehend their potential and roles, empower them, and 

contribute to building multi-stakeholder partnerships to realize a society where no one is left 

behind. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

As a slogan of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations 2015) suggests, it 

is vital to leave no one behind in disaster risk reduction (DRR). Generally, the people left 

behind in disasters include minorities such as older people, children, physically/mentally 

disabled people, the poor, women (or sexual minorities), and ethnic minorities. The IDRiM 

society has already focused on some of them (BasuDas 2021; Chasanah and Sakakibara 2021; 

Hamidzada and Cruz 2019; Ohtsu and Hokugo 2022)6. However, it has insufficiently studied 

ethnic minorities (i.e., linguistic and religious minority groups) despite their vulnerabilities 

resulting from cultural, linguistic, and religious differences (Bolin and Kurtz 2018; Gaillard 

2012)  

While ethnic minorities are stereotyped as being vulnerable, some of them are also known 

to be resilient (Kawasaki et al. 2018; Uekusa and Matthewman 2017) and may work as critical 

stakeholders in DRR. Their resources and networks may help both majority and minority 

communities. Therefore, it is crucial to collect case studies and reports on ethnic minorities to 

understand their potential and roles better.  

The special session “Minority communities in DRR” at the IDRiM 2022 conference7 focused 

on the potential and roles of ethnic minority groups, especially Muslim communities or 

mosques in Japan. The mosques are typically used and managed by foreign Muslims for regular 

daily prayers and educational and ceremonial purposes. There were approximately 100 

mosques as of 2017 (Okai 2018), while an estimated 157,000 foreign Muslims lived in Japan 

as of 2018 (Tanada 2019). This number is overwhelmingly small compared to the entire 

population (including foreign nationals) of approximately 130 million. The session featured 

three presentations by the authors and highlighted a variety of functions and activities of 

mosques in Japan during disasters. The presentations included actual and scenario-based case 

studies/reports on several Japanese mosques in natural hazard-related disasters (e.g., 

earthquakes and floods) and the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. As far as we 

are aware, this session was the first to report on various functions of the mosques in a Muslim-

minority country8 (at least in the IDRiM society). 

The purpose of this technical summary is two-fold: (1) to provide an overview of each 

presentation—what was presented by each speaker and what was discussed, through question 

and answer (Q&A)—and (2) to describe future directions for research regarding ethnic 

minority communities in general, and Muslims in Japan in particular. The technical summary 

makes significant contributions in various aspects: first, reporting on the activities of the 

 
6 Other examples include a keynote speech of the IDRiM 2022, which focused on the low income countries (i.e., 

the poor), and Women in Disaster Risk Science Committee in the IDRiM Society, which discusses challenges and 

roles of women (IDRiM Committees 2022). 

7 It was held online on September 21–23, 2022. 

8 Examples of Muslim-majority societies are found in several previous studies (Cheema 2021; Cheema et al. 2014; 

Joakim and White 2015; Mughal 2015). 



IDRiM (2022) 12 (2)        ISSN: 2185-8322 

DOI10.5595/001c.77523 

 

 93 

community can empower them and promote their community-based DRR activities. Second, a 

proper understanding of the minority groups’ potential and roles can help build multi-

stakeholder partnerships (e.g., partnerships between minority groups and governmental 

sectors). Third, the case studies in Japan can be applied to minority groups in other regions and 

countries. Fourth, it can stimulate inter- and trans-disciplinary approaches (Tress et al. 2005) 

since the session crossed disciplinary9 and scientific/academic boundaries10. Among the above, 

promoting community-based DRR and inter- and trans-disciplinarity is emphasized as a 

mission in IDRiM Society Strategic Plan 2030 (IDRiM Strategic Plan Committee 2022).  

 

2. PRESENTATIONS AND DISCUSSION IN THE SESSION 

 

2.1 Mosque as a COVID-19 Vaccination Site 

The first presentation by Mari Tamura was on “Mosque as a COVID-19 vaccination site for 

ethnic minorities: A case study in Kanagawa, Japan” (Kotani et al. 2022a, 2022b). She focused 

on a case in Ebina, Kanagawa, Japan, where Ebina Mosque, a hub of foreign Muslims, was 

used as a vaccination site for foreign nationals, who likely faced linguistic and cultural barriers 

before the vaccination, from July 2021 for approximately three months. This case was the first 

and only one in Japan involving the local government. Based on a field survey (i.e., field 

observation and interviews with stakeholders and vaccine recipients), she detailed (1) the 

linguistic and religious responses at the mosque and (2) the perceptions of vaccine recipients 

regarding linguistic and religious issues and considerations. She presented the various 

linguistic (e.g., interpretation by mosque-related volunteers) and religious (i.e., separating 

vaccination spaces based on gender) services provided at the mosque, which the vaccinees 

accepted appreciatively. Such measures likely promoted vaccinations by increasing the 

intention to vaccinate and closing the intention-behavior gap. The results demonstrate the 

mosques’ significant potential in Muslim-minority societies (e.g., Japan) to assist ethnic 

minorities during disasters, including pandemics. 

During the Q&A, she received a question about medical services and halal: “Do medical 

services have to follow halal rules?” She answered that religious leaders (i.e., imam) informed 

vaccinees that medical services (e.g., alcohol sterilization) were not relevant to halal rules, and 

thus, there were no troubles related to this.  

 

 

 

 
9 The first author (Hitomu Kotani) specializes in disaster studies, the second author (Mari Tamura) in international 

studies, and the third and fourth authors (Yusuke Katsura and Mohammad Moinuddin) in religious and humanity 

studies. 

10 The speakers consisted of both researchers and stakeholders. Specifically, the first and second authors are 

academic researchers; the third and fourth authors are not only researchers but also non-academic participants, 

that is, Muslim stakeholders of Osaka Ibaraki Mosque, Japan, who use the mosque and help the administration. 
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2.2 Mosque as Evacuation Shelters 

The second presentation by Hitomu Kotani was on a scenario-based case study titled 

“Potential of mosques to serve as evacuation shelters for foreign Muslims during disasters: A 

case study in Gunma, Japan” (Kotani et al. 2021). He proposed using mosques as voluntary 

shelters for foreign Muslims, as they tend to face dietary and linguistic issues in general public 

shelters. He further evaluated the mosques’ potential to function as shelters. Mosques are 

expected to have large spaces, including a prayer space, and to store food familiar to daily 

attendees. The study targeted two mosques (i.e., Isesaki Mosque and Sakaimachi Mosque) in 

Gunma, Japan, to investigate their equipment and building environment in relation to how they 

could function as shelters, the number of evacuees they could accommodate, the amount of 

food they could supply to evacuees, and the willingness of administrators and attendees to use 

the mosques as shelters. The interview with mosques’ administrators revealed that both 

mosques were equipped with toilets and shower rooms and had enough space (i.e., prayer space 

and multipurpose space) for approximately 30 to 40 evacuees11. They also had sufficient 

kitchen space and tableware to prepare meals for about 100 people and they could quickly 

receive food from nearby halal stores. The administrators were also willing to use the mosques 

as shelters. A questionnaire survey with Sakaimachi Mosque attendees showed that about half 

of them were willing to evacuate to the mosque. Thus, it was suggested that the mosques could 

serve as shelters accommodating and feeding many evacuees. 

During the Q&A, the speaker was asked “Why do some people not want to evacuate to the 

mosques?” He was unsure about the reason since he did not ask about it in the survey. 

Meanwhile, he explained that some people were willing to evacuate to the mosques probably 

because they were familiar with the mosques and knew each other. For another question “Do 

Muslims have priorities to follow in emergencies? (e.g., do they have lexicographic 

preferences?),” the third and fourth authors of this paper as Muslims confirmed that they do 

not. They also stated that the interpretation of Islamic teachings varies according to cultural 

and individual circumstances and that the embeddedness and internalization of the teachings 

depend on the person. However, we may be able to identify a general tendency, but this is an 

issue for future research. 

 

2.3 Mosques as Disaster Relief and Response Suppliers 

The last presentation by Yusuke Katsura and Mohammad Moinuddin was on “Disaster 

response of two mosques in Osaka, Japan.” They reported on various relief and response 

activities implemented by two mosques: Osaka Ibaraki Mosque (OIM) and Osaka Islamic 

Center (OIC). For example, after the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami that caused 

 
11 The numbers differed from those reported by Kotani et al. (2021) (i.e., 60–80 evacuees to be accommodated). 

This difference was because he updated the numbers because of the COVID-19 pandemic, where shelters required 

twice as much space as before the pandemic to prevent the spread of infection (i.e., 6 m2 per person during the 

pandemic versus 3 m2 per person before the pandemic, according to Yokomatsu et al. (2022)) 
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Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster, OIM along with the nearby community center accepted 

evacuated people from affected eastern Japan and stocked the mosque shelter with halal foods, 

a cooking place, a prayer place, beds, and more. In the 2018 Japan floods which hit western 

Japan, the members of OIM launched a donation campaign, sending approximately 237 

thousand JPY to the affected areas via the Japanese Red Cross Society. OIC also dispatched 

volunteers to remove mud and debris. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, OIM distributed 

raw food packets to those who lost their source of income. Moreover, to fight loneliness, 

depression, and other psychological issues, OIM attempted to reach out to people through short 

religious talks online. A five-minute message with Japanese subtitles was uploaded daily on 

the Mosque’s YouTube channel. In addition, OIC collaborated with a private clinic and became 

a COVID-19 vaccination site for foreign nationals and Japanese neighborhoods in August 2021, 

which facilitated the vaccination of those who had not been able to get vaccines due to linguistic 

barriers (Tamura et al. 2022). The speakers suggested that mosques are not only places for 

Muslims to gather for religious activities, but also centers for volunteer and emergency 

activities. Based on the Islamic teaching, mosques are central to mutual aid activities under 

normal circumstances, but during the time of disaster, the mosques are used beyond the normal 

scope of usage for the community. They concluded that these activities promote collaboration 

within the Muslim community while creating opportunities for exchange and cooperation with 

Japanese residents, which in turn contributes to building a convivial multi-cultural society. 

During the Q&A, they were asked: “How did OIM announce that it was accepting evacuees?” 

The last author answered that it was done by making use of the sources provided by the nearby 

community center.  

 

3. FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 

The session primarily focused on each mosque as a unit of analysis, while research with 

more micro, meso, and macro perspectives would be required to further comprehend the 

potential of mosques in the future.  

 

3.1 Micro Perspective 

Based on the discussion (especially in Section 2.2), we need to study related individuals in 

greater detail. For example, it would be interesting to investigate how managers and users of 

mosques make decisions in relation to Islamic rules (i.e., religious rules) and personal 

circumstances (i.e., non-religious environment) in DRR and how diverse the decisions are. 

Such attempts will deepen our understanding of how mosques would work during disasters. 

The detailed analysis on each individual will also be meaningful in the contemporary diverse 

society (i.e., the society with super-diversity) where there is an interplay of various factors (e.g., 

country of origin, migration channel, educational background, and employment) in addition to 

ethnicity (Grzymala-Kazlowska and Phillimore 2018; Vertovec 2007).  
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Another exciting topic would be examining the consequences of mosques’ activities on 

individuals. While the session showcased mosques’ relief and response activities, we need to 

better understand how aid providers and recipients (including foreign minorities and Japanese 

citizens) were influenced. Questionnaires or interviews can be used to understand the short- 

and long-term effectiveness of mosques’ activities. It will also help to understand the 

emergence of the convivial society, as Section 2.3 suggested. 

 

3.2 Meso and Macro Perspectives 

Another vital perspective is a meso perspective on mosques’ networks or social capital 

(Aldrich 2012). Some mosques in affected areas received relief goods and volunteers from 

other mosques (Asai 2018; Florian 2020; Nejima and Danismaz 2015). Thus, the following 

topics on understanding the bridging form of their social capital could be explored: whether 

the networks were pre-existing or emergent (Florian 2020); if emergent, whether they 

continued even after a disaster; and how they functioned following disasters. In addition to 

connections between mosques, their connections with other stakeholders (i.e., linking social 

capital) would also be essential to explore, as implied in Sections 2.1 (i.e., link with a 

governmental sector) and 2.3 (i.e., links with social and private sectors). For example, the 

reasons that mosque managers and city office workers do or do not work together are worth 

exploring.  

Lastly, since Japan has approximately 100 mosques, a macro perspective on mosques 

throughout the country is significant. We should understand where they are located12 (e.g., 

whether they are located in high-risk areas such as tsunami inundation zones) and how they are 

physically vulnerable; for example, by using a geographical information system. We may also 

find it useful to categorize the mosques according to their locations, capacities, and facilities. 

Such a macroscopic view will reveal variances in their potentials and might help to plan 

national or regional level DRR strategies. 

The perspectives outlined above will require further inter- and trans-disciplinary research. 

Such research may strengthen the reported findings here and further help to comprehend the 

potential and roles of mosques and possibly other ethnic minority groups and their buildings 

not only in Japan but also in other countries and regions. The findings may empower minority 

communities13 and help build multi-stakeholder partnerships to realize a society where no one 

is left behind. 

 

 
12 While a list of 80 mosques existing in 2014 was prepared (Tanada 2015), the number of mosques has increased 

since then, and the list should be updated. 
13 In fact, OIC voluntarily planned to use its building as a vaccination site after learning of the use of Ebina Mosque 

as a vaccination site (Tamura et al. 2022). Therefore, the potential use and roles of such sites (e.g., mosques 

serving as shelters, vaccination sites, and relief suppliers, as shown here) can provide good lessons and examples 

for communities that have not realized them.  
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