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My name is Ichiro Maruya.  I ‘m from Japan.  I ’m very happy to visit South Africa and meet you.  I’m grateful to you for giving me an opportunity to speak.


I gave you small cranes made by a piece of paper called “origami”.

Japanese volunteers folded them, praying for peace.  In Japan when a sad happening occurs, we make folded cranes in order to ease our sadness.  Folded cranes are also a symbol of peace.  I earnestly hope a peaceful world will come soon.


I live in a small town named Furukawa.  Furukawa is in the northern part of Japan.  It’s near Sendai, the largest city in the northern part. Furukawa is an agricultural area and has a population of 70,000.


Let me talk about my toy library.  Six years ago I attended the 8th International Conference of Toy Libraries in Tokyo.  I was very much interested in the toy library.   I was able to open a toy library in my town three years later. My toy library is open only once a month because I’m working.  About thirty volunteers are supporting.


Last year a disaster took place in the neighboring prefecture, Niigata. Disasters happen from time to time and anywhere in the world. Disasters are caused by natural forces and unfortunately by human failure.  I wished I could help and cheer up the suffering people.


With the aid of Japan Toy Library Association, Japan Toy makers Association and other social welfare societies, the Japanese National Council of Toy Libraries was able to visit them as “the Toy Caravan to Niigata”.  I’m going to talk about my experience in the Toy Caravan.


We visited Sanjo City and Kawaguchi Town in Niigata Prefecture.   Niigata is in the middle area of Japan, facing the Japan Sea.  On October 23, 2004, at 5:56p.m. a great earthquake of magnitude 6.8 occurred in the middle area of Niigata.  46 people were killed and about 5,000 people were injured.  Half of the houses were destroyed.


Three months before the earthquake there was torrential rain in the same area.  In Sanjo City the bank of the Igarashi River broke down and the roads and houses were flooded.  It was in sanitary all over the city because of heat of summer.


Sanjo Toy Library was also affected by the flood and they lost most of their toys.  They wished to reopen their library and requested the Toy Caravan would visit and support them.


In the early morning of December 18, Saturday, member from Tokyo and Sendai started separately, carrying a lot of toys and picture books.  We met at Sanjo Welfare Hall about noon.  We prepared for reopening of the toy library with the volunteers of Sanjo Toy Library.  At one o’clock it was open again.  At first there were few visitors but around two o’clock over eighty children and parents came.  I understood how much they wanted to visit and play at the toy library again.  Children enjoyed singing songs, dancing, games and storytelling.  Volunteers in Santa Claus costume and a pig costume appeared and gave them presents of sweets and toys.  We gave toys and books we brought with us to the Sanajo Toy Library.  

The hotel we stayed at had been flooded above floor by heavy rain although it was built on a higher ground.  I heard that the river had risen two meters.


Next day we left the hotel at 6:30 for Kawaguchi town which was badly damaged by the earthquake.  On our way there we saw a lot of blue plastic sheets covering broken roofs and walls of houses.  The roads were damaged and I found it difficult to drive.  Approaching the town we saw more landslide sites and more houses that were forbidden to enter.  I felt uneasy,  “If another earthquake takes place at this moment, what shall I do?”

At 8 o’clock we arrived at the volunteers’ center.  About 100 volunteers had gathered there.  At the morning meeting the leader advised us four things.

1) Do not work too hard.

2) Do not move alone.

3) Do not take photographs of the refugees.

4) Have your name registered and wear your nameplate.

We were told to go to the gym of a primary school.  The name of the school was Sansui Primary School.  The school building was damaged by the earthquake.  The walls were partly broken down and the toilets were unable to use.  In the playground there were fifty temporary prefab houses for refugees.  There was no place for the children to play in.


We opened the mobile toy library again as we did in Sanjo city.  Another group was pounding rice cake and hot pork soup at the school.  At lunchtime we waited in a line together with the refugees and had rice cake and soup in the gym.  We were very pleased because we had eaten nothing since six in the morning.  I thought I could understand the refugees’ feeling a little.


It was significant to play with friendly children.  They sang the song of Sensui Primary School for us.  Only children and aged people visited the gym that day.  Children’s parents had to work hard in order to repair their houses and offices although it was Sunday.  Some of them had lost their houses or jobs but they had to make a living for their family.


The Toy Caravan visited Kawaguchi Town again on March 20.  They said they had unusually heavy snow in winter this year and restoration was delayed.  We went to Sensui Primary School.  The walls of the gym and the toilets had been repaired, but there were still temporary houses in the school ground.


The children looked fine and welcomed us warmly.  We played with toys that we had brought last time.  We sang to the accompaniment of guitar, danced and played games.  We gave them sweets and toys.  The children had to bear inconvenience everyday.  I hoped they could relax by the event.


I participated in the Toy Caravan to Niigata twice.  I don’t know how much I could do for the refugees.  If I had not participated in the caravan, the disaster would fade out of my memory.  The fact I actually saw and felt would stay in my mind.  I can still remember dreadfulness of the disaster and people working hard for the restoration.


While I stayed in Kawaguchi, the stricken town, I did not see any disabled person.  I wondered whether they were safe and sound or not.  But I could not ask anybody as everybody was working busily for himself.


There are many kinds of volunteer work.  Someone told me that we should respect the others’ will and do what the disabled want me to do.  How we should act is very difficult.  I think it’s the aim of the volunteer work to enjoy yourself and make the others smile.  I’m sure the aim of toy library’s activity is the same with that of the volunteer work for the disaster.


I’m going to give some advice to those who want to go to the disaster area as a volunteer.

1) Do not work according to your convenience but do what the refugees want you do.

2) Do not help them unless there is a need do.

3) Complete your task if you had said you could do the task.

If you think you cannot do it, refuse it.

4) Do not receive reward, but you may receive something to drink with appreciation.

5) Help them become independent.


A Santa Claus visited the children with the Toy Caravan.  All children in the world are waiting for Santa Claus.  Everybody in the world wishes to become a Santa Claus.  Anybody can be a Santa Claus.  Let’s become a Santa Claus in our toy libraries and make children smile.

