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Structural Change in Urban Economies: Recovery and Long-Term Impacts in the 1995 Kobe Earthquake
Stephanie E. Chang

This paper assesses the occurrence of long-term impacts and structural change in the Kobe economy following the devastating
1995 Hyogoken Nambu earthquake. The issue of whether or not disasters can cause long-term loss in the context of
modernized urban economies has been a matter of debate in the English language literature on disasters. This paper provides
empirical insight on the issue based on data for the City of Kobe in the first 3-4 years of the recovery process. It considers, at
the outset, evidence for Kobe's overall economic recovery. In so doing, the analysis defines several phases of recovery and
identifies 3 years as an approximate timeframe for distinguishing short-term from long-term impacts in the Kobe case. It then
reviews standard economic indicators and finds that these provide ambiguous evidence for the occurrence of long-term impact
from the disaster for the overall economy. However, more in-depth investigation finds that for some specific sectors of the
economy, long-term loss and structural change did occur as a result of the disaster. The remainder of the paper focuses on three
particularly significant examples - the Port of Kobe, the manufacturing sector, and the spatial economic structure of Kobe City.
In each of these cases, it demonstrates that the earthquake caused clear structural change, generally accelerating trends that had
been underway prior to the disaster. The paper concludes by discussing research needs and policy implications for urban

economies at risk from natural disasters.
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