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My visit to the Japanese Society of Integrative

Medicine in early December 2012 was not for an

exclusive presentation on the latest developments of acu-

puncture to the Society; instead, at the Society’s request, I

addressed the role of integrative medicine in natural cata-

clysmic disasters and armed conflicts. This Japanese Society

is very concerned about the high probability of another di-

sastrous earthquake occurring in Tokyo. Coincidentally, just

a few hours before I left my Tokyo hotel to lecture, my room

on the 14th floor swayed back and forth several times as a

‘‘mild tremor’’ occurred. I now could understand their

trepidation perfectly.

Acupuncture is already being used in natural disasters and

armed conflicts. It complements other modalities of inte-

grative medicine. Henri Roca III, MD, an assistant professor

of medicine at Louisiana State University (LSU), New

Orleans, and chief of LSU’s integrative medicine program,

reports that the holistic approach ‘‘is really the only way to

work with people surviving disaster.’’ 1 In the past, Dr. Roca

provided Hurricane Katrina survivors with comprehensive

holistic services, including acupuncture, guided imagery,

biofeedback, massage, hypnotherapy, botanical medicine,

and nutritional counseling.2

Two recent natural cataclysmic events in the United

States were Hurricane Sandy, in several states, in late Oc-

tober 2012, and the more-recent tornado that struck Moore,

OK, on May 20, 2013. Both of these natural disasters re-

sulted in horrendous destruction and losses of life. A short

Google search using the key words acupuncture and Hur-

ricane Sandy yielded numerous links substantiating the

value of acupuncture for treating pain, post-traumatic stress

disorder, stress, psychological trauma, and anxiety in many

of the impacted storm areas.

‘‘Acupuncturists Without Borders (AWB)’’ and its vol-

unteer acupuncturists are among first responders, both in the

United States and internationally. By May 23, AWB trainee

and volunteer Kelley Wyskiel was already ‘‘organizing an

acupuncture response to the devastating EF5 tornado that

tore through the Oklahoma City suburb of Moore, Okla-

homa on May 20th. The tornado caused 24 deaths, damaged

or destroyed 13,000 homes and affected 33,000 people.

Total property damage [was] estimated at $2 billion.’’2

Current research on acupuncture utilization after a natural

disaster is mostly anecdotal. However, two reports with data

suggest acupuncture’s merit:

(1) Japan Earthquake, 2011—Takayama et al. reported

that, following the Great Japan earthquake that in-

flicted immense damage over a wide area of eastern

Japan with the consequent tsunami on March 11,

2011, massage therapy and acupuncture were ad-

ministered to 553 people at evacuation centers with a

92.3% satisfaction rate.3

(2) Wenchuan Earthquake, 2008—A recent study ex-

amined the use of electroacupuncture (EA) for PTSD

following an earthquake in Wenchuan, China, in

2008. A total of 138 participants were randomly as-

signed to either EA or medication therapy. The re-

searchers concluded that EA had better efficacy than

medication therapy.4

Acupuncture may comprise a deliverable rescue package of

services that can be pushed rapidly to a disaster area, offering

adjunctive therapies prior to the arrival of, but not replacing,

the lifesaving Western medical and surgical supplies. As a case

in point, during the Haitian Earthquake, I was told that before

needles arrived on the scene, rescuers were pressing their

fingernails on the auricular Battlefield Acupuncture points in

survivors of that disaster to reduce their pain.

We live our lives among loved ones and in the comfort of

our homes and jobs, but natural disasters are not reserved for

other citizens. All of us are vulnerable, whether the disaster

is a hurricane, tornado, terrorist attack, mass casualty, flood,

local storm, or even a large meteorite. What makes acu-

puncture successful is the acupuncture first responders who
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are part of the ‘‘tips of the spears’’ when disasters strike.

Local communities may benefit from these professionals’

expertise. Acupuncturists may offer medical assistance that

builds community resiliency following a disaster by com-

bating the psychosocial stress it causes.

Traditional Chinese Medicine teaches that factors in our

environment, such as abhorrent weather or armed conflicts,

can unbalance Yin and Yang and bring about bad luck and a

degradation of our lives.5 Acupuncture is more formidable

than good-luck charms. Be prepared and volunteer your

expertise!

REFERENCES

1. Goldman EL. Holism in Action: Natural Medicine Responds

to Disaster. Holistic Primary Care. Online document at:

www.holisticprimarycare.net/topics/topics-o-z/reflections/199-

holism-action-natural-medicine-responds-to-disaster Accessed

May 23, 2013.

2. Acupuncturists Without Borders. Online document at: www

.acwb.info Accessed May 23, 2013.

3. Takayama S, Kamiya T, Watanabe M, et al. Report on disaster

medical operations with acupuncture/massage therapy after the

great East Japan earthquake. Integr Med Insights. 2012;7:1–5.

4. Wang Y, Hu YP, Wang WC, Pang RZ, Zhang AR. Clinical

studies on treatment of earthquake-caused posttraumatic stress

disorder using electroacupuncture. Evid-Based Complement

Alternat Med. 2012;2012:431279.

5. Karen L. Raub, OMD, LAc. Online document at: www

.drkarenraub.com/traditional-Chinese-Medicine-Philosophy.html

Accessed May 23, 2013.

—Richard C. Niemtzow, MD, PhD, MPH

Editor-in-Chief

246 EDITORIAL


