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IAEA team in plant during accident 
By ANNE USHER 
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TOKYO, Oct. 14 (UPI) - International Atomic Energy Agency inspectors were in the next 
room when workers at a fuel reprocessing plant in Tokaimura accidentally set off a nuclear 
reaction, an IAEA spokesman told United Press International on Thursday. 
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"The team was in an Hans Frederick-Meyer. "We got the first details 
from our team - not the Japanese government." 

He said the team inspects the facility periodically to make sure uranium and plutonium present 
at Tokaimura are not used to make nuclear weapons. He did not comment on the condition of 
the inspectors, who likely were heavily exposed to radiation. 

At least 49 people were exposed to high levels of radiation when a sustained nuclear chain 
reaction took place at the JCO Co. plant on Sept. 30. 

Three IAEA nuclear safety experts arrived in Japan on Wednesday to investigate the causes of 
the accident at the site, located about 70 miles (112 km) northwest of Tokyo. They are 
scheduled to leave Japan on Sunday, after visiting the plant and holding discussions with 
Japanese officials. 

Frederick-Meyer said he was surprised the accident occurred, given that Japanese officials 
were present at a conference in Paris two weeks before the accident, when discussions were 
held on how to avoid incidents at nuclear facilities. 

"They worked absolutely against the rules," he said. "They didn't really know what they were 
doing." 

Two workers mixed about 3 5 pounds ( 16 kg) of uranium hexafluoride with nitric acid 
solution, substantially more than the 5.2 pounds (2.4 kg) deemed safe in order to avert such a 
spontaneous nuclear chain reaction and release of radiation. 

They had been told to pump the mixture first into a storage tank and then into a settling tank, 
a process that is automated in most countries. 

Both workers are listed in serious condition. One of them is on artificial respiration and 
undergoing blood transfusions, doctors at the Tokyo University Medical Science Laboratory 
said. 

"We are concerned. How could these people work like this?" Frederick-Meyer said. "This is a 
physics question." 
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The fuel at the plant where the accident occurred was 19 percent fissile uranium 235, meaning 
19 percent of the uranium was the isotope uranium 235, nearly five times the amount usually 
used in commercial light-water reactors, he said. 

Uranium 235 is considered weapons-usable at or above 20 percent and weapons-grade, or 
preferable for weapons, at 80 percent enrichment. 

"If some of it goes missing, it can be enriched easily to weapons grade," said Shaun Burnie, a 
spokesman for Greenpeace. 

The accident occurred at a fuel conversion facility in the same town where an explosion 
occurred at another uranium reprocessing plant in March 1997, contaminating 35 workers 
with radiation. 

The JCO plant produces fuel for Japan's Joyo experimental fast-breeder nuclear reactor. 

According to Burnie, nearly 5 tons of plutonium oxide and plutonium fresh fuel is scattered at 
various storage facilities in Tokaimura. 

Reactor-grade plutonium, which is weapons-usable, contains less than 90 percent plutonium 
239. It is considered weapons-grade if it contains more than 90 percent ofthe plutonium 239 
isotope. 
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