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(UPI Focus) 
Japan takes stock after accident 

TOKYO, Oct. 4 (UPI) - A day after Japan's worst nuclear accident, the president of 
Sumitomo Metal Mining Co. sat bathed in flashbulbs at a press conference and bowed deeply, 
taking responsibility for it. 

It was a scene that has been replayed dozens of times in Japan's recent past: Someone steps 
forward to take the blame and the scandal dies with his resignation or indictment - and in some 
extreme cases his suicide. 

While there are no pending lawsuits, insurance companies have agreed to make payments to 
cover damages arising from radiation that was emitted following last Thursday's accident at a 
Sumitomo subsidiary, the JCO Co. uranium reprocessing plant in Tokaimura, Ibaraki 
Prefecture. 

Farmers working near the plant are seeking compensation for lost income when their soy bean 
products were pulled from store shelves, and analysts predict that workers and others exposed 
to radiation may also seek financial redress. 

The action is unprecedented, despite the fact that there have been a string of more minor 
accidents at Japan's 58 nuclear power plants. Lawsuits filed by victims of negligence on the 
part ofthe government or private corporations are extremely rare but are being filed with 
more frequency now. 

The issue of accidents at nuclear power facilities is especially sensitive given that Japan is the 
only country to have experienced the devastation of an atomic bomb. 

Forty-three insurance firms decided Sunday to pay compensation to victims of Thursday's 
accident, which forced about 160 local residents to be evacuated and 313,000 residents in a 
10-kilometer (6 miles) radius to remain indoors for more than a day. 

Under a Japanese law set up in 1961, the company must bear the burden of any claims over 1 
billion yen, with government-assistance limited to low-interest loans. 

The maximum payment limit is 30 billion yen for large nuclear reactors and 1 billion yen for 
small nuclear facilities such as JCO Co. 's facility in Tokaimura. 

The law also stipulates that the government provide assistance when the company responsible 
for the payments cannot afford to cover the claims. All companies working in the 
nuclear-related sectors are required to buy the compensation insurance. 

In the case ofthe plant in Tokaimura, nearly 50 people were exposed to radiation, including a 
plant supervisor who shortly after the accident told police he had instructed two other 
workers, who are now in serious condition, to skip normal procedures in order to finish the 

UP/ WorldView 



be-japan-nuclear 

job as early as possible, a daily newspaper reported Monday. 

' Police told the Asahi Shimbun he had instructed the workers to hand pour 16 kilograms of 
uranium hexaflouride into a nitric acid solution in order to speed up the process. 

The company had told workers to pour 2.4 kilograms of the mixture first into a storage tank 
and then into a settling tank in order to avert a critical incident. 

A nuclear fission chain reaction was touched off and lasted for more than 20 hours until 
workers stopped it. The newspaper also reported that workers lacked monitoring devices to 
measure neutrons, which are capable of penetrating concrete. 

Additionally, prefectural officials were not initially aware that a critical mass accident had 
occurred at the plant and did not begin to monitor the accident until six hours later, resulting 
in a delay in evacuating residents. 

Residents complained to reporters that when city officials did finally send out an 
announcement that an accident at the plant had occurred, they did so in a matter that did not 
sound serious. 

Some, living a little more than 30 feet away from the plant and separated by an 8-foot-high 
concrete wall and a line of trees, told reporters they didn't know they were living next to a 
nuclear facility. 

Japan is the world's fourth largest producer of nuclear power, relying on power plants for a 
third of its energy needs. 

Yet, in a poll conducted by Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi's Cabinet in February, 68 percent of 
respondents said they were concerned about nuclear safety. 

In a 1996 referendum in the town ofMaki, in northwestern Japan, more than 60 percent of 
voters opted to reject the city's plan to build a nuclear power plant. 

After the mayor declared he would not sell the land to the Tohoku Electric Power Co., former 
Prime Minster Ryutaro Hashimoto said, "To our regret, the entire nuclear policy has not yet 
been well understood." 

The referendum came months after the Dec. 8, 1995, leak of a corrosive sodium coolant that 
caused a fire at the Monju fast-breeder reactor. 

After the government implied that top managers tried to conceal the extent of the damage, a 
former deputy manager of the corporation that operated it jumped to his death from the 8th 
floor of a Tokyo hotel. 

The Japanese media responded with harsh editorials in the aftermath ofthis and other incidents 
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involving nuclear facilities, but failed to galvanize a sustained public protest to replace them 
and politicians have since criticized the city ofMaki for holding such a referendum. 

On Friday, however, 80 fishing vessels surrounded a British cargo ship carrying mixed oxide 
fuel as it arrived at the dock in Takahama and local residents applauded civic groups that later 
arrived to protest the shipment, despite the fact that they rely on the local nuclear power 
company for their income. 

"We should protest more, but people are so shy," said Motoo Suzuki, a retired banker who 
compared the relatively subdued protests of Japanese citizens to the crowds he witnessed 
while working for Chase Manhattan Bank in New York. 

A Tokyo businessman in his 50s said JCO Co. should bear responsibility for the accident, the 
residents of the town should bring a lawsuit. 

While he and others interviewed in a Tokyo business district said they think Japan needs 
nuclear energy, they want the government to disclose more information on the plants and have 
greater oversight on the industry. 

"The Japanese government should tell us that nuclear energy is dangerous," Hirotaka 
Taniyama said. 

A woman in her 60s said she doesn't think it's fair to lay the blame for the incident solely with 
the company executives. 

"I'm disgusted with the Japanese government for giving the company permission to build the 
facility," said Nakae Sato, who added that she, too, believes that nuclear energy is needed. 

Katsuhisa Mitani said he was angry that the government allowed the company to construct the 
plant so close to residents. 

"The Japanese government should think about safety first," he said. 

Other Tokyo residents called for greater inspection of nuclear facilities and worried that plant 
employees, often on short-term contracts, are inexperienced and incompetent. 

"They were thinking mainly about profit, rather than the danger," said Kazuko Tsuchiya, a 
Tokyo resident in her late 50s. 

Kazuo ltoi, a retired naval captain, worries that Japanese are not concerned enough, however, 
to take action to prevent further accidents. 

"The Japanese people are not concerned about the nuclear issue except for the villagers in 
Tokaimura," Itoi said, reflecting on the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
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"I'm very distressed about this accident. Maybe in a hundred years, we'll be destro:yed by 
nuclear power." 

While there were only a few sparse protests in Tokyo over the weekend, the Japanese 
government responded to a series of investigative reports by major newspapers with an 
admission Monday that it was slow to respond to the incident. 

"We have to straightforwardly admit that we could not recognize the seriousness of the 
accident Thursday afternoon," said Chief Cabinet Secretary Hiromu Nonaka, adding that a 
government task force will conduct a thorough inspection of facilities. 
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