Six years later – learning
the
right
lessons
from
Fukushima
It’s hard to believe that six years have passed since the
devastating earthquake and tsunami in Japan that resulted in
the accident at the Fukushima nuclear power plant. Over the
past six years there have been many arguments about the merits
of actions taken both during and following the accident and on
the lessons learned to move forward.
Three years ago, we wrote about the status focusing on the
plight of the people of Fukushima. Today we want to revisit
this theme as, in the end, it is all about the people. It is
not a question of whether or not evacuation was the right
thing to do or how much the decommissioning of the Fukushima
units will cost.
The objective of nuclear safety is to
protect people. So, if we want to evaluate how we are doing,
we need to look at the plight of the people of Fukushima,
ensure they have a path back to a normal life and learn how to
avoid putting people through the same amount of trauma in the
future.

Let’s start with what we know. We now know that no one will
die from radiation released as the doses were very low. In
fact, actual monitoring of people has shown even lower doses
than were predicted when it was first said there would be no
radiation health impacts. We now know how to improve nuclear
plant designs to reduce the risk of future similar accidents
and ensure that even if one should happen, the risk of
significant releases is also reduced. We now know that taking
decisions on evacuations have large impacts on populations
that may be worse than leaving them in place. We also know
that there was insufficient regulation and guidelines on
recovery from accidents and on when evacuated areas are once
again safe to allow people to go home.
These are all important.

And these will all help to make

nuclear power safer in the future as we must always learn from
an industrial accident of any type how to reduce future risk.
But what is really important is bringing this event to an end
– and that means having all those impacted achieve some level

of normalcy to their lives and, of more importance, to have
hope for the future.
As of the end of March many more areas
are going to be declared safe for repopulation, an important
milestone.
Hopefully this will help as people get to go
home. But many will not. People are still afraid. Recent
surveys suggest that 62.3% of people do not want to go home.
This fear comes from a lack of trust in government (and all
authorities). After being told an accident such as this one
would never happen; having been told to evacuate and having
little understanding of when they can return home and what it
means to have a safe level of radiation – it is easy to see
how the population would lose trust in its leaders.
Or in
other words “you told me this was safe and it wasn’t – why
should I believe you when you tell me that its safe now?”
This is a very difficult question to answer.
To make things worse, there is also a severe cultural issue in
Japan where people who lived through the accident have a
stigma that results in discrimination from others and brings
shame to those impacted. “According to a 2017 survey by Akira
Imai, a professor at Fukushima University, and the Asahi
Shimbun, 62 percent of the 348 Fukushima evacuees interviewed
have experienced or witnessed bullying and discrimination for
having been exposed.” They live each day with severe anxiety
– over information, fear of discrimination, and the fear of
the unknown when it comes to radiation. This is not new.
Japanese people who lived through the bombings of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki have suffered the same where about 80 percent of
atomic bomb survivors chose to hide their status as survivors
— from anyone, including spouses — for fear of being
discriminated against. There is even a name for this; these
survivors are known as the hibakusha.
And then there is compensation – there is variation between
different types of evacuees, whether they were forcibly or
voluntarily evacuated – and then let’s not forget those that
have left their homes, not related to the nuclear accident but

because their homes were destroyed by the tsunami. The lives
of these people are rarely discussed as the nuclear story
continues to dominate the news.
So, what are the lessons we need to learn? Again, as we have
said before, from the industry point of view we need to change
the narrative on nuclear accidents. As long as people believe
that the consequence of an accident is world ending, the
probability doesn’t matter. (I will discuss the challenges of
how people relate to probabilities in a future post). But we
have learned that this result is not true. In reality, there
needs to be a new paradigm where the message is as follows:
The risk of a nuclear accident is very low and is always
getting even lower
In the event of an accident the risk of releasing
radiation to the environment is also very low; and
Even in the unlikely event that radiation is released,
the public’s health and safety can be protected.
But this is not enough.
Since we know that the most
significant impact of an accident is psychological trauma,
then this needs to be addressed. First and foremost, that
means rebuilding trust in authorities, a daunting task.
People need to know that when authorities say to evacuate,
then it is necessary; that when they say it is safe to come
home, that it is safe; and most of all, that when they say
your health and your children’s health is not at risk, that
you can believe them. This is a very tall order and will take
a long time.
To build this trust also requires ensuring that accidents like
this one have an ending. People cannot live with uncertainty
for years and years. Following the Kobe earthquake in the
1990s, most people were back home within 5 years. There needs
to be clear guidelines on when to evacuate and when to
repopulate. There also needs to be clear guidelines on how
long is too long so that if it is not practical to repopulate

within a specified period of time then people are resettled.
And finally, as we have said before, we need new research on
the impact to people in affected areas following nuclear
accidents so we can better understand how to reduce their fear
and make them comfortable they can be protected and indeed,
have a healthy happy future. This means much more than
emergency planning to get people out of harm’s way if needed
when an accident happens.
It also means helping impacted
people until they can resume their normal lives. This will
lead to better decisions following events with an emphasis on
protecting people.
The people of Japan are very resilient. They have suffered
through terrible tragedies both man induced and natural.
Although many thought it would become a wasteland, today
Hiroshima is a vibrant city after being targeted by an atomic
bomb, as is Kobe following a devastating earthquake. I am
certain that the cities surrounding Fukushima will achieve the
same. But what is critical is that we find ways to reduce the
stress and provide confidence in the future.
That is the
challenge we face.
And this takes leadership, both in
government and in industry to not react radically, gain the
population’s trust and to show that in spite of such events,
life continues and there remains hope for the future.

