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The Challenge of the 21st Century
—What Japan and the Nuclear
Power Industry Face —

The development of nuclear power in Japan now seems to
be confronting a heavy "backdraft,” in the minds of all people
involved in the industry. However, a look around the world
would show us that Japan's situation is, if anything, progress-
ing the most smoothly of all.

To wit, last year — particularly in the latter half — quite a
few positive developments occurred: (1) confirmation proce-
dures were carried out for four new reactor units, (2) opera-
tions resumed at the Tokai Reprocessing Plant, (3) the local
prefectural governor, at long last, gave his approval for the
initiation of safety examination procedures for the overhaul of
the fast breeder reactor (FBR) Monju, and (4) the governor of
Aomori Prefecture agreed to let power utilities transport spent
fuel to the storing pond, site within the Rokkasho*mura

Reprocessing Plant now under construction.

Furthermore, the legal framework was set up for the long-
term storage of the extra spent fuel produced on account of
the delay in the reprocessing plan, and a municipality has vol-
unteered to be a candidate for siting. In addition, a plan has
geared up to build a fabrication plant for commercial MOX
fuel.

More important than anything, probably, was the fact that
the National Diet swiftly deliberated and passed the
"Specified Radioactive Waste Final Disposal Act," which
stipulates the funding methods, implementing body, and exe-
cution procedures for the disposal of high-level radioactive
wastes (HLW) in Japan. Based on the Act, both the imple-
menting body, to be known as the "Nuclear Waste
Management Organization of Japan," and the funding body,
called the "Radioactive Waste Management Funding and
Research Center"were established. The latter organization has

been set up to secure funding in a fair manner.

And finally, after more than one year of public hearings,
the "New Long-term Plan" for the research, development, and
utilization of atomic energy was formulated, basically follow-

ing the lines of the previous plan.

Considering such developments, the Japan Atomic
Industrial Forum (JAIF), which had taken a cautious position
over the past few years, has now provided industry partici-
pants with a fresh incentive. Here is JAIF's basic policy state-
ment for the year 2001: "Last year, at long last, a dim light
started to be shone on the future of atomic energy. In order to
consolidate that progress, let us exert earnest efforts in the
current year. Unless the country's nuclear power industry is
able to meet demands to cope with environmental problems
and a stable supply of energy (during the last fiscal year,
Japan's energy consumption hit record high levels), it will
likely experience even greater criticism."

Many Headaches Remain

We would be remiss to assume that the future will turn out
rosy just by continuing to act in traditional ways.

First of all, it goes without saying that many issues remain
to be solved if nuclear power generation is to maintain its
competitiveness in the midst of deregulation in the power in-
dustry. What are the basic issues in that regard?

To illuminate the question, let me frankly describe the cur-
rent status of each of the three divisions (disposal, enrich-
ment, reprocessing) at the Rokkasho-mura facilities, men-
tioned above. The only unit of the project that is progressing
smoothly is the low-level radioactive waste (LLW) disposal
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facility from nuclear power stations all over Japan. Concerns
had arisen about the centrifugal-separation enrichment plant
on account of its poor economy, but in fact, the plant is suffer-
ing technologically.

About a decade ago, a close friend of this writer's — the
president of a uranium enrichment firm in Europe — told me,
"This technology is ideally suited to Japan. As has been seen
in automobile production, Japan excels in the mass production
of machinery, as well as in the high quality of materials (car-
bon fiber in this case). Although we are now leaders in this
field, Japan will surpass us before long. Until that point, we
will try to earn as much money as we can." However, Japan
did not end up catching up with the Europeans.

Instead, there is not sure that this country will ever do so in
terms of equipment performance and operational capability,
not to mention economy.

As for the reprocessing plant, its construction costs have
burgeoned to three times the original estimate, and the sched-
ule for its completion keeps on being pushed back. Some peo-
ple are voicing fears that even once it is finished, the plant
will not be able to operate as smoothly as expected. The
sources of concern are endless: (1) the performance of the
equipment, (2) the possibility that the absence of an engineer-
ing company will create the undesirable situation where dif-
ferent companies scramble for separate orders, and (3) the
lessons of the Tokai Plant have not been fully digested, and
are not being applied.

The personnel involved in the plant are aware of these
problems, and are beginning to take resolute measures, such
as joining hands with European firms. Nonetheless, the prob-
lems are unlikely to be solved easily. And even should the
technical problems be overcome, with the level brought up to
European standards, there still remains the thorny problem of
inexperience.

Neither society nor the media (nor even the personnel in-
volved) yet understand that reprocessing plants are entirely
different in character from nuclear power generation plants.
Another thing is that ever since the breakdown of Monju, the
tendency has become ingrained to exaggerate even the slight-
est problem.

That, in turn, ends up leading to stiffer regulations — such
measures, which "add a fifth wheel to the coach" (i.e., are un-

necessary), only serve to boost costs. Probably the most seri-
ous problem, then, is whether or not streamlined efficiency
and economy can really be achieved, given the current
strained relationship between the nuclear power industry and
society in Japan.

Our Challenge in the 21st Century

"The most important thing for us is to graduate from a de-
pendence on ‘authority’. Previously, whenever a problem
arose, it was sufficiently persuasive to explain that it was the
‘government's policy,” or the opinion of. some ‘authority.” In
the future, though, the parties concerned (e.g., power compa-
nies and manufacturers) need to hold public discussions and
pursue, for instance, the unbiased streamlining of regulations,
while they make their technological guarantees. Witness the
negotiations made between the NRC and power companies in
the U.S." "Ever since the Monju accident, down through
today, Japan's popular opinion has undergone a cooling-off
period. I believe that a major cause is that attempts to clear up
problems by depending on authority have actually com-
pounded those problems."

I made those comments at the 77th meeting of the Nuclear
Power Subcommittee, Advisory Committee for Energy of the
former Ministry of International Trade and Industry (now the
Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry) on November 8,
2000.

What I meant to say was this: always trying to enlist the
power of "the authorities" and the government has in fact pro-
duced incalculable damage — whether it be in dealing with
the aftermath of accidents, or in adopting measures to gain the
understanding of the public and prefectural governors, or in

implementing major revisions in policies or plans.

In almost every case, too much reliance has been made on
the traditional Japanese method of coping with problems: i.e.,
making earnest appeals to a socially renowned person (such
as a university president) to chair an "investigative commit-
tee" and/of "conference," including critics as well as estab-
lishment figures in the membership, and then spending a lot of
time and money before finally arriving at a solution.

Moreover, those committees primarily end up as exercises
in revising "drafts" presented by working committees (usually
associated with a ministry or agency), and fail to carry out any
meaningful deliberations at all. Since the critics are apt not to
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be aware of the core points of a subject, they tend to expand

the scope of debate by exaggerating problems, in order to pro-
long the time needed.

As a result of all this, the locus of the blame and the true
heart of the problem gradually get glossed over.

The so-called "lessons" that are learned end up being
drawn up in monotonous reports with some hundred items
(thus largely requiring the further bloating of regulatory bu-
reaucracy and budgetary largesse). The critics end up feeling
satisfied after such a process, because they have been success-
ful in delaying the resolution of the problem by making com-
plaints. Or else, they sheathe their swords only after their re-
quests have been satisfied somewhere else, saying, "We can
put up with this." Meanwhile, (some of?) the persons in the
responsible organization being investigated heave a deep sigh
of relief, since the matter has been resolved amicably and no

blame has been assigned. The national populace, for their

part, grudgingly accept the result, since it represents the con-
clusion of the "authorities." Such a problem-resolution
scheme has been par for the course in Japan ever since the
Monju accident.

Graduating from a Dependence on
“ Authority”

Having written this far, I realize how strikingly similar that
situation is to the oppressive mood that hugs all of Japan.
Namely, a bitter taste remains in the mouths of people around
the country, owing to the inability of government, business,
and the public to extricate themselves from the struggle over
how to reform the traditional Japanese system. People in the
nuclear power industry have to gallantly part with their de-
pendence on authority, and move toward the establishment of
a system revolving more around personal responsibility. That
will be our job in the 21st century — a job worth doing. B

Editor in Chief
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