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» for this purpose. Any decisions such an
outfit makes can be overruled by a govern-
ment panel, which will also decide wheth-
er a media firm has responded adequately
to complaints from the public. Given that
the Hindu nationalist supporters of Naren-
dra Modi, the prime minister, often troll
his critics, firms fear they will be swamped
by spurious complaints and then punished
for failing to answer them all politely, in a
timely fashion. A government initiative to
recruit volunteers to assist the police in pa-
trolling the internet could end up generat-
ing still more burdensome complaints,

Many argue that the rules infringe con-
stitutional guarantees of free speech and
privacy. They are also alarmingly broad
and vague: it is unclear whether print pub-
lications that also post their output online
are subject to the guidelines, and whether
and how oversight will be extended to for-
eign firms. Legal challenges are inevitable.

Social-media firms worry that the ero-
sion of privacy could cause an exodus of
customers. When WhatsApp told its 53o0m
Indian users in January that it might share
some of their information with its parent
company, Facebook, so many dropped the
service that it hastily scrapped the change.
Digital news outlets, which include some
of the fiercest critics of Mr Modi, worry
that they will be saddled with an impossi-
ble regulatory burden by a government
that has already tamed most media.

The government retorts that the inter-
net needs the sort of self-regulating indus-
try groups, codes of conduct and state su-
pervision to which television broadcast-
ers, print media and the film industry are
already subject to varying degrees. Nikhil
Pahwa, a digital-rights campaigner, doubts
it will back down, unless blocked by the
courts, even if the new rules drive out big
foreign firms. When the government
banned dozens of Chinese apps last year,
he notes, Indian entrepreneurs eagerly
leapt into the breach. During its dispute
with Twitter, many of Mr Modi's support-
ers pointedly abandoned the service for a
little-known Indian rival.

Even if the government does have to re-
treat, online critics will not relax, In Febru-
ary police raided the home of Prabir Purka-
vastha, the owner and editor of News-
Click, a site that often berates Mr Modi.
They kept him under house arrest for four-
and-a-half days as they rifled through his
possessions. On March 3rd tax authorities
raided properties belonging to several
Bollywood personalities who, unusually
for an industry that typically fawns over
the powerful, had criticised Mr Modi. One
was Taapsee Pannu, an actress whose sin
may have been a social-media post: “If one
tweet rattles your unity, one joke rattles
your faith or one show rattles your reli-
gious belief, then it's you who has to work
on strengthening your value system.” m

The Fukushima disaster

Nuclear decay

IITATE, OKUMA AND TOKYQ
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Ten years on, the catastrophe has not proved the force for change many expected

N THE HILLY village of litate, in Fukushi-
ma prefecture, stands a new community
centre built with parts pulled from aban-
doned buildings. Windows from one,
doors from another. A chalkboard from a
beloved school with no children to attend
it. One cloudy day last autumn, a crowd
gathered to celebrate its opening. As an el-
derly woman in a green kimono sang folk
tunes, hervoice riding a beat or two behind
the music, the audience, a mix of locals
and Tokyo-ites involved in the centre’s de-
sign, feasted on chestnut-filled rice balls.
Iitate is a farming district once known
for its fine beef and dried radish. In 2010 it
qualified for membership of a club called
“Most beautiful villages of Japan”. Yet its
recent history has been far from bucolic.
Some 35km to the south-east, across the
verdant Abukuma mountains, stands the
Fukushima Dai-ichi nuclear plant, Opened
in 1971, it was one of dozens built around
Japan to power the post-war economy. The
government offered municipalities gener-
ous subsidies for hosting the plants, and
promised people that they posed no risks.
By 201 Japan had 54 working reactors, pro-
viding a third of the country’s electricity.
At 2:46pm on March 1ith of that year, an
carthquake shook Japan's north-eastern
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coast. The quake ftriggered a tsunami,
sending waves as high as 40 metres crash-
ing along sookm of coastline. Homes and
roads were obliterated. Though the plant
withstood the waves, its back-up genera-
tors were flooded, halting the essential
flow of cooling water around its six reac-
tors. Within days, three of them had melt-
eddown, spreading radiation across the re-
gion and panic around the world.

Thousands fled their homes. A few of
them went first to litate, but the wind car-
ried radioactive particles in its direction.
Eventually the authorities ordered the
evacuation of Iitate, too. Residents were al-
lowed to return six years later, but only
1,500 have done so—a fraction of the 6,200
who called it home before the disaster.
“The radiation effects are not visible, but I
hope you can see how deeply it is felt,” says
Tao Yoichi of Resurrection of Fukushima,
the NGo that organised the construction of
the community centre.

The earthquake literally reshaped the
country: Japan's biggest island moved 2.4
metres to the east. At the time, a similarly
seismic shift in Japanese society was pre-
dicted. Politicians painted efforts to reha-
bilitate Fukushima as an emblem of a
broader revival after a period of economic
stagnation and demographic decline.
Commentators spoke of 3/11, as the disaster
came to be known, as a historical turning
point, a shared experience that would
shape a generation, a shock that would re-
invigorate sclerotic institutions and open
closed minds. Japan's “post-war” period
had given way to a new, “post-disaster” era,
went one popular coinage. Kurokawa Ki=
yoshi, chairman of the parliamentary com-
mitteethat investigated the disaster, spoke
of 3/u as a possible “third opening”, akin to
the abolition of the shogunate in 1868 and
Japan's defeat in the second world war.

Ten years after 3/u, the third opening
has yet to materialise. "I expected that Ja-
pan would finally start to change and I
pinned hope on that prospect—but I'm
afraid I was proven to be wrong,” says Fu-
nabashi Yoichi, chairman of an independ-
ent investigation into the accident. “The
first instinct was just to restore, not to re-
form.” Mr Kurokawa agrees: “No, the crisis
did not change Japan”,

It was, perhaps, too much to expect a
revolution. The 3/11 disaster revealed inter-
nal failings, mostly of an intractable, struc-
tural sort, but also resilience. And though
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p itbattered Japan, it did notamount to com-
plete defeat, as in the second world war. By
chance, it occurred during only the second
brief period in Japan's post-war history
when the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)
was not in power. The association of the
Democratic Party of Japan (ppj), in office
from 2009 to 2012, with the disaster helped
to discredit the idea of reform and political
alternation. "“Nuclear policy was imple-
mented for many years by the Lpp, but the
ppj had to take responsibility [for the di-
saster],” says Nakabayashi Mieko, a former
mp with the ppj. “Afterwards, people
thought that while democracy in Japan was
important, stability should have priority.”

“There's been some change, but noth-
ing at the pace commensurate with the
promise,” argues Richard Samuels, author
of “3.1: Disaster and Change in Japan”. A
new regulator brought stricter oversight to
the nuclear industry. But the LDP remains
wedded to nuclear power despite public
scepticism. Disaster preparedness has im-
proved. But the same flaws that handi-
capped the response to the disaster—weak
central authority, lack of co-ordination
among ministries, poor communication,
bureaucratic inflexibility—persist. And
the political impetus for reform has dissi-
pated, as the LDP has regained power, the
pej hasdisintegrated and apathy has setin.

Miyagi and Iwate, the two other prefec-
tures that suffered most from the earth-
quake and tsunami, have largely reco-
vered. Fukushima itself has struggled. A
small area is still uninhabitable. Kowata
Masumi’s husband’s family had lived for
more than 200 years in the same house in
Okuma, one of the two towns next to the
plant, growing persimmons, weaving silk
and brewing sake. It is now in the “diffi-
cult-to-return” zone (see map on previous
page), subject to 50 times more radiation
than is typically considered safe. Former
residents are allowed to make short visits
in protective gear, but not to stay over-
night. Ms Kowata, one of Okuma's town
councillors, found a monkey in her living
room on one such trip, “wearing our
clothes like the king of the house”.

For the most part, however, the prob-
lem is no longer contamination. Only 2.4%
of the land area of the prefecture remains
off-limits to residents. Only 36,811 people,
or 2.1% of the population, are still unable to
return home. Just one worker has died
from direct radiation exposure. Cancer
rates in the region have not spiked. Ambi-
ent radiation in most of the prefecture is
comparable with other cities in Japan and
around the world. The health risks are
much less acute than what was feared in
the disaster's aftermath.

In retrospect, it was the chaotic evacua-
tion that probably harmed public health
most. In Fukushima prefecture 2,317 peo-
ple died as a result of it, mostly because of
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disruption to medical care or suicide. That
is more than the 1,606 who perished during
the earthquake, tsunami and nuclear melt-
down themselves. Some researchers argue
the government should not have ordered a
large-scale evacuation at all, or should
have limited it to weeks rather than years.
Yet it would have been hard to tell a
fearful population, faced with the invisible
threat of radiation, to stay put or return
quickly. The meltdown destroyed confi-
dence in experts. The lack of candour from
officials in the early weeks and months af-
ter the disaster sapped trust in the author-
ities, pushing citizens to fill the gaps them-
selves. “There were so many things that
weren't convincing, so we decided to get
our own data,” says Kobayashi Tomoko, an
inn-owner and radiation monitor from Mi-
namisoma, a city north of the plant. Even
when the government lifted evacuation or-
ders years later, putting an end to compen-
sation payments for residents of those ar-
eas, some protested against what they saw
as a ploy to force people to return under
unsafe conditions. “Sensitivity to radioac-
tivity depends on mindset, it's difficult to
treat as matter of policy,” says lio Jun of the
Reconstruction Design Council, a govern-
ment advisory panel set up after the disas-
ter. “There are more emotional elements.”
In the past decade the government's ef-
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forts at reconstruction have focused on in-
frastructure and decontaminating land.
Official presentations teem with graphics
showing rebuilt roads and railways. Fully
96% of the planned public works have been
completed. Millions of tonnes of waste
from the disaster have been removed, in-
cluding millions of cubic metres of radio-
active topsoil. Recovery, by these mea-
sures, is progressing well. The Olympic
Games (originally scheduled for 2020, but
delayed until this summer owing to co-
vid-19) are meant to be the culmination of
the area’s rehabilitation. The government
has promoted them as the “Recovery
Olympics” and plans to begin the torch re-
lay in Fukushima at a stadium that became
a base for disaster relief in 2011. The flame
will pass through Okuma, litate and Mina-
misoma on its way to Tokyo.

Yet the emphasis on physical recon-
struction misses the point. “People's
hearts and spirits are not only not recover-
ing, they're being lost even more,” laments
Sakurai Katsunobu, who was mayor of Mi-
namisoma during 3/i1. Rates of depression
and anxiety among residents of Fukushi-
maare more than double the national aver-
age. Diseases such as diabetes and hyper-
tension have become more comimon, pre-
sumably because of continuing anxiety
and disruption. Families have been sepa-
rated, livelihoods lost. “Real recovery is
not about making buildings, not about
physical things,” says Ms Kowata.

“Who is this infrastructure actually be-
ing built for?” asks Mr Sakurai. Many of
those ordered to evacuate in the aftermath
of the disaster, as well as others who fled
the region of their own accord, have stayed
away. In the areas where evacuation was
ordered, only a quarter or so of the popula-
tion has returned, mostly the elderly. As
elsewhere in rural Japan, the prefecture’s
population had been falling anyway, dip-
ping by an average of 100,000 people in the
nine years preceding the disaster. But 3/1
has accelerated the decline: in the nine
years since, the population has fallen by an
average 0f180,000 a year (see chart1).

Rebuilding communities has proved far
trickier than repaving roads. “Ten years is
just the starting point,” says Mr Tao of Res-
urrection of Fukushima. “Only now are vil-
lages beginning to be able to think about
the future.” Many have shifted from trying
to get former residents to return towards
attracting new arrivals. There have been
successes. Near the community centre in
Titate, a group of young artists has convert-
ed a former school into studios. In Mina-
misoma, Wada Tomoyuki, an entrepre-
neur, runs a co-working space and small-
business incubator where most of his part-
ners are newcomers who wanted to escape
office-bound city life.

Yet progress is slow. Mr Wada launched
Odaka Worker's Base in 2014, hoping to as- »»
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» sist 100 new businesses to help tackle local
problems; so far, 15 have set up shop. The
government touts a higher-tech future
along the Fukushima “innovation coast”, a
cluster of research and development cen-
tres. But most are engaged in projects con-
nected to disaster relief or the nuclear
plant’s decommissioning.

The decommissioning itself “casts a
heavy, dark shadow over the future”, says
Uchibori Masao, Fukushima's governor.
The removal of goo tonnes of melted fuel
from the three reactors that failed—the
most radioactive part of the wreckage—has

USTRALIANS ARE proud of their coun-
Atry’s impressive if stringent handling
of the coronavirus pandemic: just over
900 deaths to date out of a population of
25m, with a mere eight or so new cases
each day. Thatachievement is one reason
why the scene after the men'’s final at the
Australian Open tennis tournament late
last month shocked so many. In her
comments at the presentation of the

trophy, before both local spectatorsanda |

global television audience, Australia’s
tennis chief suggested it was a time for
“optimism and hope”, with vaccinations
“rolling outin many countries in the
world”. Australia’s programme was to
begin the following day. Yet instead of
cheers, her remarks were drowned out by
the boos of anti-vaxxers in the crowd.

The deputy prime minister, Michael
McCormack, called the behaviour “dis-
gusting” and sought to portray the jeerers
as party-poopers. His boss, Scott Morri-
son, was injected before the cameras
with one of the 60,000 shots in the coun-
try's first shipment of vaccines. Most of
the rest are for front-line health and
quarantine workers. The government
promises swift progress, after an ad-
mittedly slow start.

Yet reluctance to receive vaccines is
an issue. Anti-vaxxers have marched in
Melbourne and Sydney. In many coun-
tries, vaccine acceptance has risen sharp-
ly along with the prospects of getting a
jab. But a study by Imperial College Lon-
don of global attitudes towards covid-19
vaccines found that Australia was one of
four out of 15 rich countries in the Amer-
icas, Asia and Europe where vaccine
acceptance fell between November and
January. Strikingly, the other three are
alsoin Asia: Japan, Singapore and South
Korea. They too have impressive records
handling the pandemic, with just 7,984,

| 1,612 and 29 deaths respectively. These

yet to begin. TEPco, the utility that owns
the plant, thinks it will take 30-40 years,
but even that may be optimistic. Last year,
the Nuclear Regulation Authority (NRa),
the new regulator set up after the accident,
reported higher than expected levels of ra-
diation on the temporary caps placed over
two of the reactors. Such findings compli-
cate plans for decommissioning. The fate
of the decontaminated soil, which has
been piled in black bags around the region,
remains unresolved too. This year the bags
are being taken to “interim storage facili-
ties” in the "difficult to return” zone,

countries’ relatively slow roll-out of vac-
cines compared with Britain and America,
letalone Israel, may soon turn them from
laurel-winners to laggards in the fight
against covid-1g.

Misinformation, conspiracy theories
and distrust of Chinese vaccines have
contributed to the hesitancy. But so too,
argues Tikki Pangestu of the National
University of Singapore, has an awareness
that new and seemingly improved vac-
cines keep appearing. Singaporeans of a
certain age say that, given the virus's
ongoing mutations and the possibility
that antibodies may not work for ever,
they would rather hold off until they really
need a jab—and then get the very latest
and best. Others worry about possible
side-effects. In South Korea half of those
polled say they would rather see what
happens elsewhere before receiving a
vaccine. With cases low and normal life
resuming, the risks of delay strike many in
Singapore and South Korea as negligible.

This foot-dragging is mirrored by
governments. South Korea pinned early
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meaning dumps in uninhabitable areas. By
law, the soil must be sent outside the pre-
fecture by 2045, but the government has
yet to work out where to take it.

The most pressing problem is the con-
taminated water that has seeped into the
plant or has been used to cool spent fuel.
There is already more than 1m tonnes of it,
and storage space will run out next year,
TEPCO filters it to remove all radioactive
particles bar one isotope, tritium. The gov-
ernmentwants to tip the filtered water into
the ocean—standard practice at nuclear
plants around the world. Yet fishermen pp

)|\

hopes on home-grown vaccines, putting
in orders for foreign-made ones only in
November. In Japan the government has
a rocky history of lawsuits over possible
side-effects from measles and mumps
shots. It does not want to look as if it is
rushing things. In fact, rather absurdly, it
has demanded extra clinical trials of
covid-19 vaccines on Japanese people
specifically as a condition of approval.
The vaccination of health-care workers
began only last month. The elderly will
not get jabs before April. Most of the rest
of the population will not start being
vaccinated until midsummer. That hard-
ly improves the chances of holding a
normal Olympics in Tokyo in July.

Shortages of supply, largely beyond
governments’ control, will also cause
delays. Singapore’s prime minister, Lee
Hsien Loong, warns that there will not be
enough vaccines for everyone until the
third quarter of the year. It may take until
the end of the year to complete the vacci-
nation programme.

Whatever the cause of the sluggish
roll-out, it is of greater concern than
might at first be obvious considering that
the countries concerned have such low
infection rates. In contrast to Europe and
North America, success in curbing co-
vid-19 means they have virtually no herd
immunity. Moreover, Asian govern-
ments’ rapid travel bans suggest a high
aversion torisk. That is unlikely to
change. Even a mooted travel “bubble”
between Singapore and Hong Kong is on
hold. Dr Pangestu predicts that Singa-
pore, for one, will remain “obsessive”
about not quickly reopening its borders,
even for inbound travellers with covid-19
“passports”. They are no guarantee that
youare notinfectious, afterall. If Banyan
had to bet on when Asian travel will
resume, it will not be this year.
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» and farmers fear this will make people loth
to buy their wares. Activists worry that the
tanks hold nasty surprises. After years of
insisting the water contained only tritium,
TEPCO revealed in 2018 that it would have to
re-filter most of it, since it had not been
treated properly and was more dangerous
than had been admitted.

Such episodes have fed mistrust of the
government’s assurances about public
health in Fukushima. The screening of
food from the prefecture is thorough and
safety standards are high. The Fukushima
Agricultural Technology Centre, a govern-
ment body, tests 100-200 samples a day.
Workers in rubber gloves chop up peaches,
mushrooms and rice and feed them into
devices that detect radiation. The last ele-
vated result was six years ago. Independent
monitors also judge local food to be safe.
Yet products from Fukushima are still gen-
erally cheaper than those from elsewhere.

The enduring mistrust extends to nu-
clear power in general. Before 3/1 more
than two-thirds of Japanese wanted to pre-
serve or even expand it. The government
wanted nuclear plants to generate half of
Japan's power by the middle of the century.
A majority is now against it, including big-
wigs such as Koizumi Junichiro, a former
prime minister from the LDP, and Kan Nao-
to, who was prime minister at the time of
the disaster. "I had supposed Japanese en-
gineers were very high quality. I thought it
was unlikely that human error could cause
an accident in Japan,” says Mr Kan. “My
thinking changed 180 degrees.”

The current government has not, how-
ever, given up on nuclear power, Abe Shin-
zo, prime minister from 2012 to 2020, was
keen on it, but during this tenure, since
most reactors were mothballed for stricter
safety inspections, Japan grew notably
more dependent on fossil fuels (see chart
2, on an earlier page). To this day only nine
of Japan's 54 reactors have been allowed to
restart. They provided just 6% of the coun-
try’s electricity last year. Nearly half of the
rest are to be shut down; the others are in
various forms of administrative limbo.

The current prime minister, Suga Yosh-
ihide, has promised to make Japan carbon
neutral by 2050. So he wants to build more
wind farms and solar plants—but also to
restart more of the idled nuclear reactors.
“Zero carbon by 2050 means we need nu-
clear,” argues Toyoda Masakazu, who
chairs the Institute of Energy Economics, a
think-tank in Tokyo. Some towns are eager
to go nuclear again. “After five or six years,
people started thinking about how much
risk we can bear in terms of economic
arowth,” says Nose Yutaka, mayor of Taka-

Dig deeper For more from Japan ten years after the
tsunami, read "The girl from Fukushima” in our
sister publication 1843 magazine:
economist.com/1843/Fukushima

hama, which recently became the first
town to approve the restart of a nuclear
plant that is more than 40 years old, the
standard regulatory lifetime in Japan.

The nuclear industry insists it has
learned the lessons of 3/11. TEPCO says that
the expectation of perfection, which sti-
fled the reporting of problems, has been
swept away. It and other power companies
have poured billions of dollars into new
seawalls, filter systems and other safety
features. Local governments have drawn
up proper evacuation plans. “Before Fu-
kushima, it was assumed that if govern-
ment officials are creating plans, accidents
are bound to HRappen, so no one made
plans,” Mr Nose says. “Now we have one.”
The existence of risk is not a reason to
abandon a technology, argues TEPCO'S Ane-
gawa Takefumi: “In ancient times, Pro-
metheus gave us fire, and many people die
from fires, but we accept that.”

Anti-nuclear activists hold that the
risks of using nuclear power in Japan, one
of the world's most seismically active
countries, are prohibitive. “Using technol-
ogy that has potential to destroy your so-
ciety is insane—that's the risk we're talking
about,” says Shaun Burnie of Greenpeace, a
pressure group. The sudden promotion of
nuclear power as climate-friendly strikes
many in Fukushima as cynical. “We
shouldn’t have to choose between climate
disaster and nuclear disaster,” says Muto
Ruiko, a local anti-nuclear campaigner.

There is plenty of scope, anti-nuclear
campaigners point out, to generate more
renewable energy. After 3/u the govern-
ment introduced incentives for renew-
ables and liberalised the electricity market.
Though renewables now provide more
than 20% of Japan's power, their share
would be higher still, argues Iida Tetsunari
of the Institute for Sustainable Energy Pol-
icies, if the regional retail monopolies’ grip
on the grid was loosened further and con-
nections between regions expanded. He
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saysareform that came into force last year,
obliging the big utilities to manage genera-
tion and transmission as separate units,
has had little effect. “Local utilities people
still use the same name-card, the same
email address,” says Mr lida. “The grid
must become more independent.”

Plans released late last year foresee 50-
60% of generation coming from renew-
ables in 2050, with nuclear or fossil-fuel
plants with carbon-capture technology
providing the remainder. A clearer picture
is expected this summer, when the Minis-
try of Economy, Trade and Industry releas-
esanew triennial strategy for power gener-
ation. The minister, Kajiyama Hiroshi, has
expressed support for more nuclear power,
Even those who favour a renewable-pow-
ered Japan in the long term may accept a
handful of restarts now, if that means clos-
ing coal-fired plants more quickly. Getting
new reactors built would be much trickier,
however, seeing that most Japanese people
are against nuclear power.

In either case, oversight will fall to the
NRA, which was set up specifically to pre-
vent the sort of chumminess with utilities
thatallowed the failings at Fukushima Dai-
ichito go undetected or uncorrected. Fuke-
ta Toyoshi, the NrA’s chairman, is careful
not to get embroiled in politics: “We be-
lieve we have to be independent of discus-
sions in energy policy.”

Unfortunately for the Nra and for poli-
cymakers, one seismic change that has en-
dured since 3/11 is a loss of faith in institu-
tions in general. A yearly survey by Edel-
man, a public-relations firm, found that
the share of Japanese expressing trust in
their government plunged from 51% before
the disaster to 25% after. It now stands at
37%. “This is the key problem: the loss of
trust,” says Azby Brown of Safecast, an NGO
in Tokyo that spearheaded independent ef-
forts to monitor radiation after the disas-
ter. “Trust is not a renewable resource.
Once you lose it, that'sit.” =
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