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INTRODUCTION 

In the Japanese language, nuclear power plants are called ‘atomic energy 
power plants’. They refer to the word ‘Genshi’ which means atomic, instead 
of using the word ‘Kaku’ which means nuclear.1 This may seem like a fairly 

(where kaku is used) and nuclear power for peaceful purposes (where it is 
referred to as genshi
emotions, especially in the context of Japan, which is the only country in 

chooses to use a less distressing word. 
With the Fukushima nuclear disaster in 2011, Japan once again experienced 

under immense pressure with regard to issues of its energy policies. While the 
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Power’”, Japan Today, April 10, 2015, 
. Accessed on 
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to play an important role in the national 

the clean energy goals that Japan hopes to 

coal powered electricity. 
Amidst this challenge, there is also 

widespread cynicism regarding nuclear 

accident in 2011. It will study how the accident happened, its effects and the 

the effect of Fukushima on the future of energy policies in Japan and tries to 

PART A: TRACING THE DEVELOPMENT OF JAPAN’S CIVIL NUCLEAR 

PROGRAMME: 1945-2000

Understanding the Reasons that Led Japan to Develop Civil Nuclear Energy 

While the Japanese 
government wants 
nuclear power to play 
an important role in the 
national energy basket, the 
resumption of operations 
of nuclear power reactors, 
following approval by 
the Nuclear Regulation 
Authority, seems to be 
exceedingly slow. 
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of witnessing the horrors of a nuclear war. 

Primarily, it was due to the lack of natural 
resources. During the post-war period, 

therefore, was seen as necessary to create an 
indigenous energy resource, reduce energy 

The war also had a dire effect on the economy. 
It is said that the Second World War pushed 

2 

depended on hydroelectricity and coal to generate electricity, which did 

operational costs, maintenance issues, regular droughts, lack of sites for 
dams, etc. This did lead also to a search for alternate energy sources. 

At that time, Prime Minister Yoshida Shigeru put forth the ‘Yoshida 

 

Origins,  

National Journal, “Why Japan Can’t Quit Nuclear Power”, The Atlantic, 

Post-war Japan 
depended on 
hydroelectricity 
and coal to generate 
electricity, which 

Hydroelectric plants 
faced several challenges 
such as high operational 
costs, maintenance 
issues, regular droughts, 
lack of sites for dams, 
etc. This did lead also 
to a search for alternate 
energy sources.
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peaceful purposes such as for medical applications. With the end of American 

programme, the US disseminated nuclear technology to friendly countries.  

technology and apply the expertise for peaceful purposes such as electricity 
generation, medical applications, etc. The programme was also designed to 

Japan’s ‘Kaku Arerugi’ or Nuclear Allergy 

Kaku Arerugi or Nuclear Allergy.5

War Campaign”,  Armed Forces and Society

East West Center
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with the US, 

atmosphere of fear and panic once again gripped Japan.6

called Asahi reported that the Japanese people had thus suffered from nuclear 
7 This incident triggered immense protests against 

. 

The situation in Japan worried the US president, Dwight Eisenhower, 
who sent a memorandum to the Secretary of State asking “what things can we 

most important thing we can do to help is to treat Japan as a full, free-world 

6. Craig Nelson, n. 2. 
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continued.

Managing Dissent 

nuclear power were undertaken. Other examples included conducting 
annual fairs in Yokohoma where only communities that hosted nuclear 
power plants could sell their products. In order to address concerns 

programme called 

per annum to communities that agreed to host nuclear power plants.10 In 

uses two different words for nuclear energy. Kaku in the context of nuclear 
weapons and Genshi

this distinction is directed inwards at its domestic audience. Internationally, 

2020. 

10.
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Research Reactor Institute, stated in an 

Japan does  as ‘genshi ryoku kaihatsu’ (atomic 

what Iran does as ‘kaku kaihatsu’ (nuclear 

of Japan has used different terms for 

and ‘genshi ryoku’ (atomic energy) are the 
same.”11 Semantics, in this regard, plays an 

Rosen, in this regard, states, “In the process of producing weapons-grade 

used to produce electricity. The worldwide promotion of ‘peaceful’ nuclear 

‘kaku’ (‘core’), the word 
‘genshi-ryoku’ (‘nuclear power’) was chosen for ‘peaceful’ nuclear energy. 

11.
 July 25, 2011, 

. Accessed on March 2, 2020. 

The worldwide promotion 
of ‘peaceful’ nuclear 
energy was intended to 
whitewash the bad image 
of nuclear technology and 
clear the way for a broad 
public acceptance. In 
Japan, this idea was taken 
up well—especially by 
politicians and companies 
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12

 They did 
this in cooperation with the crème de la crème of Japanese society, including 

popular culture. An example of this is the ‘Tetsuwan Atomu’ comics, literally 
translating to iron-armed atom or as Astro Boy in other parts of the world. 

a nuclear powered fantasyland.  

Development of Civil Nuclear Capabilities 

construct nuclear power plants, one went through.15

12. Dr. Alex Rosen, “Yin and Yang—why Japan accepted nuclear energy despite Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki”, IPPNW, 

. Accessed on 
May 1, 2020. 

 Richard Krooth, Morris Edelson and Hiroshi Fukurai, Nuclear Tsunami: The Japanese Government 
and America’s Role in the Fukushima Disaster

 Craig Nelson, n. 2. 

15.
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towards nuclear power programme was 

programme with the passing of the Atomic 
Energy Basic Law. This law stipulated three 

management, and transparency as the 

Japan Atomic Energy Commission (JAEC) 

related organisations such as the Nuclear 
Safety Commission (NSC), the Science and 
Technology Agency, Japan Atomic Energy 
Research Institute (JAERI) and the Atomic 
Fuel Corporation.16

the US in the earlier days, Japan initially took the help of Great Britain who 

17 The construction of the British designed Magnox 

commercialising nuclear generated electricity. Japan also soon shifted its focus 
to US designed light-water reactors. 

and manufacturing technologies.

16. “Nuclear Power in Japan”, world-nuclear.org, 
. Accessed on March 25, 

2020.

17.
. Accessed on 

 n. 16. 

nuclear reactors. However, 
over seventy percent of its 
energy continued to come 
from oil. Thus, when the 
OPEC countries imposed 
a global oil embargo, 
Japan was subjected to 
the oil shock. Realising 
the vulnerability of high 
oil dependency, nuclear 
energy started gaining 
greater support.
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to the oil crisis.  

that references to concerns of “radiation” were deleted from the draft of the 

20 

Laka.org, March 5, 2012, 

20. The 
Japan Times,
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Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant in 2011 did not only undo Japan’s 

energy industry drastically. 

PART B: THE FUKUSHIMA DAIICHI NUCLEAR DISASTER 

hit Japan’s northeast coast. The impact of the earthquake was so huge that it 

earthquake.21

22 The 

 This 

damage to the power plants. 

21.   
. 

22. “Fukushima Daiichi Accident”, World-Nuclear.org, 
. 

 Naoto Kan, 
Future
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Effects of the Fukushima Nuclear Accident 

The Fukushima accident was rated 7 on 

earthquake and the tsunami, there were no 
casualties due to the accident at the nuclear 

out that there are no cases of radiation 
induced cancer due to the accident. The 

of Atomic Radiation (UNSCEAR) and the 
World Health Organisation also state that 

accident.
are disputed. Currently, there are many ongoing studies trying to determine 

due to the dislocation, separation from family, and fear of radiation caused 
immense distress to the residents. In this regard Shunichi Yamashita, 

the psychological consequences are enormous. Life expectancy of the 

. 

The Fukushima accident 
was rated 7 on the 
International Nuclear 
Event Scale. It is the only 
accident to be given the 

from the 1986 Chernobyl 
nuclear accident. 
Although thousands of 
people died because of 
the earthquake and the 
tsunami, there were no 
casualties due to the 
accident at the nuclear 
power plant.
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research.”25

in hydrogen-air chemical reactions which led to the release of highly 
26

27 A large amount of water 

damage to the food chain.
The economic consequence of the accident was quite harsh too. It is 

in refugee compensation.  Apprehension regarding residual radiation also 

25. Spiegel 
International,

. Accessed on 

26. Dylan Sarkisian, “Effect of Fukushima Nuclear Disaster on Japanese Ecosystems”, large.
. 

 

27.

 James Conca, “Shutting Down All of Japan’s Nuclear Plants after Fukushima Was a Bad Idea”, 
Forbes,

. Accessed on 

 Elliot Waldman, “The Unlearned Lessons of Japan’s Fukushima Nuclear Disaster”, World 
Politics Review
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Lapses that Led to the Nuclear Accident 

Nightmare

 Rightly so, he raises the question of whether the Fukushima nuclear accident 

 More recently, 

Russia. This raises the question of whether nuclear energy is inherently 

ProPublica, March 

disaster.

Forbes,
2017, 
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Model of Accident Causation. This model 
examines how safety systems can fail. It does 

slices of Swiss cheese that are set next to each 
other. The slices of cheese represent layers of 
defence. These layers of defence or safety 

system. These are called latent conditions 

the holes in the cheese are not aligned. Thus, 

all of these defence systems fail, leading to a catastrophe.  This applies to 

led to the unfortunate accident. 

of this, the Japanese authorities had assured the citizens that no power plant 

Researchers constantly drew attention to the high likelihood of tsunami 

construction. Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO), the operators of the 

,
 

Ring of Fire, Japan is 
prone to earthquakes 
and volcanoes. Aware 
of this, the Japanese 
authorities had assured 
the citizens that no 
power plant would 
be constructed on top 
of active faultlines. 
However, advancement 
in studies on active 
faultlines over the years 
unearthed more active 
faultlines. 
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The second latent condition was the age of the Fukushima Daiichi power 

 TEPCO 

drawing lawsuits.
Linked to this point is another latent condition of lack of transparency 

Organisation and the Green Fukushima Future, presented petitions to TEPCO 

was released. It stated that 

Commission”, 2012, p. 27, 
report.pdfp

 May 2007, p. 26.

 Martin Fackler, “Japan Power Company Admits Failings on Plant Precautions”, New York 
Times,
failure-in-acknowledging-risks-at-nuclear-plant.html. Accessed on January 22, 2020. 
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 The report also stated that the measures that were in place in case of a 

and did not consider external factors such as natural calamities, although it 
is a widely known fact that Japan is prone to such natural calamities.

Crisis Management: The Eventual Steps taken by the Japanese Government 

 

 Food products such as 

products from the Fukushima prefecture.  

organisation that worked along with the Ministry of Economy, Trade and 

, 

. Accessed on 
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Industry (METI). The newly formed NRA enforced what it called “the world’s 
most stringent requirements” for nuclear reactors to resume operation.  All 
nuclear facilities thus underwent stringent checks and adopted strict safety 

while these measures were in check, was ready to resume the operations of 
some reactors which had cleared safety prerequisites. 

PART C: EFFECT OF FUKUSHIMA ON FUTURE ENERGY POLICIES

Immediately after Fukushima, the mood of the nation was naturally anti-

the Fukushima accident, and called for a reduction in their dependency on 
nuclear power.

country’s most important power source.”
the construction of new reactors. 

 “Japan Commercial Guide”, International Trade Administration, 
 

. 

 “Three years after Fukushima, Japan forges ahead with nuclear energy,” DW.com, April 

. Accessed on January 27, 2020.

. Accessed on 
January 27, 2020.
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and has set a target of reducing the share of fossil fuels to 56 percent and 

 The 

FACTORS THAT DETERMINE THE FUTURE TRAJECTORY OF 

NUCLEAR ENERGY IN JAPAN 

Japan’s Energy Crisis

 of domestic energy 
resources. Thus, when it suspended the operations of all its reactors after 

domestic energy resources meet less than 15 percent of its total primary 
energy use.  The loss of its nuclear capacity has led Japan to modify its 
energy mix. This new energy mix places oil and natural gas at the forefront, 

world’s largest importer of LNG, second largest importer of fossil fuel and 
third largest net importer of oil.50

to the geopolitics of energy.

 “Japan is the second largest net importer of fossil fuels in the world”, US Energy Information 
. 

50. 
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Clean Energy Factor 

Dependency on fossil fuels to meet the urgent 
energy requirements after the accident has 

emissions. Coal and Natural Gas amount to 
51 Japan 

52 This is 

Neidell, Shinsuke Uchida and Marcella Veronesi, the replacement of nuclear 

 In some cases the increase in energy 
prices led to decrease in energy consumption which further increased death 
rates during extremely cold weather. Another cause for mortality stemmed 

in 2011.
that “If Japan had decided to keep all [unaffected] nuclear reactors open 

51. The Asahi Shimbun, 

52.

The Fukushima 
accident had a grave 
effect on the country’s 
economy. As Japan 
shut down its reactors, 
it had to import energy 
resources from other 

energy void. This led 
to Japan facing the 

its history. 
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55

Economic Revival 

the country’s economy. As Japan shut down 
its reactors, it had to import energy resources 

This led to Japan facing the worst trade 

56 In addition, the 

percent in industries.57 
Some studies indicate that if Japan had continued with the decision 

domestic product.  

hopes to export nuclear energy technology and infrastructure to these foreign 

in Japan, which were leading nuclear technology and energy suppliers in the 

55.

56. Manual Herrera, “Nuclear energy challenges in Japan”, Global Risks Insight,
 

57.

In 2017 Japan and the US 
signed a Memorandum 
of Understanding to 
promote the global 
leadership roles of both 

of civil nuclear energy. 
Developing nuclear 
energy, thus, has once 
again become important 
to resuscitate Japan’s 
economy.
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nuclear technologies to newer markets at lower costs and creating spheres of 

2017 Japan and the US signed a Memorandum of Understanding to promote 

to resuscitate Japan’s economy. 

CHALLENGES 

challenges require distinct and well-thought-out strategies. 

Political Divergences 

around nuclear technology and is using anti-nuclear rhetoric to consolidate 

 In addition, 

that are calling to do away with nuclear power plants. At the same time, 

 Justin McCurry
minister”, The Guardian,

minister  
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increase in nuclear output. 

Thus, there is no clarity as to in whose dominion the appropriateness of 
60

Clean Up 

Nine years since the accident, a lot of clean- up work in the nuclear facility and 

of putting a man on the moon… Unless there’s an acceleration, I would not 
61 Considering the complexities of 

taking into consideration the numerous complexities. Again, there lies the 

60.

61. James Martin, “A rare look at the meltdown inside Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant”, 
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There also exist challenges such as lack of storage space for spent fuel and 
lack of storage of contaminated water, among others. 

Anti-Nuclear Sentiments 

fear has once again gripped the country. A poll that was undertaken in 2015 

of the respondents thought that it should increase.62

Asahi Shimbun. The results of this 

 

in the nuclear industry. Anti-nuclear protests drew out for a long time after 

62. Anne C. Cunningham (ed.), Revisiting Nuclear Power
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This stems from the lack of transparency of the power utilities and has 

65

66 

Japan Times

67

East West Center,
. Accessed on January 22, 2020.

65.  
66.

The Japan Times, March 11, 2016, 

67.
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indicate the anti-nuclear mood in Japan, 

in 2012, despite his popular pro-nuclear 
stance. This raises questions whether the 
election represented a choice that the 

Post-Fukushima, Japan faced a huge 
dilemma whether to do away with nuclear 
or not. They had no easy choices and were 

sentiment was anti-nuclear, doing away 
with nuclear energy completely would pose 

clearing extremely stringent safety checks and regulations, demonstrates that 

while taking pragmatic steps to protect the nation’s economy. 

Lessons from Fukushima 

The Fukushima accident 
also revealed important 
realisations to both sides 
of the nuclear debate. 
To the ones supporting 
nuclear power, it exposed 
the dangers of nuclear 
technology and made 
clear that the slightest 
recklessness could lead to 
a big catastrophe, while, 
on the other hand, it 
invalidated the claims of 
anti-nuclear proponents, 
who exaggerated the 
effects of a nuclear 
accident. 
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exposed the dangers of nuclear technology and made clear that the 

exaggerated the effects of a nuclear accident. 

CONCLUSION 

show the continuity of this spirit. It attempts to illustrate how the country 

to the nuclear industry worldwide. 

But ‘zero-nukes’ is, at the moment and in the future, not realistic.”  Currently, a 
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new nuclear reactor is under construction in 
Japan and this indicates a sanguine future for 
nuclear energy in the country. Considering 

of energy for Japan and the importance 
of nuclear energy for economic and 

for Japan to do away with nuclear energy 
completely. Completely phasing out nuclear 
energy is not a practical solution. This would 
not only lead to drastic increase in electricity 

of Energy Economics Japan (IEEJ) estimates 

 

leadership is one such important factor that could determine the future of nuclear 
energy in Japan. If the Social Democratic Party of Japan comes to power in the next 

of phasing out nuclear power, it would completely change the nuclear discourse. 

and information dissemination could go a long way in quelling the fears of the 

democratic methods, independent management and transparency upon which 
the Atomic Energy Basic Law was premised. 

Completely phasing 
out nuclear energy is 
not a practical solution. 
This would not only 
lead to drastic increase 
in electricity prices, 
increasing burden on 
households by US$ 10 
billion (US$ 115 per 
household), but would 
also lead to loss in jobs. 
The Institute of Energy 
Economics Japan (IEEJ) 
estimates that this 
would set an annual 
US$ 11 billion decline in 
corporate tax revenue.
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