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East Asia's Nuclear Policies
Fukushima Effect or a Nuclear Renaissance? 

Until 2011, nuclear power seemed to be on a roll around the world.  A number of 
countries, including China and Japan, placed atomic energy as a core pillar in their en-
ergy policies or had plans for a massive expansion of reactors. China aimed to host 70 
gigawatts (GW) of nuclear energy by 2020, South Korea aimed to boost nuclear power 
from 30 to 60 percent of its energy mix by 2035, and Japan planned to add fourteen 
reactors to its fleet of fifty-four. Specifically, Japan hoped to boost nuclear power’s place 
in its energy mix from 30 percent in 2011 to over 50 percent by 2030.1 The March 11, 
2011 triple disasters in Japan altered that calculus. Where Japan had relied on nuclear 
energy for close to one-third of its electricity production until the Fukushima melt-
downs, that production dropped to zero for much of 2011 and 2012 and has remained 
low since then. China suspended its nuclear fleet expansion plans for half a year, and 
countries quite far from the disasters—including Germany, Italy, and Belgium—sus-
pended or ended their use of nuclear power. 

Despite short-term perturbations, however, nuclear power’s massive sunk-cost struc-
ture and embeddedness in national energy plans have made massive changes in the 
field unlikely in East Asian nations. Since the Fukushima disaster, civil society held 
large-scale protests, referenda, and petitions against nuclear power, but their results 
have been mixed.2 Contentious politics have successfully put new nuclear safety laws 
on the books in Japan, South Korea, and China, but have failed to overpower the nu-
clear lobby and shift the trajectory of nuclear power in their countries.3 Only Taiwan 
has managed to secure an exit from nuclear power.4

1 M.V. Ramana and Amy King, “A New Normal? The Changing Future of Nuclear Energy in Chi-
na,” in Learning from Fukushima: Nuclear Power in East Asia, Peter Van Ness and Mel Gurtov eds., 
(Canberra: Australian National University Press, 2017), 103-132; Vlado Vivoda, “After Fukushima: 
The Future of Nuclear Power in Asia,” East Asia Forum, March 16, 2013, http://www.eastasiaforum.
org/2013/03/16/after-fukushima-the-future-of-nuclear-power-in-asia/.
2 See Daniel P. Aldrich, “Post-Crisis Japanese Nuclear Policy: From Top Down Directives to Bottom 
Up Activism,” Asia Pacific Issues, no. 103 (2012): 1-12; Daniel P. Aldrich, “Future Fission: Why Japan 
Won’t Abandon Nuclear Power,” Global Asia 6, no. 2 (2011): 62-66.
3 Lauren Richardson, “Protesting Policy and Practice in South Korea’s Nuclear Energy Industry,” in 
Learning from Fukushima, Van Ness and Gurtov eds., 133-154.
4 Xiaochen Su, et al., “The Rationale for Supporting Nuclear Power: Analysis of Taiwanese Public
Opinion Survey,” International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 15 (2015): 147–176; Ming-sho Ho, “The 
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Civil society has helped push governments to change regulatory institutions, but civil 
society organizations have had limited impact on nuclear restart decisions. Below, we 
outline why we should not expect major change in East Asian nuclear policy to come 
from civil society, and we discuss alternative avenues for civil society to achieve lasting 
change in energy policy in East Asia.

What Drives Japan’s Nuclear Restarts

Many scholars have wondered what drove Japan’s nuclear restarts after such a major 
accident and why civil society has had such limited impact. Some thought these un-
popular restarts were due to the need to ensure energy security by boosting domestic 
energy supply, as efforts to boost renewables had been admirable but insufficient. How-
ever, others suspected politics was involved.

Observers suggested that pro-nuclear advocates—national, prefectural, local, and com-
pany officials who support the continuation of Japan’s nuclear program—called the 
“nuclear village” (genshiryoku mura), were primarily responsible.5 These officials shared 
a common interest in securing the continuation of nuclear power, lest their rural con-
stituents, companies, national energy security, and reelection campaigns would be left 
vulnerable without it. This included the troubling practice of industry executives re-
ceiving top posts at the nuclear regulator after retirement, as well as bureaucrats from 
the regulator receiving favorable positions on company boards. It also included trillions 
of yen spent on pipe-dream industries to reuse spent nuclear fuel and secure a near 
complete transition to nuclear power, despite extended delays, bankruptcies, and poor 
management of these facilities.6 Together, this powerful interest group used its clout in 
national government to secure the continuity of the nuclear industry after Fukushima, 
albeit with substantial upgrades in regulations.7

 
However, while Japan’s nuclear industry is unique in that it is significantly more pri-
vatized than others, the idea that a single industry could have such significant political 
importance is hardly exclusive to Japan. 8 Nuclear power appears quite prone to insular 
and technocratic governance. France’s nuclear power program has had considerable

Fukushima Effect: Explaining the Resurgence of the Anti-Nuclear Movement in Taiwan,” Environ-
mental Politics 23, no. 6 (2014): 965–983.
5 Vlado Vivoda and Geordan Graetz, “Nuclear Policy and Regulation in Japan after Fukushima:
Navigating the Crisis,” Journal of Contemporary Asia 45, no. 3 (2015): 505; Jeff Kingston, “Japan’s 
Nuclear Village,” The Asia Pacific Journal: Japan Focus 10, issue 37 (2012): 1-23, https://apjjf.org/-Jeff-
Kingston/3822/article.pdf.
6 “Monju and the Nuclear Fuel Cycle,” Japan Times, September 4, 2016, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/
opinion/2016/09/04/editorials/monju-nuclear-fuel-cycle/#.WtP-GIjwZPY.
7 Jacques E.C. Hymans, “After Fukushima: Veto Players and Japanese Nuclear Policy,” in Japan: The 
Precarious Future, Frank Baldwin and Anne Allison eds., (New York: New York University Press, 
2015), 110-138; David Arase, “The Impact of 3/11 on Japan,” East Asia: An International Quarterly 29, 
no. 4 (2012): 331.
8 Hitoshi Yoshioka, Genshiryoku no Shakaishi: Sono Nihonteki Tenkan [A Social History of Nuclear 
Power: Its Development in Japan] (Tokyo: Asahi Shimbun Press, 2013).
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political influence, and scandal has surrounded nuclear industries in other countries. 9 
In 2008, China’s nuclear industry narrowly averted its own Fukushima after the mag-
nitude 7.9 Sichuan earthquake (and then kept a lid on it until 2017).10 Meanwhile, 
in 2013, South Korea’s industry was plagued by revelations that companies had faked 
safety test results and bribed officials in charge of regulating the industry.11 As a result, 
Japan’s nuclear village was hardly unique in its regulatory problems. 

After Fukushima, though, the government made significant improvements in nuclear 
regulations. The most significant was making regulators independent from the Min-
istry of Economy, Trade, and Industry (METI), and instead establishing the Nuclear 
Regulatory Authority (NRA) within the Ministry of the Environment. Critics have 
highlighted that METI prioritized economic growth over enforcing regulations in the 
nuclear industry in the years leading up to Fukushima. As a result, the Tokyo Electric 
Power Company did not construct sea walls of the appropriate height that protected 
neighboring reactors at the Onagawa Nuclear Power Plants just north of Fukushima.12 
After this major regulatory reform, Japan’s reactors restarted based on regulatory ap-
proval and community consent, two processes where neither the nuclear village nor 
METI could directly engineer an outcome.

Although the nuclear village’s influence could not directly explain restarts, other expla-
nations were also possible. Many rural communities hosting nuclear facilities remained 
financially dependent on the nuclear industry. Additionally, some communities might 
have lacked the community solidarity necessary to resist, or perhaps their citizens were 
sharply divided on the issue. But upon closer examination, none of these reasons ex-
plains fully why such strong civil society opposition could affect so little change at the 
local level.

Japan’s seemingly illogical restarts come from its institutions. To convince commu-
nities to host their plants, Japanese power companies wrote loose safety agreements 
with community and prefectural officials while the government ensured large subsidy 
packages for communities throughout the lifetime of reactor operations.13 In doing so, 
they set up civil society with a Catch-22. If a reactor ever went offline and had to be 
restarted, but surrounding communities were opposed, the mayor, governor, prefectural 
assembly, or municipal assembly could theoretically veto the restart. However, to do 
so, these often underpopulated rural towns would have to give up subsidy packages 

9 Gabrielle Hecht, The Radiance of France: Nuclear Power and National Identity after World War II 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2009).
10 Enyo Mitsusada, “China Had Crisis Similar to One at Fukushima, But Averted Disaster,” Asahi 
Shimbun, March 21, 2017, http://www.asahi.com/ajw/articles/AJ201703210050.html. 
11 Choe Sang-Hun, “Scandal in South Korea Over Nuclear Revelations,” New York Times, August 3, 
2013, https://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/04/world/asia/scandal-in-south-korea-over-nuclear-reve-
lations.html. 
12 Airi Ryu and Najmedin Meshkati, “Onagawa: The Japanese Nuclear Power Plant That Didn’t Melt 
Down on 3/11,” The Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, March 10, 2014, https://thebulletin.org/onagawa-
japanese-nuclear-power-plant-didn’t-melt-down-311.
13 See Daniel P. Aldrich, Site Fights: Divisive Facilities and Civil Society in Japan and the West (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2008).
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on which they relied heavily. After Fukushima, when this theoretical scenario actually 
happened, the outcome revealed the relative powerlessness of local communities and 
elected officials to influence restart outcomes. 

For example, after 3/11, Satsumasendai Mayor Iwakiri Hideo and the city council 
gave their consent for the Kyūshū region’s utility to restart the nearby Sendai Nuclear 
Power Plant in Kagoshima Prefecture. However, in 2016, a series of magnitude 6 and 
7 earthquakes struck the Kyūshū region, and Mitazono Satoshi won that summer’s 
gubernatorial race on a wave of anti-nuclear sentiment, winning a majority of votes in 
the town hosting the reactors. When the governor called on the utility to shut the plant 
down until it was determined safe, the utility publicly rebuked the governor, saying 
the gentlemen’s agreement in place was not legally binding, and thus he had no legal 
authority to order them to do anything. The utility did shut the plants down for routine 
maintenance and toured the governor through the plant, but the utility won the war. 
No governor has since successfully kept a reactor offline. The electoral institutions that 
civil society relied upon were shown to be impotent.

Similarly, some communities turned to the courts to intervene in the restart of the 
Takahama reactor that was located in a seismically-active region. But these judicial in-
stitutions were weakened by decades of government pressure. Judges, especially liberal 
ones, who rule against the government frequently have found less career success than 
pro-government judges.14 Higuchi Hideaki, the judge in the Takahama case, found 
himself reassigned to Family Court in another region after he ruled against the restart, 
and the Fukui District Court overruled his verdict later that year in 2015. Similarly, in 
2017, the Osaka High Court overruled a separate ruling against the restart by Shiga 
Prefecture’s Ōtsu District Court. As a result, the only organization wielding real power 
over the restarts in Japan is the Nuclear Regulation Authority (NRA), a bureaucratic 
organization which came under fire after it failed to appoint a seismologist to its ad-
visory board. 

Electoral and judicial institutions have blocked Japanese civil society from truly influ-
encing the field of nuclear power.15 Instead, NGOs, anti-nuclear groups, and unions 
have seen their greatest successes in delaying restarts which pile up costs on utilities 
and pressure elites even within the famously pro-nuclear Liberal Democratic Party to 
consider moving away from nuclear power. Future nuclear nations would be wise not 
to placate civil society with false hopes for public participation in nuclear policy. As the 
case of Japan has demonstrated, civil society could not derail nuclear policy, but it has 
used those weak institutions to delay restarts and cause considerable annoyance and 
financial difficulty to government and utilities. 

14 Mark Ramseyer and Eric Rasmusen, “Why Are Japanese Judges So Conservative in Politically 
Charged Cases?” American Political Science Review 95, no. 2 (2001): 341.
15 See Daniel P. Aldrich and Timothy Fraser, “All Politics is Local: Judicial and Electoral Institutions’ 
Role in Japan’s Nuclear Restarts,” Pacific Affairs 90, no. 3 (2017): 433-457.
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Civil Society’s Role to Play in Asian Nuclear States

This suggests that civil society has a role to play in transitioning Asian nuclear states 
towards renewable energy and away from nuclear power, but it is not a dominant role. 
Civil society can exploit weak institutions to delay nuclear policy, and it also can chan-
nel its members towards related causes where public participation could make a signif-
icant difference. Environmental organizations should choose their avenues for engage-
ment based on their country’s regulatory regime. 

For example, institutions have blocked civil society in South Korea as well, so it has 
resorted to similar delaying tactics as in Japan. In South Korea, civil society has capital-
ized on public discontent with embedded interests in politics. Plaintiffs have turned to 
courts to win compensation from utilities for exposing locals to radioactive materials. 
And towns like Samcheok have used referendums to highlight public opposition to 
plans to site reactors in their towns. Even as the South Korean government disregarded 
the referendums as non-binding, these tactics have generated bad press for the indus-
try, which is increasingly facing calls from top government officials for a gradual nucle-
ar phase out.16 Although civil society’s adept use of technology symbolically overcame 
ingrained political networks and corruption in South Korea’s Candlelight Revolution 
of 2017, institutions barring public participation in other spheres did not disappear 
overnight. 

In contrast, in China, civil society holds even less formal power. Despite that, citizens 
have had a surprising degree of influence over nuclear policy, although their gains 
remain meager. Fukushima raised awareness of vulnerability to regulatory failure, and 
this allowed experts to critique China’s state-owned nuclear industry for lack of trans-
parency.17 Local governments have experienced sudden protests over uranium-process-
ing facilities and pressure from wealthy citizens against nuclear power. As a result, 
Chinese government officials increasingly are adopting consensus-building tactics over 
more authoritarian options when siting controversial facilities.18  Given the extreme 
costs of outright opposition, this may be the best realistic outcome that civil society can 
hope for in China’s nuclear policy.

These strategies of creative annoyance will not dismantle nuclear power any day soon. 
However, although Japan’s weak judicial and electoral institutions impeded public par-
ticipation in nuclear power, civil society has found more success in promoting renew-
able power. During Japan’s nuclear shutdown from 2011 to 2015, Japan’s strong feed-in 
16 Se Young Jang, “The Repercussions of South Korea’s Pro-Nuclear Energy Policy,” The Diplomat, 
October 8, 2015, https://thediplomat.com/2015/10/the-repercussions-of-south-koreas-pro-nucle-
ar-energy-policy/. 
17 Guizhen He, Arthur P.J. Mol, Lei Zhang, and Yonglong Lu, “Public participation and trust in nuclear 
power development in China,” Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 23 (2013): 1–11.
18 Chuanwang Sun, Xiting Zhu, Xiaochun Meng, “Post-Fukushima Public Acceptance on Resuming 
the Nuclear Power Program in China,” Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 62 (2016): 685–694; 
Hui Zhang, “China: Evolving Attitudes on Nuclear Affairs,” in Nuclear Debates in Asia: The Role of 
Geopolitics and Domestic Processes, Mike Mochizuki and Deepa Ollapally eds., (London: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2016), 31.
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tariff churned out thousands of renewable power plants across the country. This has 
provided officials a clear, tangible, alternative energy policy to support—one that many 
officials view as a path to community development in Japan’s rural regions.19 This is an 
area where civil society leadership could make a difference. The Institute for Sustain-
able Energy Policy and Tetsunari Īda’s Japan Renewable Energy Institute, backed by 
Softbank’s billionaire Son Masayoshi, have initiated national-level advocacy for re-
newable power, while the Citizens’ Commission on Nuclear Energy has developed 
concrete policy ideas for the path to a post-nuclear Japan. 

In Japan (and East Asia), national-level civil society organizations are rare, and these 
groups represent an important shift towards a professionalized civil society that con-
tributes to national policymaking. Similarly, at the local level, it may be easier to pro-
mote renewable power than to resist nuclear power. In Japan, some nuclear restart op-
position movements have redirected their energies towards pushing local government 
to adopt renewable power such as solar, geothermal, and wind. Instead of grinding 
against the weight of ingrained institutions, they are finding more success in building 
consensus among local officials to promote technologies that add to their city tax base 
while eating away at utilities’ bottom lines. 

South Korean environmentalists might benefit from building stronger inroads with 
local and national government over areas of agreement, such as renewables, to ensure a 
more compelling alternative to nuclear power. Also, during the Moon administration’s 
honeymoon period of public participation, civil society could help with the country’s 
lackluster policies for renewables: South Korea lags behind its neighbors as the twen-
ty-ninth most attractive for investment in renewable power, compared to China at 
number one and Japan at number seven.20 Facing similar institutional barriers as Ja-
pan, South Korean environmentalists should consider contributing to renewable power 
promotion efforts, lest they lack a compelling alternative to bargain with over nuclear.

Likewise, Chinese civil society might find it more productive (and safer) to work to 
build networks and norms in city government that prioritize public participation in 
China’s renewable energy transition. Community participation could ameliorate the 
potential land and community impacts of solar and wind farms that provinces and 
companies are deploying across the country. Success would mean ensuring a just tran-
sition to renewable power in Chinese provinces. Failure could mean decades of poor 
urban planning and landscape degradation for communities affected by mass deploy-
ment of these facilities. Building norms for local consent and relationships between 
civil society and local government could help ensure a more equitable transition.

Although Japan, South Korea, and China have already sunk decades of investment and 
political capital in nuclear power and its ingrained institutions, aspiring nuclear states 

19 See Timothy Fraser and Andrew J. Chapman, “Social Equity Impacts in Japan’s Mega-Solar Siting 
Process,” Energy for Sustainable Development 42 (2018): 136-151.
20 Ernst and Young, “Renewable Energy Country Attractiveness Index,” October 2017, http://
www.ey.com/gl/en/industries/power---utilities/ey-renewable-energy-country-attractiveness-in-
dex-our-index. 
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like Vietnam have not. Civil society likely cannot dissuade Vietnam from pursuing 
nuclear power, because it has banked its economic development strategy on nuclear 
power’s low-cost domestic energy supply. However, Vietnam still has the chance to 
avoid the environmental pollution, corruption, and conflicts of interest that beset Ja-
pan’s nuclear industry.

In order to stave off the creation of new nuclear villages, future Asian nuclear states 
should build strong institutions protecting public participation in energy policy. Gov-
ernments and utilities could site nuclear facilities based on local consent measured not 
through the opinions of political elites and town council members but the citizens 
more broadly. Community referenda, votes, and deliberate polling can give host com-
munity citizens and officials real veto power over operations. The state could ensure the 
authority and autonomy of courts, so that judges need not fear retaliation for ruling 
against the state. While this would increase the risk on the state’s investment in nuclear 
power, it would also help the public keep the industry accountable to safety standards. 
Giving the public real veto power could also push the nuclear industry to make more 
realistic spending projections, ensure transparency, and avoid corruption, because they 
cannot rely on the unending support of the state without appeasing the public. 

Vietnam should also consider the Catch-22 that Japanese towns faced after Fukushi-
ma. Numerous towns chose to allow reactor restarts amidst seismic activity because 
they could not risk losing their town’s biggest employer and source of government 
subsidies. In these “castletowns” local officials answered to the requests of industry 
officials, rather than the other way around. Rather than promising subsidies, the state 
could convince multiple companies to settle in communities along with nuclear power 
plants. Industry diversification would give communities greater incentive to hold util-
ities accountable for safe operations, and it would help to build stronger, sustainable 
rural economies than can outlast the life of their reactors. On top of that, states could 
give real veto power over reactor operations to regional officials and assemblies, not 
just the towns that host reactors. This would make it harder for a utility to rebuff the 
challenges of governors or local civil society in the event of a safety crisis.

States should also apply these principles to other parts of the energy grid, especially 
renewable power. Giving citizens the right to veto other energy projects helps commu-
nities avoid poor planning and any community or environmental costs from it, and it 
builds linkages between communities, local government, and industry from the start. 
Vietnam has the chance to build democratic institutions in its renewables industry and 
ensure a just transition from day one, unlike its Chinese neighbors. Finally, they could 
work to add more diverse power sources to their grid by adding decentralized sources 
like wind, solar, and biomass in regions around their reactors. This ensures that if their 
reactors are ever compromised unexpectedly, these regions will still retain the capacity 
to generate power for their local industries. Additionally, these renewable sources can 
add to local tax bases and help communities avoid becoming single-industry towns.
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Policy Recommendations Summary

- Give citizens real veto power over nuclear reactors through the ballot box and 
the courts

- Diversify industry in host communities and avoid single-industry “castle-
towns”

- Give regional and local officials legally-binding and equal veto power over 
reactors

- Build public participation into renewable power planning and design
- Diversify energy grid sources by adding renewable resources.

Conclusion

Civil society has slightly pushed the regulation and adjudication of nuclear energy in 
East Asia, but it has not radically altered the landscape for the technology. Instead, civil 
society’s contribution to nuclear policy depends on the domestic institutions of each 
country. However, there is great potential for civil society to build connections with 
local and national officials in renewable power, creating norms for public participation 
and building a credible alternative policy regime to nuclear. South Korea and China lag 
behind Japan in how involved civil society is in nuclear or renewable power. However, 
civil society can still exploit areas of collaboration with government in Asian nuclear 
states. Future nuclear states like Vietnam should be wary of the corruption, expense, 
and environmental hazards of nuclear power. Involving civil society in the policymak-
ing process from the start can help build stronger institutions, reduce the likelihood of 
future safety threats, and build more resilient economies and energy systems. Although 
the toolkit for civil society is limited when it comes to improving or abolishing nuclear 
power in East Asia, policymakers should continue to seek out opportunities to increase 
public participation in energy policy.
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