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A View from Ongoing Court Battles

While China and India continue to build new nuclear power plants, partly for the sake 
of reducing coal-related air pollution, Taiwan and South Korea have stopped their 
development plans and have announced a clear agenda for the decommissioning of 
existing plants.1 The situation in Japan is somewhere in between: Despite popular op-
position and defiance of nuclear experts, five reactors have resumed operations and 
nineteen are waiting for approval to restart. In contrast with former Prime Ministers 
Kan Naoto and Koizumi Junichiro, who have become resolute opponents of nuclear 
power after the disaster on March 11, 2011, Prime Minister Abe Shinzo has been de-
termined to restart as many nuclear facilities as possible. The Fukushima nuclear disas-
ter, however, has also boosted initiatives to reduce Japan’s dependence on both nuclear 
and fossil fuels.2 But whatever energy mix results in the future, Japan will have to deal 
with the legacy of the explosions that occurred at Fukushima Daiichi. Experts believe 
that it could take between forty and two hundred years to clean up the whole site.3 
Robots have been used to inspect the melted reactors, but given the extremely high 
levels of radiation, it remains uncertain how useful they will be for cleanup operations.4

1 In addition to 38 existing nuclear power reactors in operation, China currently has about twenty un-
der construction. In 2012-2013, local opposition compelled the government to abandon the construc-
tion project of a reactor fuel facility in Guangdong province. Since then, popular opposition has been 
almost next to none with this plan. In India, eight nuclear power plants (NPP) are running twenty two 
reactors, and six more nuclear power plants are under construction. One of these in Jaitapur, funded 
by the French company Areva (alias Orano), has been facing a strong local opposition movement. On 
the case of Taiwan, see Ming-Sho Ho, “Taiwan’s Anti-Nuclear Movement: The Making of a Militant 
Citizen Movement,” Journal of Contemporary Asia (2018).
2 See Kuei-Tien Chou, ed., Energy Transition in East Asia: A Social Science Perspective (London: Rout-
ledge, 2017).
3 Richard Lloyd Parry, “Japan Faces 200 Year Wait for Fukushima Clean Up,” The Times, March 28, 
2015, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/japan-faces-200-year-wait-for-fukushima-clean-up-mc-
b2q3kkdfw; Asaoka Ken, “Tōdo kabe ga kakaekonda 1F osensui mondai no kon’nan,” Sekai (March 
2016).
4 Justin McCurry, “Dying Robots and Failing Hope: Fukushima Clean-up Falters Six Years After Tsu-
nami,” The Guardian, March 9, 2017; Martin Fackler, “Six Years After Fukushima, Robots Finally Find 
Reactors’ Melted Uranium Fuel,” The New York Times, November 19, 2017.
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The Fukushima region will have to pay the biggest share of the damage. The 2020 
Olympics have been presented to the region as an opportunity to restore self-confi-
dence and economic growth. But critics point out that the Olympics, which look like 
the pom-pom girl of Abenomics, draw the blinds on the Sisyphean tasks that remain 
at Fukushima Daiichi.5 This positive thinking tends to minimize the perceptions of 
radiation risk in the region and its impact on the food chain across Japan.6 Even worse, 
it tends to shift the burden of the disaster onto the victims themselves and onto the 
most vulnerable.7 At the end of March 2017, the government cut public aid to twen-
ty-seven thousand people displaced by the catastrophe. One year later, despite insisting 
that everything was back to normal, only 10 percent of the evacuees have returned to 
their abandoned houses and a majority of them are over sixty years old.8 Meanwhile, 
Fukushima Daiichi and its surroundings have become a huge storage area for radioac-
tive waste.9

Another population at risk expected to sacrifice themselves for the benefit of the coun-
try are the large number of workers employed on the site of Fukushima Daiichi and 
at other decontamination sites in the region. The following pages introduce the court 
struggle by a former cleanup worker at Fukushima Daiichi intended to combat this 
logic of sacrifice, or what philosopher Takahashi Tetsuya calls “a sacrificial system.”10 
Given the battles that remain ahead for the cleanup of Fukushima Daiichi and its sur-
roundings, this lawsuit holds special meaning among the thirty or so litigations related 
to the nuclear disaster. Let us first have an overview of these court battles.

The Fukushima Litigations

In addition to nearly 400 individual cases, some thirty civil collective actions have 
been filed nationwide by the victims of the Fukushima nuclear disaster.11 It used to 
be said that compared to the United States, recourse to the courts was not a frequent 
habit in Japan, particularly for collective issues. However, starting with the famous 
“big four” pollution trials of the 1970s, there has been copious evidence to the con-
trary. Discrepancies between the juridical cultures and the motivations to sue do not 

⁵ Seth Berckman, “Would you play baseball at Fukushima?” New York Times, December 29, 2017.
⁶ On issues related to the food chain, see: Aya Hirata Kimura, Radiation Brain Moms and Citizen 
Scientists: The Gender Politics of Food Contamination after Fukushima (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2016).
⁷ Rina Kojima, “Geo–social Movements by the Inhabitants of Fukushima: ‘Solidarity in Fear’ Vis–à–
Vis the Risks after the Nuclear Accident,” in Sociotechnical Environments: Proceedings of the 6th STS 
Italia Conference, Stefano Crabu, Paolo Giardullo, Francesco Miele and Mauro Turrini, eds. (Novem-
ber 2017), http://www.stsitalia.org/?p=1870.
⁸ Philippe Pataud-Célerier, “À Fukushima, une catastrophe banalisée,” Le Monde diplomatique, April 
2018, 14-15.
⁹ Peter Wynn Kirby, “Is Fukushima Doomed to Become a Dumping Ground for Toxic Waste?” The 
Guardian, March 16, 2018.
10 Takahashi Tetsuya, Gisei no shisetumu Fukushima, Okinawa (Tokyo: Shūeisha, 2012). See also Mu-
rakami Katsuzō et al, Posuto Fukushima no tetsugaku (Tokyo: Akashi, 2015). 
11 Soeda Takashi, Tōden genpatsu saiban–Fukushima genpatsu jiko no sekinin o tou (Tokyo: Iwanami, 
2017), 100.
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mean a lesser recourse to courts, but a different approach.12 For instance, since the “big 
four,” more than thirty collective lawsuits have been launched related to Minamata 
disease, in particular for issues dealing with the certification system to receive medical 
assistance.13 Similarly, survivors from atomic bombings who were denied the status of 
hibakusha also sued the state.14 In Fukushima, despite an increase in thyroid disease, 
there is not yet a lawsuit seeking medical compensation. However, the ongoing class 
action lawsuits related to the legacy of 3/11 echo the abundant history of court battles 
in contemporary Japan, from Hiroshima to Minamata and other tragedies. 

The first type of Fukushima lawsuits seek compensation from either the Tokyo Electric 
Power Company (TEPCO) alone, or from both the utility and the state for loss of 
access and use of property, and related consequences like psychological distress. Many 
plaintiffs are those who have, to use the government’s wording, “voluntarily fled” (jishu 
hinan) and therefore cannot apply for the compensation schemes set by the govern-
ment and TEPCO. One of the first decisions came from the Kyoto district court in 
February 2016 for a family that escaped from Koriyama, a city in Fukushima prefecture. 
Although Koriyama was located outside of the official evacuation zone, its habitants 
were nevertheless exposed to a level of background radiation above safety standards. 
In the case of this family, the mother was pregnant and they also had a young child, so 
they decided to move to Kyoto. The father, in his forties, who until then was running 
restaurants in Koriyama, tried to start a new business in Kyoto. When the restaurant 
failed, he fell into depression, so they sued TEPCO for post-traumatic stress disorder. 
The court ordered a compensation sum of 30 million Yen.15 Two years later, in a collec-
tive litigation, the same court acknowledged the responsibilities of both TEPCO and 
the government, requesting the payment of approximately 110 million Yen in compen-
sation to 57 families of 110 “voluntary evacuees” from Fukushima (out of a total of 174 
plaintiffs) for mental distress caused by the loss of their initial life conditions.16

In these litigations, the plaintiffs must demonstrate the respective share of responsibil-
ity of TEPCO and the state in the occurrence of the nuclear disaster. In March 2017, 
the district court of Maebashi was the first to recognize the responsibility of both 
TEPCO and the state. After hearing of expert testimonies and site inspections, the 
judges ruled that as early as 2002, TEPCO and state authorities had been aware that 
a big tsunami could destroy the reactor’s cooling system. This was a groundbreaking 
decision, but the plaintiffs found that the compensation sum was not proportionate: 

12 See Frank Upham, Law and Social Change in Postwar Japan (Cambridge : Harvard University Press, 
1987).
13 Paul Jobin, “Beyond Uncertainty: Industrial Hazards and Class Actions in Japan and Taiwan,” in 
Environmental History in East Asia: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, Ts’ui-Jung Liu, ed. (London: Rout-
ledge, 2013), 339-382.
14 See for instance: Genbaku-shō nintei shūdan soshō kankō iinkai, ed., Genbaku-shō nintei shūdan 
soshō tatakai no kiroku (Tokyo: Nihonhyōronsha, 2011); Tōkyō genbaku-shō nintei shūdan soshō o 
kiroku suru kai, ed., Genbaku-shō nintei soshō ga akiraka ni shita koto ― hibaku-sha to tomoni nani o 
kachitotta ka (Tokyo: Akebi Shobō, 2012).
15 “Jishu hinan: Tōden ni hajimete no baishō meirei,” Mainichi Shimbun, February 18, 2016. 
16 “Kyōto chisai hanketsu: Kuni to Tōden sōhō no kashitsu sekinin o shitatameru,” Mainichi shimbun, 
March 15, 2018.
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405 million Yen for 137 plaintiffs (on average, around three million Yen, or $27,000 
per plaintiff ). In September 2017, the district court of Chiba ordered TEPCO to pay 
a higher amount of compensation (376 million Yen to 42 plaintiffs, averaging around 

nine million per plaintiff ), but it dismissed the state’s responsibility. The latest decision 
to date comes from the Iwaki branch of the Fukushima District Court. The judges 
ordered TEPCO to pay 610 million Yen in damages to a group of 216 plaintiffs. Most 
of them are evacuees from areas within 30 kilometers of the Fukushima Daiichi plant.17

The issue of radiation risk is a major point of debate in most of these lawsuits. One 
class action therefore directly aims at challenging the state’s safety standards. In May 
and June 2015, two hundred families (808 plaintiffs), residents of Minamisoma, sued 
the government to protest the state’s decision to use 20 millisieverts (mSv) as a safety 
benchmark for determining relocation areas. This level is the maximum annual dose 
for nuclear plant workers wearing protective suits, but is not necessarily an appropriate 
standard for young children playing outside with just a mask to prevent catching a cold. 
The court hearings might be paved with daunting difficulties for the plaintiffs’ lawyers 
and their experts, but the fact that the plaintiffs dare trying is a sign that they will not 
bow to the wishes of the state.

The goal of these mobilizations is not limited to a cold calculation of lost property but 
encompasses various ideas of justice, ethics, and political ideals of responsibility and 
symbolic recognition.18 As argued by Yokemoto Masafumi, a subpoenaed expert, the 
“loss of a homeland” (furusato sōshitsu) is something unseen so far in Japanese histo-
ry.19 Therefore, in their decision on the levels of responsibility and compensation, the 
judges should envision a broad understanding of the consequences of a nuclear disas-
ter. However, in civil actions, moral accountability must be converted into a monetary 
equivalent, therefore restricting the ethical dimensions of the charge.20Another large 
number of plaintiffs (1364) have therefore sued three TEPCO executives on criminal 
charges of gross negligence. This attempt is, legally speaking, much more demanding 
than a civil action, so it took five years for the first court hearing to start in July 2017 
in Tokyo.21

17 The Mainichi Daily, March 22, 2018; and Soeda, Tōden genpatsu saiban, Ch. 4.
18 For a seminal article on this problem, see Frank Upham, “Litigation and Moral Consciousness in 
Japan: An Interpretive Analysis of Four Japanese Pollution Suits,” Law & Society Review 10, no. 4 
(Summer, 1976), 579-619.
19 Soeda, Tōden genpatsu saiban, 119-122. See also Yokemoto Masafumi , Kōgai kara Fukushima o 
kangaeru: Chiiki no saisei o mezashite (Tokyo: Iwanami, 2016).
20 See Paul Jobin, “Industrial Disease as Crime? Epidemiology in a Japanese Asbestos Lawsuit,” in 
Disease and Crime: A History of Social Pathologies and the New Politics of Health, Robert Peckham, ed. 
(London: Routledge, 2013) 129-150.
21 On the motivations of the plaintiffs, see Tomomi Yamaguchi and Muto Ruiko, “Muto Ruiko and 
the Movement of Fukushima Residents to Pursue Criminal Charges against TEPCO Executives and 
Government Officials,” The Asia-Pacific Journal, 10, issue 27, no. 2, (July 2012). For a complete picture 
on all the trials dealing with the responsibility of TEPCO and the state in the disaster, see Soeda, 
Tōden genpatsu saiban.
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All these litigations have a different focus. Some emphasize compensation, while oth-
ers address the levels of responsibility or aim to challenge the current safety standards. 
Whatever the emphasis, many of these lawsuits deal with the movements of people 
inherent to these sorts of catastrophes, like the forced or “voluntary” evacuees. In other 
words, the plaintiffs are those people whom an antinuclear protest song of the 2000s 
nicknamed the “nuclear plants’ refugees” (genpatsu nanmin).22 After 3/11, the move-
ments of people were mainly flows out of Fukushima, but in the opposite direction, 
thousands of workers, soldiers and fire-workers went to the Daiichi and Daini nuclear 
reactors, to clean up the mess that was threatening the very possibility of living in Ja-
pan, especially around Fukushima and Tokyo. Beyond the mediatized “Fukushima Fif-
ty,” they were also the heroes who saved Japan from a nuclear apocalypse, like the “liq-
uidators” in Chernobyl, without whom Russia and Europe would be unlivable today.

Before the Fukushima disaster, Japan already had important flows of workers from one 
nuclear power plant to another, depending on the schedule of the nuclear reactors’ regu-
lar inspections (teiki kensa). Since the 1980s, this labor population has been nicknamed 
“nuclear plants’ gypsies” (genpatsu jipushii), a strange appellation that belongs to the 
specificity of the nuclear industry.23 A similar floating labor population can be found 
in nuclear power plants of other countries like the “gitans du nucléaire” in France.24 In 
Japan, this organization of labor appeared very early in the history of the nuclear indus-
try. After March 2011, Fukushima urgently needed these workers, but their needs were 
such that other workers were recruited from all over Japan, even among newcomers to 
the nuclear industry, with no specific training and even less awareness about radiation 
risks.25

Arakabu v. Tepco

Mister Arakabu was one of these workers. He is now at the center of another Fukushi-
ma-related litigation.26 A father of three young children and a resident of Kitakyūshū 
city during the tsunami that ravaged northeast Japan, he was horrified by pictures of 

22 This expression was used for two book titles after March 2011: Satō Shigeko, Genpatsu nanmin no 
uta (Tokyo: Asahi Shimbun Shuppan, 2012); and Ugaya Hiromichi, Genpatsu nanmin: Hōshanōun 
no shita de nani ga okita no ka (PHP Shinsho, 2012). However, this use was sometimes criticized for 
stigmatizing the victims.
23 See Paul Jobin, “‘Nuclear Gypsies’ in Fukushima Before and After 3.11.”
24 For instance, in the case of France, see Marie Ghis Malfilatre, “La CGT face au problème de la 
sous-traitance nucléaire à EDF. Le cas de la mobilisation de Chinon (1987-1997),” Sociologie du travail 
59 , no. 1, (January-March 2017). 
25 Paul Jobin,“Dying for TEPCO? Fukushima’s Nuclear Contract Workers,” The Asia-Pacific Journal 9, 
issue 18, no. 3 (May 2, 2011); and Paul Jobin, “The Roadmap for Fukushima Daiichi and the Sacrifice 
of Japan’s Clean-up Workers,” The Asia-Pacific Journal 11, issue 28, no. 2 (July 15, 2013).
26 To protect his family, he has chosen the nickname Arakabu, which in the dialect of Kyūshū means a 
little fish named kasago elsewhere in Japan, or sebasticus marmoratus for its scientific name. The facts 
and narratives below are based on a discussion in Tokyo on February 20, 2018, with Iida Katsuyasu, 
who is an organizer of the support group to Arakabu for this lawsuit, and two documents: “Meeting 
notes from Fukushima genpatsu hibaku rōsai Arakabu-san o sasaeru kai” (April 26, 2017); and Kata-
oka Ryōhei, “Fukushima genpatsu hibaku rōsai Arakabu-san saiban,” Genshiryoku jōhōshitsu tsūshin 
(CNIC) 517 (July 1, 2017), 14-15.
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dead children and hoped he could do something to help people there. An opportunity 
came in October 2011 when his company’s boss offered him a job at Fukushima Daini. 
His wife did not like the idea. She worried something wrong could happen. However, 
as an iron worker his knowledge of welding tasks would be helpful. He stayed there 
until January 2012. At the Fukushima Daini plant, though the reactors did not melt 
down like at the Daiichi, the tsunami had ravaged the installations, so they needed to 
be reinforced. For instance, as Arakabu notes:

At the large entrance of the reactor building, there was just a thin shutter left. If 
another earthquake and tsunami were to occur, it could provoke a loss of power 
like at the Daiichi plant. It should not happen again. So we affixed to it a sixteen 
millimeter thick steel plate.27

Then he was invited to shift to the Sendai nuclear power plant in Kyūshū to work on 
the regular examination of reactor number four, until March 2012. From October 2012 
to March 2013, and again from May to December 2013, he returned to Fukushima, 
this time at the very heart of the nuclear disaster, on the totally crippled site of the 
Daiichi power plant, with daunting tasks to perform. 

In October and November 2012, it was for the construction work necessary to 
reinstall the crane that would remove the fuel rods near reactor number four. I 
thought that would also be helpful for Fukushima.28

This was a high-risk work site. The hydrogen explosion had ravaged the reactor build-
ing and the roof was wiped away. The cooling pool near the reactor was full of used fuel 
rods that urgently needed to be covered. Another frightening job was at reactor three. 
The workers had to dismantle and clean up the debris of a six hundred ton crippled 
crane. In normal times, this crane is above the reactor and is used for changing the fuel 
rods and putting them in the cooling pool. During these operations, the level of radi-
ation was extremely high, so the workers needed to wear lead protection jackets that 
weigh fifteen kilograms. The operations were supervised by Takenaka Construction, 
one of the big four general constructors:

We were asked: ‘go, go, go!’ It was crazy! There were only twenty lead jackets for 
thirty workers. Needless to say what could happen to the ten of us who don’t get 
a jacket, we still had to do the job. Anyhow, these jackets were passing from one 
another without any decontamination. Those employees who had well received 
the risk premium could buy a jacket for themselves. I think it costs around a hun-
dred thousand Yen. There were such things. […] So it is really irritating to hear 
TEPCO simply denying that such things could not happen.29

At the end of December 2013, he caught a bad cold with a high fever. As a result, he 
decided to give up the job and go back to Kyūshū. Then, at a health check control in 
27 “Arakabu-san o sasaeru kai,” 17.
28 Ibid.
29 Ibid., 20-21.
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January, he was diagnosed with acute myeloma:

We are requested to go through a health check within one month after we quit the 
job. So once in Kyūshū, I had a medical examination specific to radiation workers.30 I 
was found with cancerous cells, so I was sent to a big hospital and immediately started 
chemotherapy. This was serious. The doctor told me that if I had arrived two weeks or 
twenty days later, my nose and teeth would have started bleeding and it would have 
been impossible to stop that bleeding. I was so afraid to hear this and I thought that my 
whole body was perhaps already infected with cancer, and it might be too late anyhow.31

For a while, the hematologic dysfunction was threatening his life and the chemother-
apy was painful: hair loss, violent vomiting, diarrhea, high fever, and depression. Yet, 
thanks to the therapy, in August 2014, he was able to leave the hospital.

By the time he quit the job at Fukushima Daiichi, his official radiation record had 
accumulated 19.78 mSv, almost the maximum annual dose of 20 mSv. But for the first 
period, from October 2011 to January 2012, when he worked at Fukushima Daini, 
there was simply no record at all due to the lack of dosimeters, since most of them had 
been washed away by the tsunami. This official dose of 19.78 mSv was nevertheless 
enough to apply for the occupational disease certification. Leukemia is one of the 
rare radiation-induced nuclear illnesses that qualifies for this certification, provided a 
minimum cumulative dose of 5 mSv during one year. In October 2015, he was thus the 
first to be certified for a case of occupational cancer in relation to cleanup work at the 
Fukushima nuclear power plant. The news made the headlines, but TEPCO’s reaction 
was laconic. For Arakabu, this attitude was a blatant lack of responsibility and a sign 
of disrespect for the thousands of workers who have been risking their life to clean up 
the mess caused by TEPCO. In November 2016, he sued TEPCO as well as Kyūshū 
Electricity (Kyūden) on a civil charge seeking compensation for damages. Arakabu 
explained his motivation:

It is not fair to treat the workers who are cleaning the reactors like this. They are 
working in a dangerous environment exposed to radiation risk. So I hope [my 
action] can give them some strength and raise awareness of the horror of nuclear 
plants. I wish people can understand we don’t really need those nuclear plants.32

This state of mind goes hand in hand with the initial emotion that pushed him to 
Fukushima in 2011, despite the daunting tasks, hell-like conditions, and cheap wages:

The media have reported a lot about our supposedly high wages. […] But I think 
the salary was just around ten thousand Yen and a trip allowance of two thousand 
Yen. […] Anyhow, I didn’t go to Fukushima for the money. I thought this was an 
opportunity for me to do something for the people there, this kind of thought.33 

30 In Japanese: denri kenshin (電離検) or denri hōshasen kenkō shindan (電離放射線健康診断).
31 Ibid., 18.
32 Quoted by Kataoka Ryōhei, “Fukushima genpatsu hibaku rōsai Arakabu-san saiban,”14.
33 “Arakabu-san o sasaeru kai,” 17.
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As he further explains, at Fukushima Daiichi, the cleanup workers were supposed 
to receive risk premiums with three possible amounts (33,000 Yen, 22,000 Yen and 
11,000 Yen), depending on the level of radiation and the difficulty of the task. But to 
avoid causing trouble for their bosses, most of the workers did not even ask for it.34 

During the last court hearings on February 22 and April 19, TEPCO and Kyūden have 
tried to show that Arakabu’s officially recorded cumulative dose was correct, despite the 
blatant evidence that, given his tasks at Fukushima Daiichi in 2012-2013, it should be 
higher. Another line of defense that has been emphasized by the companies’ lawyers 
consists of arguing that even under a cumulative dose of 100 mSv, there is no causal ev-
idence for radiation-induced cancer.35 This kind of argument and biased interpretation 
of the existing medical literature has been repeated over and over by radical deniers of 
radiation risk.36 As of March 2018, only twenty cases of former nuclear plant workers 
have been certified: eight cases of acute radiation syndrome caused by sudden exposure 
to high doses from two dramatic accidents at the Tokaimura nuclear fuel plant in 1999; 
eight cases of cancer caused by regular exposure to low doses at the Mihama power 
plant in 2004; and four other cases after 3/11 including Arakabu.37 This small number 
of cases should be compared to the huge cohort of people who have been employed in 
Japanese nuclear power plants since the beginning of the industry in the 1970s: Some 
forty thousand were employed every year in the early 1980s, and twice that by the year 
preceding the Fukushima disaster.

Among the numerous litigations related to the Fukushima nuclear disaster, Arakabu’s 
lawsuit holds a special meaning based on irrefutable experience and a strong moral 
stance. As in previous similar litigations for other nuclear plant workers, though there 
is only one plaintiff, many people are supporting the case because they see in it a 
symbol of the blatant discrimination against blue-collar workers, even those who have 

34 According to other testimony, even if TEPCO does indeed pay these premiums to the contractors, 
few workers receive it because wage skimming (pin haneピンはね) has been a common practice of the 
nuclear and construction industries long before 3/11. See Paul Jobin, “‘Nuclear Gypsies’ in Fukushima 
Before and After 3.11.”
35 For a follow-up on Arakabu trial, see “Arakabu-san o sasaeru kai,” https://sites.google.com/site/
arakabushien/home
36 Paul Jobin, “Radiation Protection after the Fukushima Nuclear Disaster,” Journal of Ohara Institute 
for Social Research 8, no. 658 (2013): 14-30 (In Japanese).
37 Three other workers have been certified in August and December 2016, the first one for leukemia, 
and the second one for thyroid cancer, with respective doses of 54.4 mSv and 149.6 mSv. A former 
TEPCO employee who had accumulated a dose of 99 mSv and suffered from leukemia was also cer-
tified in December 2017. “Genpatsu sagyō de rōsai nintei hakketsubyō, 3 ninme Fukushima dai ichi 
jiko-go,” Asahi Shimbun, December 14, 2018. But regardless of the dose, the hazards resulting from 
exposure to nuclear radiation and, in particular, to supposedly low doses below 100 mSv, have been 
consistently downplayed. For instance, the most recent UNSCEAR report on Fukushima in 2017 has 
confirmed its self-fulfilling prophecy that no one would die from exposure to radiation from the acci-
dent. It further asserts that, despite the ongoing survey of the twenty thousand workers, a maximum 
of two or three cases of cancer might result from the one hundred and seventy-three workers who 
have been exposed to doses over 100 mSv, but any other increased incidence of cancer will probably 
remain “indiscernible.” The report further stresses that the certification of two cases of occupational 
cancers since 3/11 has no scientific implications.
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been struggling hard to clean up the terrible mess caused by the nuclear industry and 
its political allies. 

Since 3/11, around sixty thousand workers have come to Fukushima Daiichi. If at least 
another forty years will be necessary to fix the whole site of Fukushima Daiichi, given 
all the remaining uncertainties (the resistance of the robots and the ice wall, among 
others), it is difficult to predict how many more workers will be necessary until the site 
becomes safe enough. However, the mobilization for Arakabu’s litigation emphasizes 
that these cleanup workers should be treated with more respect. A concrete sign for 
this would be, at least, to provide them with sufficient protection and regular health 
checks, whatever their accumulated dose might be.

This lawsuit could also provide another opportunity to challenge the supposed radia-
tion safety standard of 20 mSv. As a matter of coincidence, Arakabu’s official recorded 
dose stopped at 19.78 mSv, right below the annual safety standard of 20 mSv (or 100 
mSv on a five year average). Before 1990, the annual safety standard recommended by 
the International Commission on Radiation Protection (ICRP) was 50 mSv. Then, in 
1990, it was changed to 20 mSv, but nothing was done for all the workers who had 
been exposed to 50 mSv previously. Furthermore, these standards can be modified in 
case of disaster, for example, when in March 2011, the Japanese government set it at 
250 mSv. That exposure limit was lowered back down to 100 mSv in December 2011, 
but then once again, in April 2016, it was increased to 250 mSv to cope with the lack of 
an appropriate labor force. Radiation safety standards are not fixed norms of measure-
ments; they can be modified depending on the circumstances. Furthermore, radiation 
standards establish basic discriminatory categories among the population: In ordinary 
times, it is 1 mSv for citizens and 20 mSv for the workers; however, it is currently 20 
mSv for citizens in the Fukushima region and 250 mSv for the workers. This is why 
the residents of Minamisoma have sued the government to directly challenge the use 
of that radiation level as a safety threshold. The battle of former “gypsy” nuclear worker 
Arakabu may thus converge with the mobilizations of ordinary citizens displaced by 
the nuclear catastrophe to challenge the logic of discrimination and sacrifice that is 
behind the so-called safety standards.
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