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Japan has a radioactive waste problem - more than 1.3 billion litres of radioactive water that 

has been used to cool the wreck of the Fukushima nuclear reactors. This Fukushima water (Fuku-

water) is now stored on-site in tanks (Fig.1).The Fuku-water has been accumulated by Japan over 

the past 12 years - since three nuclear reactors of the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant “went 

into meltdown” in 2011; there are now more than 1.3 million tonnes of contaminated water (circa 

1.3 billion litres) [1]. 

 
Figure 1. What to do with 1.3 billion litres of Fuku-water stored in more than 1,000 tanks at 

Fukushima? (image source: tepco.co.jp, 19 June 2023) 

 

There is a proposal that Japan will ‘dispose’ of its Fuku-water problem by pumping it into 

the Pacific Ocean over forthcoming decades [1]. There is pushback to this plan from Japan’s fishing 

communities, and neighbours, including China, South Korea, North Korea, and island nations of the 

Pacific [2-6]. 

Japan’s Deputy Prime Minister Taro Aso claims: “I have heard that we will have no harm if 

we drink” the Fuku-water [7]. This offers a promising solution to the disposal of Japan’s massive 

storehouse of radioactive waste water. Just convince the Japanese. If they will each drink eight litres 

of Fuku-water then the problem of storing the Fuku-water is resolved. Perhaps as more Fuku-water 

water is generated (the water cooling of the failed reactors is continuing indefinitely), the Japanese 

could be induced to imbibe Fuku-water as a regular tipple for decades to come? The Fuku-water 

could be bottled and sold in Tokyo supermarkets with an endorsement from the IAEA [8] and 

certification from the Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO) and Japan's regulator, the Nuclear 
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and Industrial Safety Agency (NISA). Japan could drink its problem. Perhaps the IAEA could put in 

a bulk order for their own water coolers? 

In 1986, when Chernobyl failed it contaminated the whole planet [9]. As plumes of 

atmospheric radioactivity moved westward, European countries to the west of Ukraine were the 

most adversely affected. That contamination was accidental - an artefact of the Chernobyl reactor 

accident and the consequent release of plumes of radioactivity into the atmosphere. The 

contamination of neighbours was uneven, higher with proximity to Ukraine (as in Belarus), and also 

higher where rainfall carried the plume to land (as in Wales). In the wake of the Chernobyl 

accident, the local and global movement of food crops and livestock was curtailed for years. In the 

case of Wales, the prohibitions on moving livestock were only lifted after 26 years [10].  

Japan is now proposing Chernobyl-ising, i.e globalising, the Fukushima nuclear accident - 

by sending its radioactive waste on a global trip around the world - via the oceans of the world. First 

stop for this maritime plume of radioactive waste is the Pacific Ocean, and from there to all the 

beaches and oceans of the world (Fig.2), to the seaweed, invertebrates, fish, and mammals of the 

oceans, throughout the marine food chain, and, via evaporation, to global rainfall. 

 

 
Figure 2. The oceans of the world are interconnected by geography and currents (image 

source: databasin.org) 

 

Japan is a small rich country. The cheapest way to ‘solve’ its Fuku-water problem is to 

dump it on the world, outside of Japan. It is an example of ‘privatising the profits and socialising 

the costs’. Japan has had twelve years to spend the time and money to decontaminate the Fuku-

water - and, if necessary, to develop the technology to do it ‘at scale’. Instead it has cut corners and 

used its so-called ‘Advanced Liquid Processing System’ (ALPS) to partially decontaminate the 

more than a billion litres (and counting) of radioactive water. ALPS can reduce the presence of 

some radioactive particles, not all, and not tritium (radioactive hydrogen, with two neutrons, and 

with a 12 year half life) [1]. 

Japan’s proposed ‘problem sharing’ demonstrates that the problem of nuclear waste remains 

intractable. After 80 years of the nuclear industry, how to deal with radioactive waste remains 

unresolved, as it has been since the outset.  

Who owns the ocean? No country has title to the oceans - which is to say, to most of the 

surface of the globe. This is the ‘tragedy of the commons’ writ large [11] - the world’s oceans are 

the ‘commons’ of us all. Does Japan have a social licence to contaminate the oceans, and does 

Japan care? No and probably ‘no’ again.  
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For years, Japan defied the world with its whale hunting in the southern oceans. Its whale-

killing shocked and outraged many, and doubly so with Japan peddling the lie that its whale hunting 

was purportedly for ‘scientific research’ [12]. Japan has form for duplicity about its global eco-

behaviour – some would say it has zero credibility. 

Dump more than one billion litres of Fuku-water in the Pacific Ocean? The International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) states that: “As nuclear safety is a national responsibility, it is a 

decision for the Government of Japan to take” [8, p.19]. Despite 130 pages of Safety Review of the 

IAEA, a simple and reassuring statement that the proposed release of Fuku-water into the ocean ‘is 

safe’ is not to be found [8].  

Dilution is not a solution. It just spreads the problem thin, perhaps so that it can no longer be 

detected merely because the detector is not sufficiently sensitive and the contamination is 

sufficiently dispersed (but without reducing the quantum). 

Dumping its Fuku-water in the Pacific Ocean will contaminate the world’s oceans for 

generations as the maritime plume of radioactivity is dispersed by the ocean’s currents (Fig.2). It 

will cause grief for those reliant on the oceans for fishing and food, and it will trash Japan’s 

reputation as a responsible global citizen. 

It is incumbent on Japan to nationalise, not globalise, its Fuku-water problem. Japan needs 

to solve its nuclear waste problem at its own expense, on its own territory, and now - and not at the 

expense of the world and for generations to come. For Japan to use the world’s oceans as a dumping 

ground for its radioactive waste stockpile creates a dreadful precedent. We need to protect the 

oceans - not to use them as a convenient and free radioactive waste dump.  
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