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Perils of madequacles in
B
safety regulation

Last week's nuclear accident in Japan is 8 mujor blow 1o the nuclear power Industry. But it also reflects broadar problems

in that country®s management of techmology.

raponents of nuclear paver must be shaking their heads fndis-
beliefat last week's accident af a nedear-fuel prodessing plant in
Tokoi, fapan. [taeems that antraned and unprotected workers

| at the plant were blithely mixing excessive quantities of concentrated

ranium solution in steel budkels with spoons bn order Lo cut cormers
snd ipeed up production. Thisled to a container oithe selution going
critical, exposed the warkers v poteniially bsthal levels of neutzon
radiatlon, necessitated the evacuation of neighbourlng housss and
terrified the 310,000 citizens of Tokal 2 they were advized fo take
refuge in their homesand batten down the windows,

The meciesr accldent at Tokad & fust the worst of many in recent
yeats. The respansibility lies squarely on the shoulders of the govermn-
ment and, maore specifically, on these of the Sciznce and Technology
Agency, which is proving itself incapable of adequately regulating the
safery of nuclear power. But the problem of the effectiveness of safery
regulation in Jaganiz not confired o nuclear power — or the Scisnce
ind Technology Agency. Similar deficeencies cap, for sxample, beseen
in fapan's reguiation of the phermasceutdeal Endusiry, where drugs that
wre of questionable efficacy or downright dangerous — such aznan-
leeat-treated blood product — are aewed o the msrket

The lapaness governmment seems anable o setup competent feguy-
latory bodies. with. sufficient @aff and expertise, The Scierce and
Technology Agency’s bruclear Safety Commission s a group of part-
ibme pesdemic moperts whe sithber-varmp documents produiced by a

anaall team of officials, who dre far too few in numbet, and lazk the |

expertise needed 1o regulate the safery afsuch o huge and patentially
dargesoaus [ndustey, Simidarly, the'country has o equdvalens of the
U5 Foad and Drog Administration, even thaugh s pharmaceutical

marketisofconparablesize o thatof the Unived States

Will the sisuntion imprave significantly after shisaccident® Bassd
on therecord 1a date, probebiy not, When the Science and Technolo-
By hﬁ:nqrrnrﬂ:: with the midnistey af edication in 2001, respos
billry far most Espech of nuclear safety will probebly pass o che
Ministry of International Trade and Industryandtor o strengthened
prime minister’s office. But some respansibilities ey remain with
the merged ministry and sgency. Uiless the goveramen) commils
adequate funding, manpower, expertise and accounability to a new
regulaiory ady, the problems of the past will continue. Howewer,
thece ke livthe public pressere to o thisin & soclery whese respecy far
lul:h-:-nr:.' despite ivs failings rermalng kigh,

*This is bad news for the varlds nuclear industry. Despiee calls in

some clreles for greater use of nuclesr power to curb carban diaxide

eiiissiony, the nse of nuclear power i expected todecline in mout of
thi developed world ever the next 20 years. Only in Asia is sgnifican
expansion expected, in China, lapan, Korea, and 50 a lesser extent in
Southeass 1:I'|:‘| Sousth Asla_But rexistance to thesiting ol nuclear plangs
in Inpan hasbeen growing yeur by year, and toe Tokai aceldent will so
dowhy puEp hppu:ltlr.ln o ﬂeh’hﬂghufnr many years hp came L]

Moment of truth for the test ban treaty

Republican senators will bring credit on their office if they consider tha Comprehensive Tesl Ban Treaty on Its technical

marits, and vote for s mmediate ratification.

iy mare than 40 years, nueclesr weapons sclentists and arem

control advocates bave sought an international agreement thar

wolild end the development and testing of nudiesr weapans,
The culminntion of that effart, the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty,
witd signed by |52 nacions in 1996, The treaty i of particular bereft
b e Unbped-Sranes, wihich did more than any agher eatian 10 formu-
late Its languoge and which holds a bead in both nuclear weapans
dezign and the camputer-simulation technodogy that will be ased to
stily weaponsin the abaence of Lesting.

The US Senate, which must ratify the treaty with 4 two-thieds
majarity if it is to take effert, s debating i1 contenis thisweek and
gy vobe next Tuesday andteratification (see page 5191, During hear-
ings before the vote, the scientific and military lsadership ofthe Uniz-
ed States will eesrify in favaur ofthetreaty, Treaty criticscladm chat the
US nucleur weapons laboratories’ stockplie stewardship programme
cannotessure the safery and rebisbility of the noclear weapons stock-
pile In the sbsence of testing. But the Iabocatory directors, as well as
independent techinical advisers to the US government, believe that
stockpie stewardship wiil work, Thirty-twa LS Nobel laureates in
physizs will thisweek release a letter expressing the same view,
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Thie critles also contend that verification of :nrnpljam:: wiiki the
treaty will be impossible, a5 seizmalogists will be unable o ddentify
smiall underground nucear tests, The Central Intelligenee Agency
hing just refeased an assessinent stating that b will be wnahle io detsct
srneall, sub-critical explocions under the tresiy regime, Butsub=crit
cal tests are permitted by the treaty, The American Geophysical
Unlonand the Selsmalogical Society of Americn will restate thizweek
that the maonitoring system 1¢ be established under the treatyis suffi.
cient bomaet i verifheati o gonly,

<FI the treaty |5 conskdered by the Senale on-ats meries, 12 should
obtain the 67 vetes needed for ratification by the Untted Seates —
rapidly keading 1o & simdlar sutcome In most, 1 not all, f the 44
funtinng that st ratafy it befoee it takes effect. Adss, the timing and
circumistances of the vate put pressure on Repoblican senstors o
appoie the treaty on partisan grounds. Some Democracs, much gy
their discredit, are banking on thiv so that they can porteay the
Republicans as proponents of noclenr war dibring next yeas's clec
tions. Republican senators such as Richerd Lugar (Indiana) and Pete
Dromenic (New Mexkoo ) must confound chem by rlsing abave parti-
ian consicerations oo Tuecday and voting o ragify the treaty "
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