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Japan Faces Potential Nuclear Disaster as Radiation
Levels Rise
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Digital Globe, via Reuters

The No. 3 reactor building of the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant burned Monday after a blast following an earthquake and
tsunami in this satellite image.
By HIROKO TABUCHI, DAVID E. SANGER and KEITH BRADSHER
Published: March 14, 2011

TOKYO — Japan’s nuclear crisis verged toward catastrophe on
Tuesday after an explosion damaged the vessel containing the nuclear
core at one reactor and a fire at another spewed large amounts of
radioactive material into the air, according to the statements of
Japanese government and industry officials.
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In a brief address to the nation at 11
SINGLE PAGE
a.m. Tokyo time, Prime Minister Naoto
REPRINTS
Kan pleaded for calm, but warned that
SHARE
radiation had already spread from the
crippled reactors and there was “a very
high risk” of further leakage.
Fortunately, the prevailing winds were
sweeping most of the plume of
radioactivity out into the Pacific Ocean, rather than over
populated areas.
The sudden turn of events, after an explosion Monday at
one reactor and then an early-morning explosion Tuesday
at yet another — the third in four days at the plant —
already made the crisis at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear
Power Station the worst nuclear accident since the
Chernobyl reactor disaster a quarter century ago.
It diminished hopes earlier in the day that engineers at the
plant, working at tremendous personal risk, might yet
succeed in cooling down the most damaged of the reactors,
No. 2, by pumping in sea water. According to government
statements, most of the 800 workers at the plant had been
withdrawn, leaving 50 or so workers in a desperate effort to
keep the cores of three stricken reactors cooled with
seawater pumped by firefighting equipment, while the same
crews battled to put out the fire at the No. 4 reactor, which
they claimed to have done just after noon on Tuesday.
That fourth reactor had been turned off and was under
refurbishment for months before the earthquake and
tsunami hit the plant on Friday. But the plant contains
spent fuel rods that were removed from the reactor, and
experts guessed that the pool containing those rods had run
dry, allowing the rods to overheat and catch fire. That is
almost as dangerous as the fuel in working reactors melting
down, because the spent fuel can also spew radioactivity
into the atmosphere.
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After an emergency cabinet meeting, the Japanese
government told people living with 30 kilometers, about 18
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miles, of the Daiichi plant to stay indoors, keep their
windows closed and stop using air conditioning.

Yuriko Nakao/Reuters

Workers at a disaster response center
worked the phones in Fukushima
Prefecture, home to two troubled
nuclear plants.

Mr. Kan, whose government was extraordinarily weak
before the sequence of calamities struck the nation, told the
Japanese people that “although this incident is of great
concern, I ask you to react very calmly.” And in fact, there
seemed to be little panic, but huge apprehension in a
country where the drift of radioactivity brings up memories
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the haunting images of postwar Japan.

Readers' Comments
"Each time the diameter of the
evacuation circle increases. All
of which begs the question:
Does the power company
actually have any real control
over this situation or are they
merely babysitting these
reactors as things fall apart?"
jake, NYC
Read Full Comment »

The two critical questions over the next day or so are how
much radioactive material is spewed into the atmosphere,
and where the winds carry it. Readings reported on
Tuesday showed a spike of radioactivity around the plant
that made the leakage categorically worse than in had been,
with radiation levels measured at one point as high as 400
millisieverts an hour. Even 7 minutes of exposure at that
level will reach the maximum annual dose that a worker at
an American nuclear plant is allowed. And exposure for 75
minutes would likely lead to acute radiation sickness.

The extent of the public health risk depends on how long such elevated levels persist —
they may have declined after the fire at No. 4 reactor was extinguished — as well as how far
and fast the radioactive materials spread, and whether the limited evacuation plan
announced by the government proves sufficient.
The succession of problems at Daiichi was initially difficult to interpret — with confusion
compounded by incomplete and inconsistent information provided by government officials
and executives of the plant’s operator, Tokyo Electric Power.
But industry executives in close contact with officials in Japan expressed extreme concern
that the authorities were close to losing control over the fuel melting that has been ongoing
in three reactors at Daiichi, especially at the crippled No. 2 reactor where the containment
has been damaged.
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Hiroko Tabuchi reported from Tokyo, Keith Bradsher from Hong Kong and David E.
Sanger from Washington. Matthew L. Wald contributed reporting from Washington.
A version of this article appeared in print on March 15, 2011, on page
A1 of the New York edition.
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