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(1)  Close-up 2001 column:  U.S. walks away from Kyoto Protocol, seemingly caving in to pressure from industrial circles; Japan perplexed as it has kept pace with U.S.

MAINICHI  (Page 2)  (Excerpts)

April 2, 2001
The impact of President Bush's announcement that the U.S. would not support the Kyoto Protocol, which is designed to combat global warming, has reverberated around the world.  The Kyoto pact, adopted in 1997 in Japan, requires industrialized nations to control emissions of greenhouse gases, such as carbon dioxide, according to targets and timetables set at that time.  Specific rules to attain such goals were supposed to be worked out at the resumed sixth round of Conference of Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (COP6) set for this July.  America's unilateral announcement of its rejection of the pact could bring to naught the efforts made since then by other countries.  European governments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which have vigorously sought to put into practice measures for reducing greenhouse gases, are heightening their criticism of the U.S., leaving Japan, which has worked in close cooperation with the U.S., alone perplexed and dismayed.

[Hidetoshi Togasawa]


"I am worried about the U.S. economy and the energy crisis.  I cannot favor something that will hurt the economy."  This was the reason given by President Bush on March 29th, when he formally voiced his opposition to the Kyoto pact.  He thus put emphasis on "national interests."


In order to reduce emissions of carbon dioxide, the use of such fossil fuels as oil and coal needs to be restricted.  Since the U.S. has already stopped the construction of nuclear power plants, reducing the use of oil and coal necessitates the U.S. to use, as an alternative energy, more natural gas, which emits less carbon dioxide.  But the President stated:  "Massive consumption of natural gas is impossible."


Behind the U.S. announcement of its non-support of the Kyoto accord was strong pressure from the oil industry.  In late February, when Christie Whitman, the administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), announced a policy of applying carbon dioxide emissions controls to power plants, the coal industry petitioned to Senator Hagel (Republican) and other congressional members concerned not to impose such rules on them.  In response to their request, the President agreed he would not do so.


In addition, the President instructed the State Department to study whether it would be possible to retract former president Clinton's signature from the Kyoto pact.  The moment the Washington Post in its March 28 edition reported this move, the matter became an international issue.


The Republican Party from the beginning has been negative about controlling carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases that cause global warming.  In fact, during the Clinton Administration, the Republican-led Congress refused to ratify the Kyoto accord.  Since the global warming agreement exempted developing countries from controlling greenhouse gases, the Congress criticized the pact as "not being in the economic interests of the U.S."


The Kyoto accord, in view of the number of signatories nations, can go into effect theoretically even without the U.S.  But a marked reduction of emissions cannot be expected if the largest producer of carbon dioxide, releasing nearly one-third of such emissions among the industrialized nations and one-fourth of the world's total of such emissions, does not participate in the pact.


Naturally, environmental protectionist NGOs in the U.S. fired a barrage of criticism all together at their administration's announcement of opposition to the pact.  The World Resource Institute lashes out at the administration in a severe tone:  "The decision lacks foresight.  It is insulting countries and peoples fighting global warming."


Green Peace International made this comment:  "It is an unprecedented act of destroying an important treaty and is proof that the White House has now an industrial colony."


In addition, six religious leaders who are influential in the Republican Party sent a letter to President Bush pointing out: "The U.S. has moral responsibility to lead other countries in order to protect those people who suffer from the effect of global warming." They asked that a forum be set up to discuss the issue.


Japan and Europe are eyeing particularly whether President Bush will actually withdraw America's signature.  White House Press Secretary Fleischer made no definite comment, only saying:  "Since there is no treaty about to go into effect, there is nothing for us to withdraw from."  Should the U.S. retract its signature, the result would be that the U.S. would not join the effort to address what the protocol calls for.  But withdrawing the signature would provoke strong criticism from other countries.  The scenario that is also conceivable would have the U.S. not grappling with greenhouse gases reduction on the ground that the Congress would never ratify the accord.


International eyes are now shifting to the resumed COP6 to be held in Bonn, Germany in July.  Under Secretary of State Larson has conveyed to Japanese Ambassador to the U.S. Shunji Yanai that the U.S. would participate in COP6.  How the U.S. will respond to the rising international criticism captures worldwide attention.

Environment Agency says, "We have no way to know what the real U.S. intention is"; Ruling camp to send a delegation to U.S.


Japan is obviously perplexed and puzzled at the sudden U.S. announcement of its rejection of the Kyoto treaty.  Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori sent a letter to President Bush, in which he urged the President to change his mind, noting, "I am very much concerned about the impact on climate change talks."  The ruling camp plans to dispatch a delegation to the U.S. to try to persuade it to reconsider the decision.  The dominant view in Japan's government district Kasumigaseki is: "Why did the U.S. announce is withdrawal of support at this point?  We have no way of knowing what the real intention of the U.S. is" (senior official of the Environment Ministry).


Some in the Ministry of Environment and the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) take the view that "it may be a tactic to push international negotiations in their favor."  Last November's COP6 session held in The Hague in the Netherlands broke down, set off by the showdown of the US. and the European Union (EU).  The U.S., together with Japan and other nations, called for flexible operation of greenhouse gases reduction measures but met with harsh criticism from the EU.  Pointing to this circumstance, a senior METI official surmised:  "Hinting of withdrawal may be a tactic to pressure the EU."


Councilor Ota of the Federation of Economic Organizations (Keidanren) takes this view:  

"Industrial circles and labor unions in the U.S. are by far more sensitive than their counterparts in Japan toward economic competitiveness and an increased burden on the people.  Partly because of this, the Bush Administration has shifted its policy." 

 Toshiko Hirata [TN:  phonetic], a member of the environment protectionist NGO "Climate Network," comments:  "Japan, joining hands with the EU, should assume leadership."

[Manabu Yoshikawa]

(01040204ku)

(2)  DPJ proposes easing weapons use standards for PKO; Training center also proposed

SANKEI  (Page 2)  (Full)

April 1, 2001


The opposition Democratic Party of Japan (Minshuto) held a meeting of its foreign and security affairs panel yesterday to discuss a final draft of policy proposals for a reform of Japan's participation in United Nations peacekeeping operations (PKO).  In concrete terms, the draft policy paper proposes easing Japan's self-imposed standards for the use of weapons and its requirement of a ceasefire accord for PKO participation—which are included in the five principles for Japan's PKO participation prescribed in the Law for Cooperation on United Nations Peacekeeping Operations or the so-called PKO cooperation law.  Additionally, the draft proposal calls for unfreezing the portion of the law on Japan's participation in U.N. peacekeeping forces (PKF).  In order to promote Japan's participation in new PKO activities, the paper also proposes seven points, such as establishing a training center.  The DPJ will finalize the draft paper after its internal discussion on April 3.


The PKO cooperation law currently requires "the existence of a ceasefire agreement between the disputed parties" for Japan's PKO participation.  The DPJ's draft policy paper proposes modifying this precondition to "the United Nations' recognition of a ceasefire agreement in its Security Council's resolution, etc."  Also, the PKO law, in its prescription of standards for the use of weapons, provides that Self-Defense Force personnel may use weapons to "protect those SDF personnel's lives, etc."  The DPJ policy paper alters this provision, allowing SDF personnel to use weapons in order to "protect the lives of those SDF personnel and others and protect weapons, etc."  The DPJ panel said in its interim draft paper that SDF personnel may use weapons "in order to carry out PKO missions."  Some DPJ members, however, criticized this proposed rule of engagement (ROE), arguing that such can conflict with the constitution's prohibition of Japan from exercising armed force.  The DPJ panel therefore changed it to even more specific wording.  In its proposal of unfreezing Japan's PKF participation, the DPJ panel's draft paper additionally suggests Japan's role in "security services."


Also, the DPJ draft paper points to the necessity of legislating such specific measures as establishing a center in Japan for the purpose of training personnel to be engaged in PKO activities including PKF missions, police and judiciary services involving civilian police officers, and development assistance.  Furthermore, it proposes dispatching an unarmed military observation team consisting of SDF personnel and experts, and suggests the need to develop a system under which Japan stores emergency commodities and equipment so that such can be transported urgently to conflict-ridden areas.


As a future task, the draft paper suggests the need to "study the possibility of establishing a separate organization to be engaged in international peace cooperation assignments."

(01040203im)

(3)  Moves afoot to induce Minshuto probably in bid to establish new coalition after upper house election 

NIHON KEIZAI  (Page 2)  (Excerpt)

April 1, 2001

Eyeing a political situation after the July Upper House election, the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) has paid close attention to moves by the Minshuto (Democratic Party of Japan).  Although the party puts forth the goal of "the three coalition parties winning a majority in the election," the outcome remains unpredictable.  The party's calculation is that if the party can bring over some of the Minshuto members to its side, the administration will remain stabilized even if the three ruling parties fail to secure a majority.  Some LDP members have already contacted Minshuto members who hail from the defunct Democratic Socialist Party (DSP), as well as labor union executives, bearing in mind a "new coalition after the upper house election."  In the lower house as well, LDP members have already begun to work to join hands with junior Minshuto members who stand against the leadership.

LDP turns attention to DSP-turn members

Upper House Secretary General Mikio Aoki in a speech in Tokyo on March 23 stated: "Views are split in the Minshuto over such basic policies as the issue of the national flag and anthem, national security, and education.  If the ruling coalition secures a majority in the election, the Minshuto would not be able to sustain itself for another year."

Another senior member interpreted Aoki's remark as "indicating his determination to split the Minshuto."  The LDP executives were taking aim at those who came from the defunct Democratic Socialist Party (DSP).  Of the 54 Upper House Minshuto members 10 or about 20 percent are from the old DSP.  Putting forth the noble cause of similar policy stances on such issues as national security being close, one LDP executive commented: "There will be no problem if we reach policy agreement.  It will be easier (to ally with the Minshuto) than when we formed a coalition among the LDP, the Socialist Party, and the Sakigake.

During a cherry blossom viewing party held at Hatoyama Hall in Toyo on the night of the 29th, Kunio Hatoyama [brother of Minshuto party head Yukio Hatoyama] said in a speech: "Should [Minshuto] members criticize labor unions, the party executive would remove their names from the membership list.  Pressure in the party is tighter than that in the LDP."  Participating in the party were Hakuo Yanagisawa, Sadakazu Kanigaki, and Kosuke Ito from the LDP, and Hiroshi Kawauchi and Kenji Kobayashi from the Minshuto.  These two are members of the "Wadachi no Kai," a junior lawmakers' study group which Hatoyama himself established when he belonged to the Minshuto.

Besides the Wadachi no Kai, Kunio Hatoyama has established a "group of lawmakers to consider how to co-exist with nature" with junior members of the LDP, the New Komeito and the Minshuto.  The group has held a study session on a regular basis.

Making use of various personnel networks, the LDP is trying to approach some members of the Minshuto.  Political motives can be detected in their moves.

New Komeito trying to induce Minshuto members, even while criticizing it: 


Criticizing the Minshuto, the New Komeito and the Soka Gakkai, the religious organization supporting the party, are stepping up efforts to split the Minshuto.  New Komeito President Takenori Kanzaki in a speech on March 31 reacted fiercely to Minshuto Secretary General Naoto Kan's criticism of the New Komeito as "linked to a religious group."  Kanzaki said, "That was a statement distorting the interpretation of the Constitution."

Kanzaki shot back with this remark: "Why did you [Kan] acted with Komeito members under the Hosokawa and Hata cabinets?"  The Seikyo Shimbun, the organ paper of the Soka Gakkai, noted that then Prime Minister Tsutomu Hata and former DSP member and Deputy President Kansei Nakano had taken the view that the entry of Komeito members in the [Hata] Cabinet does "not run counter to the Constitution."  As those who supported this view, the paper listed former DSP member and Organization Chairman Tatsuo Kawabata, Takahiro Yokomichi, Michihiko Kano, and Wakako Hironaka, and calling them "just persons."

Soka Gakkai Chairman Einosuke Akiya referred to the fact that Minshuto Deputy Tetsundo Iwakuni had formed a policy group with others critical of Kan, saying, "He is said to have in mind also cooperation with the LDP and the New Komeito."

Under the 1955 structure, when the LDP was in power and the Social Democratic Party was perennially the largest opposition party, the Komeito and the DSP closely worked together in election campaigns.  The view becoming dominant is that the New Komeito and the Soka Gakkai, eyeing the Upper House election, are trying to set spurs to split the Minshuto by praising DSP-hailed or LDP-hailed members while criticizing Kan and other party leaders.

Minshuto alarmed against moves for split;

Minshuto President Yukio Hatoyama and Secretary General Naoto Kan are increasingly becoming alarmed about attempts by the LDP and the New Komeito to bring its junior members and DSP-hailed members to their folds.  Lower House member Ko Tanaka criticized the Minshuto's stance of "overly depending on labor unions" and announced on the 27th his secession from the party.  Seeing some members understand Tanaka's views, the Minshuto executive has begun to look into measures to "prevent junior members from being drawn by other parties' maneuvers to split the Minshuto."

 A senior Minshuto member analyzed that the LDP is behind a recent series of moves.  The apparent aim is to split the Minshuto.  We are really concerned about such moves."  A ranking lawmaker also expressed uneasiness, grumbling, "If we lose the Upper House election, the party will break apart.  We wonder what approach will be taken to party members who came from the defunct DSP…"

(01040204ys)

(4)  Political rejuvenation:  Junior members' "virtual reality" and "reality"

NIHON KEIZAI  (Page 2)  (Excerpts)

March 30, 2001


Late on March 13, Tokyo Governor Shintaro Ishihara wined and dined with junior LDP members at a restaurant only a stone's throw from the Diet building.  He told them: "Young politicians like you have a mission to rebuild Japanese politics."  The Governor in high spirits called on them to reform the LDP.  Inspired by Governor Ishihara's suggestion, the members launched a group that they called the Shiki-no-kai (Council of four knights).

Keeping low profile best way to avoid isolation


At the table were Nobuteru Ishihara, who is the Governor's oldest son, Yasuhisa Shiozaki, Takumi Nemoto, and Yoshimi Watanabe.  Dubbed the "new breed of policymakers," these computer-savvy young LDP Turks have actively been carrying on policy studies and making themselves available to the media.  Shiozaki was once picked as a candidate for a virtual LDP presidential race on the Internet.


Real politics, though, is a far cry from virtual reality.  The idea of fielding a junior member in the LDP presidential race to replace Prime Minister Mori faded away quickly.  The group ascribes their failure to reform the LDP to rigid factional constraints.


In reality, the reason was much simpler:  "I'll never work with them again," a junior member spat out.


On March 28, Ishihara and others submitted 97 signatures to Secretary General Koga for an open LDP presidential election.  In offering his signature, a certain lawmaker had said in a deep, threatening voice, "I'll sign my name but that doesn't mean I will go along with you."


Other lawmakers are unhappy with the fact that the Shiki-no-kai would take all the credit.  The more the four members stand out, the more other lawmakers turn away from them.

Support for Kajiyama attracted attention


To some mid-level members' annoyance, there has been a rumor in the LDP that the party would back Seiko Noda for the premiership.  Seiko Noda, a granddaughter of ex-construction minister Uichi Noda, is a skilled talker with a knack for reaching out to the people.


She gained political recognition for her active role in backing former chief cabinet secretary Seiroku Kajiyama in the 1998 LDP presidential election.  Keizo Obuchi, who won the presidency and consequently became Japan's prime minister, gave the postal portfolio to Noda as a symbolic step to destroy the pro-Kajiyama group.  She then became a close aide to the Nonaka-Koga duo after being appointed as the first female officer in charge of "expediting the proceedings of the Lower House."


Furthermore, as soon as Prime Minister Mori's resignation became certain, an observation began to circulate in the party that if Nonaka took the helm of government after Mori, he would make Noda his chief cabinet secretary.  Some LDP members criticize her bright personality and superb interpersonal skills by such remarks as that she has mistaken national politics for office politics.


Jus the opposite to Noda is Makiko Tanaka, the outspoken daughter of the late Kakuei Tanaka, a prime minister who was known for his decisiveness and bold action.  She is one of the most popular politicians in nationwide opinion polls.  Yet unlike her father, who ran a faction that had as many as 140 members, Makiko Tanaka is a dyed-in-the-wool maverick.  On March 17, Tanaka urged Junichiro Koizumi, who heads the Mori faction, to throw his hat in the ring.

Factions as LDP's foundation


Junior LDP members always point to harmful effects of the factions when their reform efforts hit a snag.  Despite that, they all share the view that even today, orderly factions are the foundation of the LDP, which is now on its way to retrenchment.

(01033004st)


(5)  Politics at an impasse; Junior LDP lawmakers remain mum; The party executive's heavy hand, single-seat election system hindering boost in talented politicians

ASAHI  (Page 4)  (Excerpt)

March 30, 2001


Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) Secretary General Makoto Koga tried to draw out Nobuteru Ishihara, a leader of the Association to Create a New LDP, asking, "Why don't you field your own candidate [in the presidential election]?"  Koga made this remark on March 28 when junior and mid-level lawmakers demanded the implement of a presidential election that would allow all the party members and associate members to vote.  Ishihara then gave him a cynical smile.  


Junior members are indecisive in how to respond to the presidential election, which will be held with the LDP in a crisis situation.  Some members in the association have insisted that the group pick its own candidate to carry out a policy debate.  But the group has yet to reach a consensus.  


One of the core members of the group said:  "It is very easy to go down to an honorable defeat.  All of you are too inexperienced to carry out the heavy responsibility of a prime minister.  I would feel sorry for that candidate."


The group comprising of junior members was formed after the LDP suffered a crushing defeat in last summer's lower-house election, meeting voter rebellions in urban areas.  At that time, the group was energetic in reforming the party and it openly criticized Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori.  Yoshimi Watanabe, a member of the group, stressed:  "New prime minister will be picked from our group."


However, the group has lost its spirit since last fall when Makiko Tanaka left the association, criticizing the grandstand plays by some of the members.  The group also has lost many members due to the party executive's strong pressure on it.  It has now taken a position of being moderate in taking action.  Ishihara said, "We have agreed to take action mainly on policy issues.  I have no intention to ask our members to run (in the presidential race)."


In the past, junior LDP members rose up and demanded reforms.  But now, junior members have lost such capability.  The association has many second-generation Dietmembers.  Are they really ready to cross swords with the old LDP setup?


On March 4, Koichi Kato, chairman of the Kato faction in the LDP, held a meeting with voters in Toyama City.  There was a young man taking notes at the rally.  He was one of those who had passed the recruitment test by the Kato faction.  He was quoted as saying, "College students have few communication channels with politicians.  I was looking for this kind of a chance."  


However, the LDP has no method to give a chance to those who are willing to become a politician.


Soon after last year's general election, a former Dietmember who lost his seat, told Kato:  "Unless we carry out elections aiming at urban areas, we will not win.  We should nurture young politicians."  Kato replied:  "In fact, I plan to recruit such new members."  A total of 152 persons -- employers of major companies, bureaucrats, and medical doctors -- applied in response to the faction's advertisement.  


However, the party executive who then included Nonaka as secretary general became angry with Kato.  Kato stressed that his aim was to nurture talented politicians and the party itself should do so.  But Kato failed to convince Nonaka.  As a result, he has yet to find a way to have graduate students run as candidates on the LDP ticket. 


The LDP Youth Section in January issued a notice that the party has yet to complete its organizational modernization, which was supposed to have been improved in line with the single-seat constituency system.  The note sounded an alarm about the party's system of endorsing candidates.  


Different from the multiple-seat system, it is difficult for a candidate who has no party authorization to win a Diet seat.  Since the tendency of incumbent Dietmembers having the advantage has become stronger, newcomers have few chances to run in national elections.  The power of the LDP secretary general to pick candidates has become enormous.  


The single-seat district system, which was set up aiming at creating modern political parties, now allows power politics.


The Minshuto (Democratic Party of Japan) revealed on March 27 that it would field Nobumasa Ota, former director general of the Sendai Regional defense Facilities Administration Bureau, in the proportional representation segment of summer's upper-house election.  It is unthinkable that a former career official of the Defense Agency will run in an election on an opposition party ticket.  


For the last decade, the number of former bureaucrats seeking Diet seats backed by opposition parties has increased.  Only nine bureaucrats (two elected) ran on opposition party tickets in the 1990 general election.  In the 1993 election, the number rose to 29 (24 won).  Since then, the trend has continued.  Bureaucrats are apparently disgusted with the LDP.

(01040204kn)
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The Tokyo Electric Power Co., Ltd. (TEPCO) announced yesterday that the company has given up on implementing the government's plutonium thermal project, which is to use mixed oxide (MOX) fuel—or a composite fuel made of uranium and plutonium extracted from spent fuel.  TEPCO was planning to start the utilization of MOX fuel this spring with the No. 3 reactor at its No. 1 Fukushima Atomic Power Plant.  The reason for the decision is because Fukushima Prefecture's Governor Eisaku Sato had indicated this February that he would not approve the plant's use of MOX fuel for the present.  TEPCO also had MOX fuel carried in its Kashiwazaki-Kariwa nuclear power plant in Niigata Prefecture on March 24.  However, the Niigata prefectural government has expressed objections to the company's plan to use such nuclear fuel at the local plant.  The Kansai Electric Power Co., Ltd. (KEPCO) also has a similar plan for its Takahama nuclear power station in Fukui Prefecture, but KEPCO still cannot expect when to carry out the plan due to the recent exposure of data forgery in MOX fuel testing.  About four years have now passed since the 1997 cabinet approval of the government's decision to implement the plutonium thermal project.  However, the planned cycling of nuclear fuel—a "national policy" of Japan—is still up in the air, having encountered strong opposition at local levels.

Fukushima Prefecture


In September 1999, TEPCO had MOX fuel cargo trucked into its No. 1 Fukushima Atomic Power Plant site in Fukushima Prefecture.  TEPCO was then expected to become Japan's forerunner in MOX fuel exploitation for the government's plutonium thermal project.  While TEPCO was planning to have two more reactors installed at the plant, the company announced its decision in February this year to freeze another planned installation of two additional reactors at its Hirono thermal power plant, which was built at Governor Sato's invitation.  Governor Sato, who now does not want any more nuclear reactors brought into his prefecture, has stiffened his attitude toward the plutonium thermal project.  The governor indicated later in a prefectural assembly session that it is now inconceivable to approve the company's plutonium thermal utilization at the plant.


TEPCO decided on March 29 to unfreeze its Hirono thermal power plant expansion plan.  However, Seiji Oba, director general of the planning and coordination department at the Fukushima prefectural government office, tried to remain cool, refusing to comment on the decision.  He also ruled out the possibility of linking the plutonium thermal project to the company's Hirono thermal power plant operation.  What lies behind the Fukushima prefectural government's now rigid attitude is its distrust of the central government's atomic energy policy.  It will take some time before a softening of attitudes in Fukushima Prefecture can be expected.  [Takuji Nakanishi]

Niigata Prefecture


On March 16, Niigata Prefecture's Governor Ikuo Hirayama met with Kashiwazaki City's Mayor Masazumi Saikawa and Kariwa Village Headman Hiroo Shinada at his office.  Their city and village are where TEPCO has an atomic power plant, which is known as the Kashiwazaki-Kariwa Atomic Power Plant.  Kashiwazaki Mayor Saikawa there indicated they would not accept the Kashiwazaki-Kariwa plant's becoming the first in Japan to practice the government's plutonium thermal project ahead of the Fukushima plant as long as there is no convincing explanation from TEPCO.  After the meeting, Mayor Saikawa suggested the need for TEPCO—which wants to carry out the project—to give a comprehensible explanation of why the plant in their localities should become the first before Fukushima.


Niigata Prefecture is strongly reluctant to become the first in Japan to go ahead with the government's plutonium thermal project.  Kashiwazaki Mayor Saikawa cited his local population's "feelings" as a reason for sticking to the order of localities going ahead with the project, and Niigata Governor Hirayama also pointed to the local population's "emotion" over "reason."


On the other hand, a group of Kariwa Village residents yesterday petitioned their village office to conduct a referendum of local residents on the propriety of accepting the central government's plutonium thermal project.  The village's assembly will convene an ad hoc session within 20 days to discuss the local residents' petition.  [Mayumi Otani]

Fukui Prefecture


The Kansai Electric Power Co., Ltd. (KEPCO) planned to use MOX fuel at its Takahama atomic power plant.  In 1999, however, data forgery in MOX fuel testing was brought to light.  The MOX fuel, still stored at the Takahama plant, is to be returned to its manufacturer.  KEPCO is now negotiating with the reprocessing company on when and how.


The Fukui prefectural government has not yet completely rejected KEPCO's application for carrying out the plutonium thermal project at its Takahama plant.  However, the prefectural government makes it a precondition to have the local population's trust recovered.  The project may not be implemented until next year at the earliest.  [Yuichi Yaegashi]

TEPCO


The Tokyo Electric Power Co., Ltd. (TEPCO) has miscalculated.  The Fukushima prefectural government welcomed TEPCO's reactor expansion plan for its Hirono thermal power plant, but it objected to the company's nuclear reactor upgrading plan intended to carry out the government's plutonium thermal exploitation project.  TEPCO downplayed local public sentiment.


Two more reactors, if installed at TEPCO's Hirono thermal power plant, would have brought tax revenues to the local government.  Recently, however, TEPCO called off its initial plan to have those two new reactors—the fifth and sixth ones—at the Hirono plant.  On the other hand, TEPCO announced that it would push ahead with its concurrent plan to install extra nuclear reactors at its atomic power plant that is troublesome to the locals.  It was clear that such would provoke negative reactions in the prefecture.  In the end, TEPCO had to pay the high price with its utmost consideration for the Hirono thermal power plant.  And, time was up for TEPCO's plutonium thermal exploitation from this May.  It was a heavy punch to the company.


It is of urgent necessity for TEPCO to improve the efficiency of its business management along with the liberalized business of retailing power.  TEPCO's decision to freeze its power plant expansion plan might be taken as natural for its business management from the perspective of cost reductions.  However, an electric power company is obligated to carry out the government's atomic energy policy including its plutonium thermal exploitation program.  In other words, an electric power company cannot be in pursuit of business efficiency only.  TEPCO proved how difficult an electric power company's business management is.


TEPCO's special treatment of its Hirono thermal power plant has also imposed a burden on its business operations.  TEPCO decided to freeze its power plant building plan as part of a rationalization effort.  But as a result, TEPCO has now lost consistency and persuasiveness in its business.  The possibility now is that the dissatisfaction might spread to other localities where TEPCO has frozen its power plant location plan.  [Yutaka Kinoshita]

METI


TEPCO has now decided to forego its scheduled implementation of the government's plutonium thermal project.  At the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI), Administrative Vice Minister Katsusada Hirose stressed in a press conference yesterday that the government would continue to push for the project.  "The Atomic Energy Commission has confirmed the government's plutonium thermal project.  We would like to promote it with local understanding," Hirose remarked.


On March 2, METI sent an official to the Fukushima prefectural government office.  Fukushima Prefecture had requested TEPCO give up the plutonium thermal project, and METI wanted to find out the reason.  "Regrettably," Hirose went on, "we did not hear anything specific."  METI would like to continue negotiating with the Fukushima prefectural government.  However, a deep gulf lies between the local and central governments.  METI remains unable to find a way out of the deadlock.  Fukushima Prefecture is expected to be the first in Japan to go ahead with the plutonium thermal utilization program.  Without its consent, the central government cannot move ahead with the program.  So, METI is harboring a strong sense of crisis.


METI is in a hurry to carry out the plutonium thermal project because MOX fuel, shipped back to Japan after overseas reprocessing, has piled up at atomic power plants in Japan.  Japan has been internationally committed to possessing no surplus plutonium.  But Japan has seen no progress in its fast breeder reactor (FBR) development.  So, Japan has no recourse but to consume its stockpile of plutonium for thermal exploitation.


The world has now been stalemated in FBR development.  Instead, plutonium thermal exploitation, since the latter half of the 1960s, has been practiced with a total of 49 reactors in nine countries, including Germany, the United States, and France.  METI, basing itself on actual plutonium thermal exploitation abroad, wants to get domestic understanding in Japan.  However, the residents of localities with nuclear power plants are now growing distrustful of the central government's atomic energy policy.  The government is now being urged to review its nuclear fuel cycle and all other aspects of the policy.  [Masahiro Kawaguchi]

360 tons of used nuclear fuel to Rokkasho Village


Japan Nuclear Fuel Service Co., headquartered in Aomori City, announced yesterday that it next fiscal year would have spent fuel, totaling 350 tons, carried from nine atomic power plants in Japan to its reprocessing plant in Rokkasho Village, Aomori Prefecture.  The reprocessing plant will undertake 11 tons from the Hokkaido Electric Power Co.'s Tomari plant, 146 tons from TEPCO's No. 2 Fukushima plant, 37 tons from the Chubu Electric Power Co.'s Hamaoka plant, 11 tons from the Hokuriku Electric Power Co.'s Shiga plant, 12 tons from KEPCO's Mihama plant, 78 tons from KEPCO's Takahama plant, 19 tons from the Chugoku Electric Power Co.'s Shimane plant, 26 tons from the Kyushu Electric Power Co.'s Kawauchi plant, and 10 tons from the Japan Atomic Power Co.'s Tsuruga plant.  [Hajime Masuda]
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