Bungling, cover-ups define Japanese nuclear power

Thursday, March 17, 2011

TOKYO — Behind Japan's escalating nuclear crisis sits a scandal-ridden energy industry in a comfy relationship with government regulators often willing to overlook safety lapses.

Leaks of radioactive steam and workers contaminated with radiation are just part of the disturbing catalog of accidents that have occurred over the years and been belatedly reported to the public, if at all.

In one case, workers hand-mixed uranium in stainless steel buckets, instead of processing by machine, so the fuel could be reused, exposing hundreds of workers to radiation. Two later died.

"Everything is a secret," said Kei Sugaoka, a former nuclear power plant engineer in Japan who now lives in California. "There's not enough transparency in the industry."

Sugaoka worked at the same utility that runs the Fukushima Dai-Ichi nuclear plant where workers are racing against time to prevent a full meltdown following Friday's 9.0 magnitude quake and tsunami.

Worried that over-dependence on imported oil could undermine Japan's humming economy, the government threw its support into nuclear power, and the industry boomed in profile and influence. The country has 54 nuclear plants, which provide 30 percent of the nation's energy needs, is building two more and studying proposals for 12 more plants.
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Vocabulary

bungling: κακοτεχνία

cover-up : συγκάληψη

escalating: κλιμακούμενος

comfy relationship

regulator: επιθεωρητής

overlook : παραβλέπω

safety lapses: παραλείψεις στην ασφάλεια 

leak : διαρροή

contaminated : μολυσμένος

disturbing : ανησυχητικός 

belatedly: καθυστερημένα

process: επεξεργάζομαι

expose: εκθέτω 

former: πρώην

transparency: διαφάνεια

utility: εταιρεία κοινης ωφελειας

run : διοικώ

nuclear plant : πυρηνική μονάδα

prevent : αποτρέπω

full meltdown : πλήρης τήξη

magnitude: μέγεθος

quake : σεισμός (earthquake)

over-dependence: υπερβολική εξάρτηση

undermine : υπονομεύω

humming: πολύβουος, με μεγάλη δραστηριότητα

boom: ακμάζω

influence : επιρροή

proposal : πρόταση

Questions

1. Does the article support that Japan has rigorous safety standards for its nuclear power plants?

No, according to the article there are many breaches in Japan's safety measures concerning the operation of the nuclear plants. 

2. What kind of accidents have occurred over the years?

Various accidents, such as radioactive steam escaping into the environment and contamination or workers.

3. How quick is the power industry and the government in reporting the accidents?

The accidents are not reported immediately, if they are reported at all. 

4. Can you give an example of a specific accident?

Hundreds of workers were exposed to radiation when they mixed uranium by hand so that the fuel could be reused. Two of them died. 

5. What is the worst case scenario of the present disaster?

A complete meltdown

6. How strong was the recent earthquake?

It was a magnitude 9.0 earthquake

7. Why did the government of Japan decide to build so many  nuclear reactors?

Japan has a booming economy which was dependent on oil import. They wanted their own power source. 

8. What is the percentage of power provided by nuclear plants?

30 percent is produced by nuclear power plants

9. What are the government's plans for the future?

They're planning to build 12 more nuclear power plants.  
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