Japan faces calls to review MOX nuclear fuel plan

Realistically done a review would still reach the same results however within the present atmosphere of poor management things are different.
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Japan's nuclear energy programme, plagued by a series of accidents, is facing growing calls for a rethink of a controversial plan to use reprocessed fuel.

In a project first conceived in 1956, Japan aims to complete a "nuclear fuel cycle" in which spent fuel is reprocessed and the plutonium extracted is used again.

Japan, which imports virtually all of its crude oil and coal, relies on nuclear power for more than 30 percent of its electricity generation, and considers the project crucial.

Currently, no commercial reactors in Japan use the so-called mixed-oxide (MOX) fuel, though electric power companies have said they want to have around 18 nuclear plants using the reprocessed fuel by 2010.

But after repeated delays due to mishaps, that goal appears unrealistic and calls are growing to scrap the project.

"We have to stop this right now," Taro Kono, a lawmaker who has taken the unusual step of speaking out against a project his ruling party supports, told Reuters in a recent interview.

A series of fatal accidents and cover-ups of safety blunders have seriously eroded public trust in Japan's nuclear industry and cast a shadow over the MOX project.

Five years ago, three poorly trained workers at a Japanese uranium-processing plant set off an uncontrolled chain reaction, resulting in the death of two from radiation exposure.

Just last month, five workers died after super-hot non-radioactive steam gushed from a broken pipe at a nuclear plant in Japan's deadliest accident at a nuclear facility.

Even some government officials admit the MOX plan is in jeopardy. "It's true that things are looking very difficult," said a science ministry official who declined to be named.
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Critics also point out that the plutonium in the MOX fuel could be used to build nuclear weapons.

"What if we let other countries reprocess fuel and let them have plutonium? What happens to the issue of non-proliferation?" Kono said.

Kono and other critics also say reprocessing fuel is too costly and that instead, the spent fuel should be disposed of after "once-through" use, as in the United States.

After an industry body said in November that the MOX project would cost an estimated 19 trillion yen ($171.1 billion), the media began questioning whether it made economic sense.

"If the government stopped giving subsidies to the nuclear reactors and made electric companies responsible on their own, then the nuclear fuel cycle would have to be reconsidered," Hitoshi Yoshioka, a professor at Kyushu University, told a seminar last week.

A 1994 report by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development showed that disposing of used fuel was about 10 percent cheaper than reprocessing.

In response to growing scepticism, a government advisory panel is comparing the costs of reprocessing and once-through use. The panel will draw up a long-term nuclear energy plan after issuing the results of its study next month.

Government and industry officials argue a change of course would be unwise. "We have stuck to this policy for many, many years," said Nobuyori Kodaira, the country's top energy official.

"It's not just about economics," Kodaira, head of the Agency for Natural Resources and Energy, told Reuters recently.

Kodaira and other officials also argue that energy resource-poor Japan has no real alternative to nuclear power, despite the emergence of renewable sources such as solar energy.

"We're doing our utmost in studying renewable energy," Kodaira said. "But with today's technology, it's difficult not to rely on nuclear power."

Last week, officials presented to the advisory panel data showing that if the reprocessing plan were abandoned, all of Japan's 52 nuclear reactors would have to be halted by 2016.

Spent fuel is now stored at plant facilities on the premise that it will be shifted to a reprocessing plant in the future.

If the reprocessing project were scrapped, storage facilities would quickly fill up, forcing reactors to shut down.

A reprocessing plant in Aomori, northern Japan, has nearly been completed and is due to begin operations in 2006, but preparations have been delayed by the public debate. ($1=111.02 yen)
