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Measurement Results of Air Dose Rates Nationwide and in Fukushima Prefecture
according to Nuclear Regulation Authority - 2012
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Measurement Results of Air Dose Rates Nationwide and in Fukushima Prefecture
according to Nuclear Regulation Authority - 2018
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Do you understand what this is? This machine is called a dosim-
eter. Its purpose, according to the Fukushima prefecture website is
to “... monitor the radiation dose rates in areas frequented by chil-
dren, 2,996 units are installed in the prefecture’s schools, child-
care centers, parks, etc.” Indeed, if you’ve ever visited the prefec-
ture chances are high you’ve seen them and perhaps even assumed
they had something to do with radiation.

In March of 2018, the Nuclear Regulation Authority announced
its plans to remove 80% (2,400) of these dosimeters by the year
2020. According to the NRA, the reasons for this change is: (1) air
dose rate levels have decreased since 2011 (2) the machines them-
selves are reaching the end of their operating lives (3) it’s expensive
to maintain (4) “the existence of radiation meters could mistakenly
make people believe dose rates are high in the area.”

For many people, news about this upcoming dismantling prob-
ably went unnoticed. After all, how many people understood what
these machines were measuring in the first place? Out of those that
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knew it had something to do with radiation, how many were able
to apply the data to their lives? These questions are worth thinking
about because in the larger picture, the dosimeters are an apt met-
aphor for the many problems we have to reckon with in trying to
navigate this post-3/11 world.

These problems are primarily the general lack of knowledge and
education about radiation, the political debate that pits anti- and
pro-nuclear groups as the only narratives, and the large amount
of misinformation that’s continuously spread. These issues are all
linked and unfortunately, I don’t believe there’s a simple solution.
Working towards an answer and a better future however, involves
understanding and action. Deconstructing the dosimeters may be a
good place to begin.

An important fact I want to state before going further is that
the 2,996 dosimeters established by the NRA are not the only ones
in the prefecture. Both local municipalities and TEPCO have in-
stalled their own devices that will not be affected by the NRA’s de-
cision.

Secondly, it should be clear that the NRA is a governmental or-
ganization as the misleading term “nuclear watchdog” is often ap-
plied to it. Facing criticism both locally and internationally in the
wake of 2011, the Japanese government created the NRA in part to
restore trust in an “open and transparent” manner. Whether or not
they’ve been successful in this regard is not the main focus here—
I'd simply like to emphasize the importance that “public image”
plays in this context.

With that out of the way, let’s examine the reasons for removing
the dosimeters one by one.

First is the claim that radiation levels have decreased dramati-
cally since 2011. The NRA has credited this to the cleanup efforts
by TEPCO and the government. While this is technically correct,
it’s also deceptive. The detection of radiation levels stemming from
a nuclear accident are almost always going to decrease dramatical-
ly after the first few years (or even months). A lot of this is simply
due to the half-life nature of radioactive elements. For instance, the
Iodine 131 released from Daiichi, while very dangerous in the first
few weeks, becomes less so as its half life is only eight days (though
this doesn’t mean the risk is completely eliminated). This natural
process cannot be credited to the cleanup efforts directly.
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Secondly, the levels are based on a threshold of 0.23 micro-
sieverts per hour. 0.23 uSv/h may seem small but the important
thing to remember is that effective doses are cumulative, i.e., being
continuously exposed to relatively small amounts of radiation can
still potentially do serious damage to your body, especially if you’re
younger.

For example, a person living in an area with levels that are con-
tinuously 0.20 uSv/h will receive about 1747.2 uSv in a year. After
the disaster, Japan raised its annual threshold to 20 millisieverts
(20,000 uSv) per year. While this may seem like a far cry from
1747.2 uSv, it should be noted that the global standard (for non-oc-
cupational) is just 1 millisievert (1,000 uSv) per year. Simply put:
(relatively) lower readings do not necessarily translate to a safer
environment.

The second point made by the NRA is that the machines them-
selves are reaching the end of their operational lives. It’s hard to
refute this unless you personally understand the machines. On an
observational note, besides the sturdy design, one of the more no-
ticeable features on the dosimeters are the solar panels that each
one is equipped with. From an innocent point of view, one could
assume they were designed to withstand natural storms and earth-
quakes and have at least some basic forms of self-sufficiency. Re-
gardless, information about the technical aspects is difficult to
find—if we take their word, the machines have a 10 year lifespan.
Even if that’s so, the 2020 deadline still seems a little premature
(assuming most dosimeters were installed in 2011 or 2012). It seems
like a strange waste to cut 80% of perfectly functioning machines
unless...

We consider point number three, the maintenance has become
too expensive and difficult to maintain. The NRA puts the annual
maintenance cost at around 360 million yen ($3.39 million). They’ve
stated, “we have to effectively use the limited amount of funds.” For
comparison, the Toyko 2020 Olympics original estimated cost was
around 829 billion yen ($7.3 billion). The latest approved budget
puts the number at 1.35 trillion yen ($12.1 billion) conservatively,
more realistic estimates puts the total cost closer to 2.7 trillion yen
($25 billion).

The 2020 date is hard not to see as a coincidence. The budgets
for the Olympics and the NRA are ultimately decided by the gov-
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ernment, (and paid by taxpayers) and the discrepancy here is too
conspicuous to ignore. Obviously, if dosimeters were deemed im-
portant enough to maintain, a shortage of funds is not the prob-
lem. Evidently they were not, and we should ask why. I’ll return to
this question later.

The final and most significant point is essentially a public re-
lations problem. Because the dosimeters are associated with radi-
ation, their simple existence negatively affects the public by re-
minding them of the nuclear disaster. The NRA claimed to receive
complaints from residents saying this much, so removing them
from our visual landscape should encourage people to think and
live more positively. It’s notable that this point has nothing to do
with physical health or logistics, it’s basically a psychological di-
lemma—one that’s nearly impossible to react objectively to. Now it
may be true that there are residents who feel troubled by the pres-
ence of these strange machines and would just rather forget and
move on. There may also be residents who are more or less indif-
ferent and do not feel as if their lives are directly affected by the
existence of dosimeters in their neighborhoods. But most impor-
tantly, it’s equally possible that other residents are actually com-
forted by the dosimeters as besides serving a practical function,
they prove that at the very least, the government is doing some-
thing about the situation (which was one of their original aims
anyway). The removal of the machines then, to someone in this
latter group, would signify the opposite; despite their ongoing con-
cerns, the government has decided to abandon them.

Actually, immediately after the NRA decision municipalities
and groups across Fukushima have demonstrated they are part of
the latter group. Residents have stated the reasons for removal have
not been adequately explained to them and that there are “citi-
zens who are concerned about the radiation’s potential impact on
their health and possible accidents that could happen during de-
commissioning work, and such people can feel relieved by visual-
ly checking dose rates constantly with monitoring systems.” While
the Fukushima prefectural government has pledged to go along
with NRA’s plan and “win consent” from residents, citizen groups
have initiated petitions calling for the continued monitoring and
maintenance of the system. So far, I have not been able to find any
citizen groups calling for the dismantling of dosimeters.
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Once again, we come to the question of why the dosimeters were
not considered important enough to maintain. If the government
were to listen to the current concerns of residents, (no poll was ever
even conducted prior to the NRA decision) the obvious step for-
ward is to continue and perhaps increase funding for the project.
As this seems very unlikely, we are left to conclude that the govern-
ment, despite its pledges to being open and transparent, has made
a decision against the will of the public. While this isn’t news
in itself, the symbolic consequences prove that they’re committed
to the spread of misinformation for the benefit of themselves. In
this case, with the international spotlight on the country, they are
aiming to direct focus away from the ongoing issues and concerns
at Fukushima and towards a successful Olympics in Tokyo (and
subsequent World Fair in Osaka).

When the NRA first installed these dosimeters they served a
dual purpose: first, to monitor radiation levels and collect and dis-
play data for residents to apply in their decisions, and secondly,
to generate a sense, or image, of safety and security. The govern-
ment then decided that they wanted to alter this image—that it is
no longer necessary to ensure they are working towards the safety
of residents because the danger no longer exists. They decided that the
dosimeters no longer fit into this narrative as at a very basic level,
they serve as a constant perceptible reminder of 3/11 and the nucle-
ar disaster. The current situation, according to this point of view,
is that clean up efforts have been successful in eradicating health
risks, the condition of the plant is totally under control, areas that
were evacuated are completely safe to live in again, and (perhaps
worst of all) things have returned to normal.

The sad truth is, all of these points are false. The reality in
boardrooms, government offices, and even Tokyo is different from
the one on the ground in Fukushima. The world has changed since
3/11, most of all for residents in Fukushima and those in close
proximity to the power plant. While we may like to move on and
forget, there’s too much work that’s left to do first.

When we first came to Fukushima these machines were a mys-
tery to us. In our town we can still count a handful in public places
like our michinoeki and the schools. After asking around, we were
told it had to do with measuring radiation but what the red num-
bers actually represented was less clear. We didn’t understand what
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a sievert was, and because the numbers always seemed to be so in-
credibly, fractionally small, and because no one else seemed to pay
it any attention, we also assumed that things were normal and safe.
But as we started to do more research, the dosimeters became more
ominous. What do those numbers mean? Why is there no explana-
tion of what this machine is doing? If there wasn’t any danger in
the first place, why does this machine even exist?

I think our initial experience perceiving the dosimeters and
trying to understand their function is not entirely unique. I think
the government is also aware of this experience; of first finding
solace in their existence, then worry and fear in their continued
presence, hence the discontinuation. I think eliminating the do-
simeters from the Fukushima environment is a bid to manipulate
public feeling about the disaster—it’s less about restoring safety
than about repairing a negative reputation.

In reality, we haven’t even reached the tenth anniversary. The
ongoing disaster cannot be focused on public relations and main-
taining a positive international standing. The concerns should be
first and foremost with the victims of the disaster and ensuring
they have a right to information, financial support, and a healthy
life. Maintaining a few thousand dosimeters is the absolute least
the government can do in this regard.
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