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Eight years on after 
Fukushima nuclear 
crisis, water woes 
threaten cleanup
OKUMA: Eight years after the Fukushima nuclear crisis, a
fresh obstacle threatens to undermine the massive clean-up:
1 million tons of contaminated water must be stored, possi-
bly for years, at the power plant. Last year, Tokyo Electric
Power Co said a system meant to purify contaminated water
had failed to remove dangerous radioactive contaminants.

That means most of that water - stored in 1,000 tanks
around the plant - will need to be reprocessed before it is
released into the ocean, the most likely scenario for disposal.
Reprocessing could take nearly two years and divert per-
sonnel and energy from dismantling the tsunami-wrecked
reactors, a project that will take up to 40 years.

It is unclear how much that would delay decommission-
ing. But any delay could be pricey; the government estimat-
ed in 2016 that the total cost of plant dismantling, deconta-
mination of affected areas, and compensation, would
amount to 21.5 trillion yen ($192.5 billion), roughly 20 per-
cent of the country’s annual budget. Tepco is already run-
ning out of space to store treated water. And should anoth-
er big quake strike, experts say tanks could crack, unleash-
ing tainted liquid and washing highly radioactive debris into
the ocean.

Fishermen struggling to win back the confidence of con-
sumers are vehemently opposed to releasing reprocessed
water - deemed largely harmless by Japan’s nuclear watch-
dog, the Nuclear Regulation Authority (NRA) - into the
ocean. “That would destroy what we’ve been building over
the past eight years,” said Tetsu Nozaki, head of the
Fukushima Prefectural Federation of Fisheries Co-operative
Associations. Last year’s catch was just 15 percent of pre-
crisis levels, partly because of consumer reluctance to eat
fish caught off Fukushima.

Slow progress
On a visit to the wrecked Fukushima Dai-ichi plant last

month, huge cranes hovered over the four reactor buildings
that hug the coast. Workers could be seen atop the No. 3
building getting equipment ready to lift spent fuel rods out
of a storage pool, a process that could start next month. In
most areas around the plant, workers no longer need to
wear face masks and full body suits to protect against radia-
tion. Only the reactor buildings or other restricted areas
require special equipment.

Fanning out across the plant’s property are enough tanks
to fill 400 Olympic-sized swimming pools. Machines called
Advanced Liquid Processing Systems, or ALPS, had treated
the water inside them. Tepco said the equipment could
remove all radionuclides except tritium, a relatively harmless
hydrogen isotope that is hard to separate from water.
Tritium-laced water is released into the environment at
nuclear sites around the world. But after newspaper reports
last year questioned the effectiveness of ALPS-processed
water, Tepco acknowledged that strontium-90 and other
radioactive elements remained in many of the tanks. Tepco
said the problems occurred because absorbent materials in
the equipment had not been changed frequently enough. The
utility has promised to re-purify the water if the government
decides that releasing it into the ocean is the best solution. It
is the cheapest of five options a government task force con-
sidered in 2016; others included evaporation and burial.

Tepco and the government are now waiting for another
panel of experts to issue recommendations. The head of the
panel declined an interview request. No deadline has been
set. NRA chief Toyoshi Fuketa believes ocean release after
dilution is the only feasible way to handle the water prob-
lem. He has warned that postponing the decision indefinitely
could derail the decommissioning project.

Storing indefinitely
Another option is to store the water for decades in enor-

mous tanks normally used for crude oil. The tanks have been
tested for durability, said Yasuro Kawai, a plant engineer
and a member of Citizens’ Commission on Nuclear Energy, a
group advocating abandoning nuclear energy. Each tank
holds 100,000 tons, so 10 such tanks could store the rough-
ly 1 million tons of water processed by ALPS so far, he said.

The commission proposes holding the tritium-laced
water, which has a half life of 12.3 years, in tanks for 123
years. After that, it will be one thousandth as radioactive as
it was when it went into storage. Although experts caution
that tanks would be vulnerable to major quakes, Japan’s
trade and industry minister, Hiroshige Seko, said the com-
mittee would consider them anyway. “Long-term storage ...
has an upside as radiation levels come down while it is in
storage. But there is a risk of leakage,” Seko told Reuters. “It
is difficult to hold the water indefinitely, so the panel will
also look into how it should be disposed of eventually.”

Space is also a problem, said Akira Ono, Tepco’s chief
decommissioning officer. By 2020, the utility will expand tank
storage capacity by 10 percent to 1.37 million tons, and about
95 percent of total capacity will probably be used by the end
of that year, he said. “Tanks are now being built on flat, elevat-
ed spots in stable locations,” Ono said. But such ideal space is
getting scarce, he added. Many local residents hope Tepco
will just keep storing the water. If it does get released into the
ocean, “everyone would sink into depression,” said fishing
trawler captain Koichi Matsumoto. —Reuters

FUKUSHIMA: People throw leaves into the sea to com-
memorate 2011 tsunami disaster in Soma, Fukushima
Prefecture yesterday. On March 11, 2011, a devastating
9.0-magnitude quake struck under the Pacific Ocean and
the resulting tsunami caused widespread damage and
claimed thousands of lives.  —AFP

Modi advertising 
blitz dries up as 
poll rules kick in
NEW DELHI: An advertising blitz by Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s administration, which saw
more than 150 newspaper ads exulting over its perform-
ance in 10 days, stopped yesterday, a day after the
schedule for the next general election was announced.
The election will be held over seven stages from April 11
in what will be the world’s biggest democratic exercise,
the Election Commission said on Sunday, when a code
of conduct over election campaigning came into force. 

Citing the code, the commission said “no advertise-
ments shall be issued in electronic and print media high-
lighting the achievements of the govt. at the cost of public
exchequer”. Leading English-language national dailies
including the Times of India, the Hindustan Times and the
Indian Express carried no government ads yesterday.

The New Delhi editions of the same three newspa-
pers had 162 government ads between March 1 and
March 10, according to Reuters calculations. Of those,
93 were full page. Most included a picture of Modi and
highlighted government initiatives from rural develop-
ment and solar power to airport infrastructure and
social security benefits, among others. One of the full-
page ads took a broad view to highlight 12 achieve-
ments in different sectors, saying it was “putting farmers
first” and “national security is top priority”. It ran with a
slogan: “impossible is now possible”.

Some people took to Twitter to express their frus-
tration with what they regarded as the excessive
advertising. One user, Dhruv Rathee, last week tweeted
a video in which he flipped pages of the Times of India
newspaper and said: “Every page you turn has Modi’s
face on it”. —Reuters

KAMPONG CHAM: On the Chinese messaging service
WeChat, Ol En scrolled back through time. Call unan-
swered. Call unanswered. Call declined. The last she’d
heard from her teenage daughter was a voice message
on Feb 10. “Mum - they don’t give me a penny. They
just keep me in the house. Maybe things will change
when I give them a baby,” it said. Sitting stonefaced in
her one-room shack in rural Cambodia, chickens cluck-
ing and wind kicking up red dust, the mother of three
recalled how her first-born was trapped in China. 

“She escaped once and the brokers almost beat her
to death,” En said. “If she dares to run again, there are
no guarantees.” The 16-year-old is one of thousands of
Cambodians fallen prey to criminal matchmakers who
scour the poorest pockets of Southeast Asia for young
brides to send to China. Some 40 million men in China
will need to look abroad for a wife by 2020, according
to the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences think tank -
the legacy of Beijing’s one-child policy, which has seen
families abort female foetuses for decades. 

Hundreds of thousands of women from Cambodia,
Laos, Vietnam and Myanmar have gone to China to
wed, activists say. Some end up happily married; others
speak of violence and forced labor. With few employ-
ment avenues for young women and ballooning debt
levels, rural Cambodian families make soft targets for
brokers who ensnare the relatives of potential brides in
their schemes, blurring the lines between victims and
accomplices. 

The matchmakers are near impossible to track down,
police say, hiding behind nicknames and throwaway
“burner” phones while employing a network of local

elders to coax young women out of the village by offer-
ing huge sums of cash to their families. In En’s case, it
was a neighbor - and distant relative - who paved the
way to China. She received $2,100 in cash, and promis-
es that her daughter would find love, work and wealth
in China to funnel back to debtors threatening to
repossess her house and land. But it was all a ruse. The
girl was sold, then held as a sex slave and servant by a
man she had never met. “Day and night, he demands
sex from her,” En said. “I
cannot live in peace - the
one who sent her lives
freely in this village but my
daughter is lost in China.”

Bounties
Thol Meng has been

working to stop human traf-
ficking for 16 years, now as
deputy chief of a special-
ized police bureau in
Kampong Cham province -
one of the nation’s hardest-hit regions. He has seen
waves of Cambodians being tricked, from men sold on
to Thai fishing boats to women held as domestic slaves
in Malaysia. But “brides to China” is the biggest con-
cern, he said. 

“A few years ago, it was about $500 for one girl,” he
said. “Now families can get up to $3,000.” Prices have
skyrocketed along with rising awareness of the dangers
and penalties for human trafficking. But in a country
where the average annual income is $1,200, the boun-

ties on offer prove hard to turn down.
“Human trafficking starts with the parents,” Meng

said. “The mothers control everything ... (they) receive
the benefits.” “In fact, we can say that they sell their
daughters.” While the mothers are culpable, they are
victims, too, according to Meng - preyed upon by
sophisticated networks running a criminal enterprise
worth millions of dollars. “We mostly arrest the small
fish, the locals. The big fish cut off communication, leav-

ing the locals with no
details.”

As such, trafficking sto-
ries in the media often fea-
ture photos of police appre-
hending middle-aged
women wearing pyjamas. A
Cambodian ‘bride’ in China
made a fresh cry for help
every other day in 2018,
said five charities working
to end the trade. Helping
them escape is another mat-

ter. Most victims do not know their whereabouts in
China, cannot read or speak the local language, and
have limited access to phones and internet.

“Without an address, it is almost impossible to help,”
said Teng Seng Han, a monitor with the Cambodian
Human Rights and Development Association, which
works to repatriate ‘brides’. Those who make it home -
some with stories of being raped by multiple men or
being sold from one house to another - rarely go to the
police, as immediate relatives are usually complicit.

Kompong Cham had four trafficking convictions last
year - down from 20 in 2015 - despite the demand for
Cambodian brides in China “rising sharply” in recent
years, according to Meng.

Outstanding loans, Seng Han said, are the main rea-
son families send their daughters to China - and bro-
kers know this. “The brokers look for people who are in
debt. First they try to convince the daughters, and then
they influence the mothers,” he said. “It’s always about
money.” In 2016, the Cambodian government said
6,900 undocumented women had been identified in
China. The real number ensnared by the bride trade
could easily be double that, campaigners say.

No remorse
In rural Cambodia, the demand for ‘brides’ in China

is tearing apart families - and not just those of the vic-
tims. Sim Chhom used to spend his waking hours labor-
ing on building sites in town. He would earn $6 on a
good day. Now he spends his time looking after his
children and the child of his oldest daughter, who is
happily married in China.

“I have no time to go to work,” he said, looking frail
and ill. “So I just stay here and catch fish to feed my
family.” His wife, Chhieng Ly, was arrested in May and
charged under human trafficking laws for assisting a
relative who had heard of the good life in China and
wanted to send their daughter. “I have not seen my chil-
dren since I was arrested,” Ly told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation in an interview at the provincial
prison. “I only shared a phone number - is that so
wrong?” —Reuters
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