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Japan 'concealed' data during nuke crisis
Australian Broadcasting Corporation

Broadcast: 10/06/2011

Reporter: Ali Moore

Radiation expert Peter Karamoskos says the Japanese government "concealed" radiation

exposure data during the country's nuclear crisis.

Transcript

ALI MOORE, PRESENTER: Well, as we've just seen the issue of nuclear radiation is causing some major health

concerns in Japan.

To discuss this, I was joined a short while ago from Melbourne by nuclear radiologist, Peter Karamoskos.

Doctor Karamoskos is the public representative of the Radiation Health Committee of the Australian Radiation

Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency, although he is not representing ARPANSA tonight.

Peter Karamoskos, welcome to Lateline

PETER KARAMOSKOS, NUCLEAR RADIOLOGIST: Thank you Ali, thanks for having me.

ALI MOORE: Three months on, it does seem that, not only does the news continue to get worse, it's a constantly

changing scenario with a sort of drip-feed, if you like, of information; does that tell you that this government is

really struggling to, I guess, assess the extent of this disaster and also the extent of the risk?

PETER KARAMOSKOS: Well I think it's a combination of both really. Initially there was a paucity of information

released and we thought that that was originally due to the fact that they just didn't have the information to hand.

But as time wore on we realised that a lot of it that was being drip-fed to us was known to the government, to the

Japanese government, and to the Japanese regulator from early on, and it just was not being released.

Of course you can't institute counter measures or introduce proper public health, or make proper public health

decisions without timely information, and this is the risk that the Japanese people have faced.

ALI MOORE: So what do you think was known and not being released, and how did you, yourself, know that?

PETER KARAMOSKOS: Well, we know that there's system called Speedy in Japan, which is an atmospheric

monitoring system for radioactive discharges, it's throughout Japan. And what it does, is it assesses the levels of

radioactivity at any particular point, combines it with the meteorological data and determines what the likely

doses, or rather what the likely contamination levels in any particular area are. And further, over time it can

integrate back and determine the overall burden on that particular part of the country.
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Now this is run by the government. The data for two months following the disaster was concealed from the public,

and only in early May did they concede that this was an error and they were prepared to release the data, and you

can actually go to a website now and see what it is. Now they knew the data, they knew what the likely

contamination was and, furthermore, they knew the isotopes at the time, so they could say, firstly, that the cores

were damaged, the spent fuel ponds were probably involved and also they could determine the estimate of the

burden. The argument they used in May as to why they didn't reveal this information, was that they didn't want to

panic the population. I mean, this is absurd.

I might add that the Austrians, who used the CTBT (Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty) monitoring data, the test ban

treaty stations in the Northern Hemisphere, they determined within the first week to 10 days, that the

contamination levels around Fukushima, within 20 kilometres, were probably going to be higher than that of

Chernobyl. Furthermore, they could calculate, using their computer modelling, out to what the contamination

levels were going to be out to 200 kilometres. Now, this is the Austrians.

The Japanese had much more reliable data and yet they concealed it from the public by their own words.

ALI MOORE: If they hadn't, how would it have changed the likely outcome?

PETER KARAMOSKOS: Well, firstly, the problem lies in the exclusion zone. The Japanese instituted a 20 kilometre

exclusion zone, and up to 30 kilometres they said people should stay indoors, but within the first week the IAEA,

the International Atomic Energy Agency, as well as the US Nuclear Regulatory Commission, both said that that was

too little and you needed to have an 80 kilometre exclusion zone.

So that would, that's just basic public health 101, if you like. Furthermore, it would have enabled appropriate

counter measures for people exposed to radioactive iodine.

Now I don't know precisely what the doses of people outside the exclusion zone were, but the fact that the

overseas authorities were advocating an 80 kilometre exclusion zone, tells me that it wasn't of a safe level. And,

perhaps, people who could have benefited from iodine, failed to receive it, and children particularly.

ALI MOORE: And the fact that we just heard today, for example, in fact yesterday it was, that radiation has been

detected in tea grown in a prefecture south-west of Tokyo, when Fukushima is actually 220 kilometres north-east

of the capital; what does that tell you?

PETER KARAMOSKOS: Well it tells me that, first of all, the obvious thing, the contamination has entered the food

chain. It's not only tea of course, but it's green leafy vegetables, the fish stocks off the coast there, I mean there's

been widespread contamination. I'm not quite sure how, at 300 kilometres, the tea leaves that are being grown

there have been contaminated to that extent. But it does say that the contamination levels are much greater than

were originally revealed and thought.

ALI MOORE: We also heard earlier, in Mark Willacy's story, about the fact that Strontium-90, this so-called bone

seeker, has been found as far away as 60 kilometres from the plant; how significant is that, how potentially

dangerous is that?

PETER KARAMOSKOS: Well strontium, radioactive strontium, is one of the fission by-products found in the nuclear

core. So it's just another product that arises from fuel rod damage, the same as caesium and the iodine. The

problem with strontium is it's long-lived, it's got a half-life of 30, 29 years. So, therefore, if you factor in about 10

half lives, you're looking at about 300 years before it is effectively removed, or decays in the environment.

But its health effects are due to the fact that it acts like calcium does, and gets taken in by bones, and it is a

beta-emitter, which means that it's got a high degree of energy deposition in small distances in the bone, and it

thus predisposes to bone cancer and Leukaemia. Of course those risks are proportional to the actual dose of

anybody who's absorbed it.

But, you know, that just enhances the risk that the fall out poses to the public.
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ALI MOORE: From what we do know, are you able to make an assessment of the risk to the Japanese people; is

there enough information to say 'here are the most likely scenarios'?

PETER KARAMOSKOS: Not in any precise way. I mean we know what the contamination levels are, and we know

for a fact that severe contamination levels have exceeded the exclusion zone imposed by the Japanese. The plume

of contamination extends north-west up to about 40-50 kilometres, at a level comparable to the exclusion zone in

Chernobyl. Remember the contamination doesn't spread like a concentric circle, it spreads according to a plume,

depending on the prevailing winds and the, and so on.

So we know that those levels are quite high at some distances. And furthermore, we know that the public will have

been exposed to some extent. But there's too much imprecision, at this stage, to know what amounts of

radioactive contamination have been absorbed, and what that dose has meant to the people, and therefore, we

can't make that decision today.

But it does underscore the importance of there being a proper longitudinal study to study the effects on the

population over the ensuing decades. Because, to the extent that this contamination predisposed to the

development of cancer, you need a proper study to actually be able to measure it.

ALI MOORE: But that can take decades?

PETER KARAMOSKOS: Absolutely, it can take up to 50-60 years before the full number of cancers are known. And

that was part of the problem with Chernobyl, there were no internationally co-ordinated longitudinal studies with

control groups. Now we were relying on variable cancer statistics from cancer registries, from various countries in

Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Republics, of varying quality, and therefore, to this day, there's much

conjecture about the absolute cancer numbers and deaths.

In fact, it's become so uncertain that it's become highly politicised and that's disappointing because it detracts from

what we can actually learn for future public health implications.

ALI MOORE: What about other health impacts, how soon would you expect them to start to show up, and who is

most vulnerable?

PETER KARAMOSKOS: Well the most vulnerable are children. Children, particularly infancy, have three to four

times the rate of induction of cancer. Women are one and a half times more likely to develop cancer than men, for

similar doses. But, as I said, these will take some time to manifest. And if we are ever able to detect them, unless

the proper studies are instituted.

I might add on that point, with children, the government has actually raised the public dose limit threshold from

one millisievert per annum to 20 millisieverts for children outside the exclusion zone. The reasoning being that they

didn't want to evacuate them, because they would be deprived of their education and so on. But it's an absurd

proposition; they're posing unnecessary risks to children.

In fact, there's a worldwide campaign at the moment by medical practitioners, to get the Japanese government to

reverse the absurd decision. Furthermore, the Japanese Government's scientific adviser resigned as a consequence

of that decision.

ALI MOORE: And Peter Karamoskos, will the people who have been evacuated, will they ever be able to go home?

PETER KARAMOSKOS: I find the Japanese government's comments, that this is somehow a temporary situation

and these people will return, a little bit puzzling, because we know that the levels of contamination in many places

are comparable to those of the Chernobyl exclusion zones, which still apply 25 years later. These areas will be, or

are, so highly contaminated, as we now know for certain, that it's unlikely these places will be inhabitable for, you

know 200 years say, at least, particularly until the caesium decays to a safe enough level. The iodine has gone, the

caesium has not. We're looking at 200,000 people; these people will not be going back home and, furthermore,

this area will not be arable countryside. There is a lot of agriculture in the area as well, beef and so on. These
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industries have been wiped out, not to mention the fish stocks, what survived of the tsunami and earthquake, the

fishing industries, has been wiped out by the contamination and the radioactive contamination of the food stocks

there.

ALI MOORE: Extraordinary challenges for the Japanese people.

Peter Karamoskos, many thanks for talking to Lateline tonight.

PETER KARAMOSKOS: Thank you for having us Ali, pleasure.

Do you have a comment or a story idea? Get in touch with the Lateline team by clicking here.
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