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Exclusive report from Japan

Workers hit hard by earthquake and tsunami
Take over the power and building industries!

The initial response to the 
quake has been one of shock 
and disbelief at the images 

coming from the Tohoku area. Al-
though Osaka is several hundred 
kilometres from the areas affected 
by the devastating earthquake 
and tsunami, many people here 
have family or friends in the areas 
directly affected by the disaster. 
There is a general air of depression 
and despondency hanging over 
society. Comparisons have been 
made to the devastation following 
World War Two, although obvious-
ly the area affected is much more 
limited. 
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There is also nervousness about 
the prospect of a nuclear disaster as 
the authorities struggle to prevent a 
total meltdown in at least three nu-
clear reactors. 

Representatives of the govern-
ment and the Tokyo Electric Power 
Company (TEPCO) have appeared 
on television to tell us that the situa-
tion is under control and to reassure 
us that the amount of radiation peo-
ple in the area have been exposed to 
is less than one CT scan. 

People are generally sceptical 
about this. Japan’s privately owned 
power companies and nuclear in-
dustry have a history of attempting 
to cover up accidents such as those 
at Monju in Fukui prefecture in 1995 
and Tokaimura in 1999. 

Most people believe that the gov-
ernment is underestimating the se-
verity of the crisis so as not to provoke 
panic. Sections of the foreign business 
community are already fleeing Tokyo. 
The US seventh fleet, with the aircraft 
carrier “Ronald Reagan”, which we 
were told was standing by to “provide 
relief”, has withdrawn to a safe dis-
tance from Fukushima after detecting 
radioactivity. 

Most of the Japanese population 
have nowhere to flee to in a nucle-
ar emergency other than to sleep 
rough on the floor of an elementary 

school gymnasium or other public 
facility. 180,000 people have been 
told to evacuate their homes in the 
area around the reactors.

The anti-nuclear movement in 
Japan has long warned about the 
dangers of building reactors on or 
near to major fault lines. There have 
been ample warning signs such as 
the damage to a TEPCO plant in the 
Chuetsu-oki earthquake in 2007. 

However Japanese capitalism has 
become heavily reliant on atomic 
energy, with nuclear reactors pro-
viding 30% of its power. Even if they 
succeed in avoiding a major nuclear 
disaster this time around they are 
going to face a major energy crisis 
with many of their reactors out of 
action. 

In the case of Fukushima the use 
of sea water to cool the rods means 
that these reactors will never be re-
started. 

The authorities are now organis-
ing rolling power cuts in Eastern 
Japan, as well as urging consumers 
to economise on energy consump-
tion. Incredibly though, Japan lacks 

an integrated national power grid. 
The industry is dominated by ten 
private regional power companies. 
Although the power supply in West-
ern Japan is unaffected by the crisis, 
it is difficult to divert power because 
the grid in Western Japan functions 
on 60Hz, as opposed to 50Hz in the 
east. There are only three plants that 
can convert power generated in the 
West for use in the East.

A genuine workers’ party in Japan 
would call for the nationalisation 
of these ten regional power com-
panies under workers’ control and 
management. This would enable a 
phasing out of nuclear power and 
the development of alternative en-
ergy sources. 

As the only country to have had nu-
clear weapons used against it, there 
is a strong fear of the effects of radia-
tion and the population is particularly 
sensitive to the nuclear issue. 

The crisis will undoubtedly give 
an impetus to the anti-nuclear 
movement even if a major nuclear 
disaster is avoided. If a serious nu-
clear disaster is not averted then this 

will become a major and radicalis-
ing political issue.

Over the next few days people’s 
attention is going to be focussed 
on the relief efforts. In the Hanshin 
earthquake of 1995 trade unions 
and community organisations ran 
their own relief efforts. Unions in 
the Kansai area are already discuss-
ing doing the same. 

Many young people interviewed 
on TV in areas unaffected by the 
quake express a desire to do some-
thing to help those in the affected 
areas. As the days turn to weeks 
though, the focus of people’s atten-
tion will shift towards reconstruc-
tion and the rebuilding of their 
communities.

Much has been made in the for-
eign press about the strict regu-
lations governing building con-
struction. However, this is far from 
reality. While regulations have been 
tightened over the years, collusion 
between the contractors, politicians 
and city planning departments 
means that building regulations are 
often not enforced. 

Profiteering from  
reconstruction

In the Hanshin [Kobe] earthquake 
in 1995 many poor and elderly peo-
ple were living in temporary accom-
modation years after the quake be-
cause they couldn’t afford to rebuild 
their houses. Most of the money 
provided for reconstruction was put 
into large infrastructure projects 
that provided business for the con-
tractors, but little help for those 
made homeless by the quake.

Socialists would argue that the 
rebuilding should not serve the in-
terests of private developers. The 
large contractors should be nation-
alised under workers’ control and 
management and communities re-
built according to democratic plans 
drawn up by neighbourhood com-
mittees, community and workers’ 
organisations.

The economic effects of the dis-
aster will be severe. The Japanese 

stock market fell over 10% in one 
day. Japanese prime minister, Naoto 
Kan has talked about a “New Deal” 
effect with reconstruction leading to 
a recovery of the economy. 

It is true that after the 1995 Han-
shin earthquake, after the imme-
diate negative effects of the quake 
had worked their way through the 
economy there was a limited recov-
ery helped by reconstruction. While 
it can’t be ruled out that something 
similar could happen, the destruc-
tion is on a much larger scale than 
in 1995. 

State finances are in a much 
weaker position than they were in 
1995. Already the Democratic Party 
government has retreated on prom-
ises to increase child benefits and is 
attempting to build support for an 
increase in consumption tax. They 
argue this is necessary to support 
pensions and welfare for a rapidly 
ageing population. 

There is little doubt the Japanese 
capitalists will attempt to place the 
burden for this disaster on the shoul-
ders of workers and the poor. This will 
inevitably provoke resistance. 

• See www.socialistworld.net and 
future issues of the Socialist for more 
on Japan and the nuclear industry.

Millions around the world watched, read and lis-
tened in horror to the reports coming from Japan 
on 11 March and the days that followed. Thirty-foot 
waves, whole trains and even villages were swal-
lowed up by the monstrous catastrophe, and then 
came the unfolding disaster at the nuclear power 
stations. 

The images of devastation, the tales of loss and 
grief and the fear of what is to come for the peo-
ple in the affected area have aroused massive 
sympathy. 
In Germany on 12 March a scheduled anti-nuclear 
protest was swelled by tens of thousands, angry at 
the urgent threat posed at the Fukushima Daiichi 

plant and by nuclear power. On 14 March over 
100,000 were out on anti-nuclear protests in 450 
towns and cities across Germany. 
Here members of the Committee for a Workers’ Inter-
national (CWI, the world socialist organisation to which 
the Socialist Party is affiliated) report from Japan, Hong 
Kong, Taiwan and China.

Fossil-fuel looting by na-
tional capitalist classes is 
leading to the exhaustion of 

oil, coal and other natural resourc-
es. So there has been an increased 
turn towards nuclear energy. This 
has been accelerated by the pres-
sure to cut carbon emissions and 
appear “green” as climate con-
cerns increase worldwide. 

Reporters in China, Hong Kong 
and Taiwan, 

from chinaworker.info

In Asia and the Pacific Rim coun-
tries, including Japan, but also 
China, Russia and the US, a major 
expansion of nuclear power is un-
derway. 

Globally there are plans to build 
350 new nuclear reactors over the 

next 20 years. The nuclear industry 
looks forward to lavish profits. 

China’s minister of science and 
technology, Wan Gang, recently 
announced that investment in al-
ternatives to fossil fuels, during the 
upcoming five-year plan period, 
will mainly focus on nuclear power 
rather than wind, solar and other 
forms of renewable energy. 

But experts are warning of the 
dangers. The International Atomic 
Energy Authority (IAEA) warns that 
20% of the world’s nuclear power 
stations are in areas of “significant” 
seismic activity. 

China has suffered the two most 
deadly earthquakes in the last half-
century (Tangshan in 1976 and Si-
chuan in 2008). It is therefore reckless 
of Chinese authorities to press ahead 
with new nuclear power plants. 

In Taiwan too, the Japanese nu-
clear crisis has provoked renewed 
debate. 

There is a degree of panic in soci-
ety about nuclear fallout reaching 
the island. The Green party is mak-
ing some headway in opposing the 
building of nuclear reactors – Tai-
wan has built two on an earthquake 
fault line. 

Economy

On the economic front, Japan has 
been in crisis for 20 years, and this 
will be aggravated by the earth-
quake. The worst affected area of 
Japan’s east coast holds a large con-
centration of iron and steel, petro-
chemical, manufacturing, nuclear 
power and other industries. 

An explosion and fire at the 

COSMO Oil Company, in the city 
of Chiba closed down the refin-
ery. Several companies in the area 
were forced to close their plants 
including Mitsui Chemicals, Mit-
subishi Chemical, JFE Steel, Sumi-
tomo Metal Industries, Maruzen 
Oil Company and other large en-
terprises. 

Nissan Motor and Honda an-
nounced they would stop produc-
tion from 14 March due to disrup-
tion of supplies. Similar disruption 
at Sony and other electronic prod-
ucts manufacturers will affect the 
global production chain. 

Because of the weight of the Japa-
nese economy in the global econ-
omy, the 11 March catastrophe is 
likely to have a significant impact 
on the US, China, the EU and other 
economies. 

Socialists call for: 
•Immediate self-organisation of 
working people and local commu-
nities in quake-hit areas to oversee 
relief tasks and determine demo-
cratically the needs of reconstruc-
tion. International solidarity and 
active support for the Japanese 
people’s earthquake relief work. 

•No to nuclear power! A social-
ist plan for energy production de-
signed to guarantee cheap and 
safe energy for all whilst protecting 
the environment.

•No confidence in the profiteers, 
speculators and capitalists to or-
ganise the relief and reconstruc-
tion work. 
Fight for socialism and nationalisa-
tion of the Japanese economy, in-
cluding the energy industry, under 
democratic workers’ control and 
management. This is the only way 
to meet the needs of workers and 
the environment.

CWI correspondents report from 
China, Hong Kong and Taiwan

Desperate attempts to cool nuclear reactors. 		         

The old and poor suffer most. 


