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Japan's Irradiated Beef Scandal

日本の汚染牛スキャンダル

Asia-Pacific Journal Feature
also being reported that contaminated meat has
been
sold
(http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/18/business/
global/japanese-retailer-sold-beefcontaminated-by-radiation.html) in 43 of Japan’s
47 prefectures, including by Aeon, the nation’s
largest retailer.

Japan's Irradiated Beef Scandal
Asia-Paciﬁc Journal Feature
The Japanese government claims
(http://mdn.mainichi.jp/mdnnews/news/2011071
9p2g00m0dm043000c.html) (widely criticized see
here
(http://www.voanews.com/english/news/asia/Sk
epticism-Greets-Reported-Progress-at-CrippledJapanese-Nuclear-Plant-125899529.html)) that
the Fukushima reactors have been stabilized
and the threat of further hydrogen explosions
removed, but now the Japanese public faces a
new source of concern.

Fukushima farmers had previously been asked
not to use feed stored outside, but the
government
has
acknowledged
(http://mdn.mainichi.jp/mdnnews/news/2011071
9p2g00m0dm044000c.html) that safety checks
were inadequate and that producers were not
given enough information about potential risks.
Prime Minister Kan has oﬀered a personal
apology: "I feel responsibility for not being able
to prevent this from happening and I am
extremely sorry."

Meat from more than 500 cattle fed with
irradiated straw from the area around the
Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant has been
sold
(http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/19/world/asia
/19beef.html?pagewanted=all) to Japanese
consumers. The beef was tainted with
radioactive Cesium released from Fukushima
Daiichi and contaminating straw by up to 500
times standard levels. With beef prices in the
vicinity of Fukushima plummeting, farmers
raced to market their cattle in the months
following the nuclear meltdown. Previous
ﬁndings of radioactive contamination were
reported for spinach, milk, ﬁsh and tea leaves.

On July 19th, the Japanese government ordered a
stop to shipments of meat and live animals from
Fukushima Prefecture. Chief Cabinet Secretary
Edano has pledged to compensate farmers, not
only for lost animals, but also for falling beef
prices. He was contradicted, however, by
oﬃcials
handling
Fukushima
accident
compensation at the Ministry of Education,
Science, and Technology who claim that
compensation cannot be promised until “the full
scope of the situation becomes clear.” With
these
mixed
messages
(http://mainichi.jp/select/jiken/news/20110720d
dm002040060000c.html) in the background,
the Mainichi reports growing desperation
among farmers.

Government oﬃcials, caught unprepared
(http://www.asahi.com/national/update/0719/TK
Y201107190779.html) by the beef
contamination ﬁndings, are racing to ascertain
the extent of the problem and threat to public
health. It is now known that beef with three to
six times the standard radiation safety level has
made it onto the plates of consumers and it is
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feature
which
condemns
(http://mainichi.jp/select/jiken/news/20110720d
dm002040060000c.html) the government for a
“weak attitude” toward testing and asserts that
it is now clear that neither the central
authorities, nor prefectural or local regulators,
had a grip on the extent of contamination of
livestock feed or a coherent plan to prevent
tainted products from making it to consumers.
Hiroko Tabuchi of the New York Times writes
(http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/19/world/asia
/19beef.html?scp=1&sq=tabuchi,%20beef&st=
cse): “Japanese government oﬃcials insist that
even at levels above government limits,
radioactive cesium will not have an immediate
eﬀect on health. Longer-term eﬀects are less
known, however. “If you eat it every day, it
might be a problem,” Goshi Hosono, the
minister in charge of the nuclear issue, said last
week. “But if you eat just a little, there would be
no big eﬀect on your health. ”Experts, however,
disagree on what the eﬀects may be of
exposure to radiation above the limits but at
low doses.” Many specialists say that prolonged
exposure to radiation can lead to a higher
incidence of cancers like leukemia.

Fukushima officials interview livestock
farmers after radioactive cesium was
detected in cattle raised in Minamisoma.
Hasegawa Harunobu, a local agricultural
cooperative
leader,
reports
(http://mainichi.jp/select/today/news/20110720k
0000m040098000c.html) that his feed costs for
1300 cows approach the equivalent of US
$200,000 a month, but he has received no
compensation or support from either the
Japanese government or TEPCO in the months
since the accident. Ueno Michiko, another
Fukushima farmer, is reported as saying: “It is
just too sad that cows I gave my all to raise
cannot be sold. I’m pissed oﬀ. Feed, heating,
personnel costs, I can’t even begin to guess
what our losses will be like. I want [the
government] to thoroughly test all of the
animals, because if they can’t tell us which ones
are okay to sell and which ones aren’t, then
we’re stuck.”

The ambiguity of the Japanese government’s
response to radiation is highlighted by
revelations from Miyagi, a prefecture bordering
Fukushima. One Miyagi farmer was shocked to
discover that feed he sold was contaminated
with Cesium. He told the Mainichi Shimbun
(http://mainichi.jp/photo/archive/news/2011/07/
19/20110719k0000e040021000c.html): "The
wind was in a diﬀerent direction immediately
after the hydrogen explosions, so I never
thought it was contaminated. I really feel sorry."
The farmer is based in Osaki, over 150
kilometers from the Fukushima Daiichi plant.
The Japanese government has repeatedly
downplayed the potential eﬀects of radiation
outside of Fukushima Prefecture and in this
case, the lack of clear information and regular,
widespread testing of soil, air, and plant
radiation levels, has caused confusion and a

Government spokesmen acknowledge that the
level of Cesium in the meat is ﬁve times higher
than suggested limits but insist that it should
not have an impact on human health if
consumed in limited quantities. The Japanese
government has frequently taken the position
that low levels of radiation exposure, including
internal exposure, is safe. Many scientists
disagree. The Mainichi Shimbun has run a
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beef scare that is developing into a crisis in
public conﬁdence in government and domestic
agriculture. Suspecting that there may be a
problem, the farmer had his straw tested at a
private research facility before the government
became involved. He says, "If there had been a
possibility of danger, even if only slightly,
authorities should have conducted surveys
much earlier." While the Japanese government
has acted decisively and eﬀectively in some
instances such as the early provision of iodine
tablets to children, this Osaki case is yet
another example of arbitrary administrative
boundaries such as those between prefectures
preventing adequate testing of radiation levels
in agricultural products.

group Arashi, in order to appeal to tourists, but
the
numbers
(http://www.tourism.jp/english/statistics/inbound
.php) are stark. Visitors in April of this year were
down over 60% compared with April 2010. May
ﬁgures reveal a 50% drop over the preceding
year. There has been some recovery since, but
the continued decline in tourism is likely to
derail the plans of Japanese merchants and the
government to make Japan the go to destination
for big spenders among China’s new middle
class and other Asian visitors. Japan’s Council
for the Promotion of Tourism has set an
ambitious goal of boosting the number of
tourists visiting Japan from 8.6 million in 2010 to
20,000,000 by 2020, but this recent food
scandal and concerns about radiation in general
bespeak an uphill battle.

Meanwhile,
the
inability
(http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2011-07-20/ja
pan-won-t-rule-out-possibility-radioactivefukushima-beef-was-exported.html) of Japanese
authorities to rule out the possibility that
contaminated beef was exported has further
weakened international conﬁdence. There were
already international expressions of concern
about Japanese food imports in the United
States
(http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-136919
0/Japan-radiation-US-bans-food-imports-Tokyotap-water-ruled-unﬁt-babies.html),
Europe
(http://blogs.ft.com/brusselsblog/2011/03/eu-urg
es-radiation-tests-for-japanese-foodimports/#axzz1St3SzHuE), and among East
Asian neighbors such as Taiwan
(http://www.asiaone.com/News/Latest%2BNews/
Asia/Story/A1Story20110326-270256.html). The
latest revelations further undermine conﬁdence
in the safety of Japan’s exports and, indeed, of
the country’s very lifespace. As Japan produced
food is shunned by some abroad, the number of
tourists visiting the country has declined
precipitously.

Stories about Japan’s international connections
aside, new domestic revelations continue to
anger
consumers.
Reports
(http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/national/news/201107
19-OYT1T01109.htm?from=y10) from Sakata in
Yamaguchi Prefecture indicate that
contaminated beef was served in primary school
lunches.
On July 21, Fukushima farmers’ groups held an
emergency
meeting
(http://www.kahoku.co.jp/news/2011/07/201107
21t65015.htm) to appeal to the government to
ﬁnd a solution to the problem or buy the
prefecture’s cattle. This is not simply a problem
for Fukushima agriculture, however, as the
Mainichi
reports
(http://mainichi.jp/select/opinion/closeup/news/2
0110723ddm003040079000c.html)
a
nationwide plunge in beef prices. In another
regional
meeting
(http://mytown.asahi.com/miyagi/news.php?k_id
=04000001107240002) on July 24th, farmers
restated a common position - if the Japanese
government does not buy aﬀected animals and
immediately introduce a compensation plan, the
viability of farms all across one of Japan's most
productive regions will be threatened.

The
Mainichi
reports
(http://mdn.mainichi.jp/arts/news/20110711p2g
00m0et074000c.html) new eﬀorts to leverage
Japanese popular culture, particularly the pop
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