










Lack of trust in government data 

There are multiple reasons for the failure of the 
Japanese government to force evacuees to return 
to Fukushima. A signifi cant one is the lack of trust 
over government data and assurances that radiation 
levels are safe. Ten years ago, a survey of evacuees 
from the district of Futaba, a host community for the 
Fukushima Daiichi reactors, found that 83% cited 
radioactivity levels and doubts that these would be 
reduced as reasons for not returning. And 65.8% 
said they did not trust safety levels announced by the 
government.59

A 2020 survey conducted by Kwansei Gakuin 
University gave an insight into the current feelings 
of Fukushima evacuees.60 Of the 522 people who 
responded to questionnaires, 65% said they have no 
intention of returning. Of these, 46.1% said they still 
fear contamination of the environment.

In December 2020, the Japanese government 
announced a fi nancial incentive plan in an attempt 
to increase the population in the 12 municipalities or 
districts subject to some form of evacuation order 
in 2011.61 Under this new policy up to 2 million yen 
will be made available to families and 1.2 million yen 
to individuals. The 12 areas where this new policy 
applies have a population that is 20% of that in 2011. 
Those eligible are Japanese citizens who were not 
residents of the 12 municipalities in 2011. 

Many of Japan’s demographic issues – an aging 
population, an overall decline in the rural, and 
especially agricultural, population and reduced 
employment opportunities, have been accelerated 
in Fukushima Prefecture as a result of the March 
2011 disaster.62 The inability of evacuees to return, 
is largely related to the extended displacement from 
their homes caused by radioactive contamination and 
the fact that for many years from 2011 their districts 
remained closed to habitation.

Human rights violations 

The Japanese government’s response to the 
Fukushima nuclear disaster has utterly failed to 
meet its international commitment to protect the 
human rights of its own citizens, including women 
and children. As UN Special Rapporteurs stated in 
a 2018 communication to then Foreign Minister Taro 
Kono, “The impact of the decontamination program 
places a great number of persons, including persons 
belonging to vulnerable groups, under considerable 
constraints and could result in violations of their basic 
human rights...We take this opportunity to recall that 
those persons evacuated or self-evacuated from 
their homes by the Fukushima disaster constitute 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) and to remind your 
Excellency’s Government of its obligations relating to 
the human rights of IDPs, including those contained 
in the provisions of the 1998 Guiding Principles on 
Internal Displacement...”.63 In 2021, the Japanese 
government still has not responded sincerely.

Furthermore, the government continues to disregard 
the recommendations made by member states at the 
United Nations Human Rights Council and dismisses 
the risks from radiation exposure. It even claims 
that exposure to 100 mSv poses no cancer risks, 
as Masayoshi Yoshino, Japanese Reconstruction 
Minister stated in 2018.64 These violations are 
systematic and deliberate. 

During the past decade, the violations have been 
challenged by multiple UN human rights Special 
Rapporteurs, including Baskut Tuncak.65 In his report 
to the UN General Assembly in 2018, Tuncak stated 
that, “It is disappointing to see Japan appear to 
all but ignore the 2017 recommendation of the UN 
human rights monitoring mechanism (UPR) to return 
back to what it considered an acceptable dose of 
radiation before the nuclear disaster.”66 In his report, 
he urged the Japanese government to halt the 
ongoing relocation of evacuees, including children 
and women of reproductive age, to areas where 
radiation levels remain higher than that considered 
safe or healthy before the 2011 nuclear disaster. He 
also criticised the Japanese government’s decision 
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to raise by 20 times the level of radiation exposure it 
considered acceptable, stating that it, “was deeply 
troubling, highlighting in particular the potentially 
grave impact of excessive radiation on the health and 
wellbeing of children.”67

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), of 
which Japan is a signatory, specifi es in article 3 that 
the best interests of the child, including those of future 
generations, must be a “primary consideration in all 
actions.”68 This includes the requirement that children 
are not exposed to toxic chemicals and pollution so 
their right to the highest standard of health is not 
compromised. In its report of 1 February 2019, the 
UN Committee on the CRC made seven important 
recommendations to the Japanese government 
under Principle Concerns and Recommendations in 
relation to the Fukushima nuclear disaster.69

These included the following:

• Reaffi rm that radiation exposure in evacuation 
zones is consistent with internationally accepted 
knowledge on risk factors for children.

• Continue providing fi nancial, housing, medical 
and other support to evacuees, children in 
particular, from the non-designated areas.

• Conduct comprehensive and long- term health 
check-ups for children in areas with radiation 
doses exceeding 1 mSv/year.70

If the Japanese government were to comply with the 
CRC guidelines and recommendations, and apply 
them to its Fukushima policy, it would mean adoption 
of the international recommended maximum 
exposure of 1 mSv/y, not the 20 mSv/y limit it 
subsequently adopted. Furthermore, it would result 

Male and female decontamination workers in fi elds in Okuma. 
(December 16, 2019)
© Shaun Burnie / Greenpeace
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in the termination of plans to lift evacuation orders, 
as well as the reversal of earlier orders in Namie and 
Iitate. The Japanese government has not done this 
so has failed to meet its international commitments 
to protect children’s human rights.

Workers’ rights ignored 

The Ministry of Environment reports that 30 million man 
days of labor have been applied for decontamination 
in the SDA and ICSA combined up until 2018.71 At its 
overall peak in 2016, 500,000 man days of work were 
applied. In Iitate, decontamination work peaked in 
October-November 2014, with 180,000 man days of 
labor in the district – over 2.8 million man days were 
applied in total to the end of 2017.72 In Namie, the 
peak of decontamination took place in early 2016 with 
just under 100,000 man days, and around 1.7 million 
man days applied in the area in total. With such a 
large workforce, the majority of whom are employed 
by sub-contractors, comes the risk of exploitation on 
an equally large scale. 

As detailed in our 2019 report.73 abuse of the human 
rights of nuclear workers was prevalent, with multiple 
ongoing legal cases against contractors.74 The issue 
was raised by United Nations Human Rights Special 
Rapporteurs in August 2018, when three Rapporteurs 
issued a statement to the Japanese government 
expressing that they were, “deeply concerned about 
possible exploitation by deception regarding the 
risks of exposure to radiation, possible coercion into 
accepting hazardous working conditions because of 
economic hardships, and the adequacy of training 
and protective measures.”75 As documented by the 
Greenpeace radiation survey team, workers in Namie 
have been exposed to high levels of radiation, with 
further risks as the decontamination programme is 
extended into areas where radiation levels are even 
higher. This means many more workers will face an 
unjustifi able radiation risk, given that the programme 
will only decontaminate a small fraction of the overall 
area.76

Our assessment at the time, and currently, is that 
that decontamination plans for Namie, as well as 
the other areas in the diffi cult-to-return exclusion 
zones, cannot be justifi ed from a radiation protection 
perspective, and there is no possibility that it will be 
safe for people to return over the coming decades. 

In 2018, in a personal testimony to Greenpeace, 
Minoru Ikeda, a Fukushima nuclear worker and a 
representative from the Radiation-exposed Workers’ 
Solidarity Network in Tokyo has provided details of 
the abuse by subcontractors, the role of organised 
crime, low pay, the recruitment of ‘homeless’ people, 
falsifi cation of health certifi cates and the lack of any 
effective radiation training. “As a worker, I don’t feel 
like I was treated as a human. One person compared 
it to slavery,” he said.77
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Ms Kanno’s house in Tsushima, 
Namie, Fukushima prefecture. 
(October 22, 2018)
© Shaun Burnie / Greenpeace

Diffi cult-to-return zones, or areas where citizens 
are not permitted to live, exist in seven districts of 
Fukushima Prefecture and cover a total of about 
340 square kilometres. The government aims to lift 
evacuation orders in parts of these zones by 2023. 
These are referred to as “Designated reconstruction 
and rehabilitation areas” and cover a total of about 
30km³ in six municipalities, excluding Minamisoma 
City.

Lifting of evacuation orders in Futaba, 
Okuma and Tomioka

On 17 January 2020, approval was given for the lifting 
of evacuation orders in small areas of Futaba Town, 
Okuma Town, and Tomioka Town.78 Orders were then 
lifted in these areas in early March 2020, opening up 
a total of 0.5km³. The areas are close to the main 
Joban express route and linked to the plans for the 
2020 summer Olympics, which were subsequently 
postponed. It was the fi rst time that evacuation orders 

had been lifted in highly contaminated diffi cult-to-
return zones.

Re-designation of highly contaminated 
areas

The Japanese government’s objective is to lift 
evacuation orders in all of the municipalities in 
Fukushima. In the diffi cult-to-return zones, the so-
called ‘recovery bases’, small areas in each of the 
municipalities, comprise 8.8% of the total area of 
these zones. When evacuation orders are lifted in the 
next few years, places such as Tsushima, in Namie, 
will become islands surrounded by areas of high 
radiation contamination. 

The decontamination programme has proved to be 
limited in effect and expensive, and in 2020 a new 
approach emerged.79 In Iitate, the designation of an 
area as a diffi cult-to-return zone will be terminated 
so there will be no restriction on people entering in 
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the certain area. However, they will not be able to 
return to live in their former homes. The policy was 
presented to Japan’s Nuclear Regulation Authority 
(NRA) on 26 August 2020.80

In presenting its policy to the NRA, the government 
stated that in applying the new approach it would 
require that:

• a/ the annual radiation exposure doses are 
confi rmed to be no more than 20 mSv

• b/ residents' radiation exposure doses are 
controlled by using personal dosimeters 

• c/ information to curb radiation exposure is 
provided.81

The new approach was reportedly prompted by 
a request to the government from the Iitate local 
government in February 2020, specifi cally for the 
‘Recovery Park’ in the Nagadoro District of Iitate 
village, which is presently designated a diffi cult-to-
return zone.’82 On 25 December 2020, at a meeting 
at the Nuclear Emergency Response Headquarters 
hosted by prime minister Suga, the decision to end 
the diffi cult-to-return zone in Iitate was formally 
approved.83 There are several problems with the new 
policy. Japanese citizens, including children, will 
now be able to enter these areas, potentially risking 
their health. As the Citizen's Nuclear Information 
Center has pointed out, there are several laws in 
Japan which set the radiation exposure limit for the 
general public at 1 mSv per year.84 Even if the natural 
decay of radioactive nuclides has brought the annual 
air dose rate to below 20mSv, practically all of the 
present diffi cult-to-return zones are above 1mSv 
per year and therefore restrictions in these zones 
should not be lifted. It is also a violation of the Act 
on Special Measures Against Radioactive Material 
Pollution, which states that decontamination is a 
national responsibility. This policy shift is not led by 
an assessment of radiation risks but is a political 
decision. The other fi ve municipalities, which at this 
stage do not intend to follow the Iitate model, have 
recently expressed concern that they will be forced 
to take the same approach.85
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Ten years after the start of the Fukushima Daiichi 
nuclear disaster the radiation environment in 
Fukushima Prefecture remains signifi cant and 
complex. Greenpeace survey work during the last 
decade has investigated and measured radiation 
levels in municipalities across the prefecture. As in 
previous years, the results of our November 2020 
survey in the lifted evacuation areas of Iitate and Namie 
(ie areas determined by the Japanese government to 
be safe for return) remain too high for normal life to be 
considered possible without increased health risks to 
returning citizens. The forests of Fukushima remain 
long term sources of contamination and in our latest 
survey we measured variation in levels of radiation in 
zones around houses in both Iitate and Namie that 
cannot be explained by radioactive decay of Cs-137. 
This, Greenpeace concludes, is both strong evidence 
of the effects of resuspension of Cs-137 due to 
fl ooding and a legacy of the major Typhoon Hagibis in 
October 2019. The need for further investigations into 
the complex radioactive environment of Fukushima is 
obvious and remains critical.  

One decade after March 2011, we are in the early 
stages of the impact of this disaster. This is not 
the offi cial narrative. For the government of Shinzo 
Abe, in power for most of the last 10 years, and 
his successor Yoshihide Suga, the communication 
to the people of Japan and the wider world is that 
decontamination has been effective, completed and 
that radiation levels are safe. 

This is clearly false.

Based on the Japanese government’s own data, 716 
square kilometers of the seven municipalities that 
make up the Special Decontamination Area (SDA) 
have not had any decontamination efforts applied. 
By March 2017 when the government declared 

decontamination completed in the areas scheduled 
for lifting evacuation orders, only 123 square 
kilometers, or 15%, of the SDA was actually subject 
to any decontamination.86 This has been a deliberate 
and on-going effort by the Japanese government to 
deceive the citizens of Iitate, Namie, Naraha, Tomioka, 
Okuma, Futaba and Katsurao, all of which lie inside the 
SDA. The reality is that in the fraction of the Fukushima 
SDA where decontamination has been applied it has 
reduced radiation levels, but not consistently, and 
with wide variations. The government has failed to 
reach its long-term decontamination target of 0.23 
µSv/h in many areas open to the public and there are 
no prospects of attaining it in the coming years.

The human consequences of the nuclear disaster 
cannot be measured in simple numbers. The 
consistent and multiple failure of the Japanese 
government to respect the rights of its citizens, 
in particular the tens of thousands of evacuees, 
has been challenged by civil society in Japan and 
United Nations human rights bodies through almost 
the entire period since 2011. Human rights Special 
Rapporteurs have played a crucial role in questioning 
the government over its failure to protect especially 
women, children and workers from harmful radiation. 
The policy of permitting public exposure up to 20 
mSv/y, twenty times higher than international norms, 
continues to be widely condemned. The refusal of the 
government to meet in full the legally obligated rights 
of its own citizens, including the rights they would be 
accorded if designated Internally Displaced Persons 
remains wholly unacceptable. 

The government of Japan is on a mission to erase 
from public memory the triple reactor meltdown and 
radioactive contamination of a large part of Japan. 
However, they have failed to impose their atomic 
amnesia on the people of Japan. In large part this is 
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due to the courageous efforts of citizens and their lawyers to hold the government and Tokyo Electric Power 
Company to account. Together with the work of non-governmental organisations, scientists, as well as UN 
human rights bodies and Special Rapporteurs, these efforts will ensure that the ongoing nuclear disaster, its 
effects and consequences will continue to be better understood and explained in the years and decades ahead.

Recommendations to the Japanese Government and Fukushima Prefecture

• Suspend the current return policy, which ignores science-based analysis, including 
potential lifetime exposure risks to the population.

• Immediately clarify its long-term decontamination target of 0.23 μSv/h, equal to 1 
mSv/y. Set a date for when 0.23 μSv/h is to be attained and halt any plans to revise the 
target level to a higher limit. 

• Urgently assess the public health risks posed by radioactive hotspots, including the 
presence of caesium-rich micro particles.

• Abandon plans to lift evacuation orders in the six municipalities of Futaba, Okuma, 
Namie, Tomioka, Iitate and Katsurao, including the Namie districts of Tsushima, 
Murohara, Suenomori and Obori. 

• In the interests of worker protection, suspend current decontamination programmes in 
the diffi  cult-to-return zones.

• Establish a fully transparent process to consider and refl ect residents’ opinions on the 
evacuation policy and create a council of citizens that includes evacuees.

• Provide full compensation and fi nancial support to evacuees and allow citizens to 
decide whether to return or relocate on the basis of scientifi c evidence and free from 
duress and fi nancial coercion.

• Respond in full to the off er of dialogue and guidance from UN Special Rapporteurs, 
including accepting outstanding requests for Special Rapporteurs to visit Japan.
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