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Listen To Their Silent Cry: The Devastated Lives of Japanese Nuclear
Power Plant Workers Employed by Subcontractors
or Labour-brokering Companies
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Summary:

Nuclear power plant (NPP) workers and their families, especially those in the coastal area of Fukui
Prefecture, have been deprived of the basic condition of survival and reproduction for many generations. It is
no exaggeration to say that they have been paid for their exposure to radiation, not for their working hours.
In Japan, national regulations stipulate that workers exposure to radiation should not exceed certain levels.
The limit of exposure is 100mSv in five years and 50mSv per year. However, the limit is not applied to female
workers expecting children, despite the fact the working environment is extremely dangerous. In some NPPs, the
legal limit permits workers to work only for short periods. While NPPs utilize freely local workers abundantly
according to employers’ needs, those people who earn a meagre income have been discarded mercilessly. b

The majority of the NPP work force consists of temporary workers who are multiply exploited in complicated
labour relations. The atomic-industry complex is a multiple-exploitation system in which the liability of employers
is shifted onto workers themselves. The exploitation system runs not only vertically, but also horizontally:
piping work is done by ‘small companies, each consisting of only a few day-workers; primary subcontractors
consolidate those small companies to commission construction jobs to them. Many of the workers employed by
these small companies have not received a Notice of Employment Conditions. There are also many cases where
employers who do substantially the same work as hired workers have no contracts.

All employers are legally and ethically obliged to secure a safe working environment for their employees.
Working conditions for frontline workers in the industry have not improved in the past thirty years. " In the
case of accidents, these workers are not always compensated appropriately. Multiple contracting systems and
unstable employment with ambiguous labour contracts enable electric power companies and prime contractors

to avoid liability for labour-related accidents.
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Introduction

This paper summarises the results of surveys I
conducted from July 1986 through September 1987
on local workers (and their families) who worked
in NPPs located in the Wakasa Bay area of Fukui
Prefecture. The paper includes the results of my
ongoing inquiry into the working conditions of NPP
workers and local residents in the same area which
began on January 2012. Map 1 shows distribution of
many NPPs in Japan. Wakasa Bay is crowded with
NPPs
(Tsuruga,Fugen MonjyuMihama,Ohi, Takahama).

Most NPP workers in Japan hesitate to speak
out about their working conditions. Restraints put
upon them by electric power companies and their
contractors prevent the workers from talking about
their jobs even with their families. It is presumed
that employers fear disclosure of grave problems
such as recruitment methods, working environment,
NPP inspection results, accidents and their
handling, and workers’ illnesses and disabilities. If
workers speak out without restraint, the structural
vulnerabilities of NPPs could be exposed, as well as
information about workers who have been illegally
employed and several cases of illness and death
possibly caused by radiation exposure. Although
the Fukushima nuclear disaster exposed long-term
problems surrounding NPPs, the harsh employment
and working conditions of NPP workers ™ and their
serious health problems remain largely hidden from
the public.

Because they want to maintain a continuous flow
of contracts with the NPP industry, subcontractors
never speak out. NPP workers, who hardly
have enough employment opportunities in their
community, collectively remain silent because
they need jobs to feed their families, who are also
employed in the industry. Persons involved in
catering industries that service NPP workers are
also gagged. No gag order would prevail if legal
and dignified employment and working conditions
were arranged for safe and sound labour and if fair
industrial relationships were established.

Workers have to receive the education for

working safely, before working in a NPP. Those who
take charge of education have ordered orally to tell
nobody what workers saw in the work place or was
heard. (The interview by Takaki on July 21, 2013)

The Interviewed people 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 10
required of me so that what it spoke about might be
told to nobody.

From January 2012 through October 2013, at least
ten interviews were conducted with NPP workers
(including retired persons), their family members,
and NPP subcontractors. Among these, three people
were interviewed a second time. Many NPP workers
live in the Wakasa Bay area, but it was very difficult
to hear from some of them because they feared
participating in the survey. For example, on 5 May
2012, an interviewee told me, ‘Everybody around
here fears NPPs even if they don't openly admit
it, but publicly they say they hope to restart NPPs
that were shut down in the wake of the Fukushima

v)

disaster.’

1. Location of NPPs in Japan and the lack of local
employment opportunities

On 27 May 1964, the Japanese Atomic Energy
Commission proposed guidelines recommending
that NPPs be built in non-residential areas. In fact,
unlike the capital city of Fukui Prefecture and its
neighbourhood, no large factory or housing estate for
workers has been constructed in the Wakasa Bay
area. The area is not far from major cities including
Kyoto, but improvement of the traffic situation was
there was delayed, and neighbouring mountains are
overrun with electric power cables and pylons that
lead to metropolitan districts. ™’

As a result of political manoeuvring, the
population density of the area has remained low. The
government has not given enough aid to farming,
and stable employment has been limited. Young
people who want jobs have no choice but to become
civil servants (including teachers and health care
workers), bank clerks, Nky-syokuin (employees of
agricultural cooperatives), or employees of electric
power companies (and their prime contractors). A

few have been lucky enough to obtain such jobs, but
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most have not.

2. Work-life issues of NPP workers in the Wakasa
Bay Area in the 1980s

1) ultiple exploitation system of workers

In the 1980s when my previous survey was
conducted, ‘multiple-exploitation system’ of
workers was prevalent. (See Chart 2 and Table 1)
At the time, subcontracts, its subcontracts, and its
subcontracts (~tier- six) existed in participation
of two or more principal contractor companies.
Frontline subcontractors usually had no offices (or
only makeshift ones).

Although many subcontract business proprietors
were carrying out exploitation from workers, they
themselves were doing contamination labor. Needless

to say, the scale of their exploitation might have
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ranked lower than me who earned a better wage
than I did, but they were exposed to higher levels of
radiation. And they had no “kenkhoken”

As shown in Chart 2, most irregular workers were
excluded from public health insurance, although all
employers are legally required to contribute to the
system. Mr R. said he was lucky to be enrolled.

Japanese public health insurance has two main
‘kenkhoken’ and ‘kokumin-kenkhoken

The former is for employees of private

pillars:
(kokuho).
enterprises, the latter for those who are ineligible
for employment-based programs. In 1984, enrolees
in ‘kenkhoken’ had to pay 10 % of their medical bills
by themselves (30 % in April, 2003 and afterwards);
enrolees in ‘kokuho’ had to bear 30% . In the same
year, the nominal wage in Japan was 300,000 yen.

Wage schedule of NPP workers (1980-1984)

been much smaller than the electric power firm and May 1980 June 1982 November
b (20 days) (21 days) 1984
their direct agents. Basic wage: 100000 yen 11300 ven 157500 yen
Mr R. an NPP worker in his fifties who was Overtime allowance: 7820 yen 3316 yen 1,970 yen
employed by a third-level subcontractor, told me: ) 6,250 yen 13250 yen
Holiday allowance: N ' 0 yen
. . (per day) (two days)
Until 1981, my employer gave me a sheet of paper
) ) ) . Total: 114,070 yen 127,866 yen 159,470 yen
with the amount of my wage written on it, but since
. . Net income: 100,000 yen 110,000 yen 140,000 yen
1982 a the word jirei (letter of appointment) was
added. There were subcontracted NPP workers who
Ol
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mediator between public employment security office/
Vand V acquaintances/ recruiters of day labourers/ etc.
supply routes from day workers who turned into NPP workers/ farmers and fishermen/ retirees/ persons unemployed after hopping various jobs/
VitV young persons who returned from large cities/ college (university) graduates without stable jobs

3% 1) Roman numerals show each subcontractor’s status in the system.
2) Names of working teams are usua 111\ derived from subcontractors’ surname.
3) In subcontractors IVan i

frequently changes. Some subcontractors engage in only regular check-ups.

worker:
4) Tt is impossible to schematise as a wholo the subcontracting system, which changes gradually, but chart 3 is useful to recognize subcontractors’ status.
5) Most of low-ranking administrative staff of the Kanden Kogyo's coordinating section was said to have any links to the KEPCO.

Source: Takaki Kazumi, “Actual Condition of Day workers in NPPs—Tentative Study to Comprehend Workers Exposed Low-level Radiation on a Daily Basis,

* Ritsumei Hyouron Issue 85 (1987, P.35)

Chart 2 NPP subcontracting system in the Wakasa Bay Area in early 1980s
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Table 1

List of the survery’ s subjects(in order of belonging stratum)

*All subjects are categorized into four “belonging stratum” according to
their status in the multilayered subcontract systems.

*Bach number in the “family” columns indicates the number of
household members: a)three generation, b)unclear family, c)fatherless
family, d)childless couple.

Retired, )
: Educational Belonging "| Health | Health . Living conditions.
Family Background Housing | gy D‘A:::’;a status | insurance |A€° tre{iyen) Job description and other information
Unmarried |senior high school | Company | Activ tood Social |, |120000(monthly), overtime allowance of as of valves | Food and automobile cost much / Third son of a farmer
single graduate dormitory Active o insurance | “’ |50,000-60,000 and repairing of system)
by | semior highschool Ownhouse| Active Good Social | 5, [300,000(monthly) NPP operator(three shift) Farmer/Father had once been a regular employee of “ 1"
- graduate Active oo insurance | ©“ | (After-tax income 200,000) [! high resident’s tax
e | semior high school Ownhouse ||| poo T Social |, |250,000(monthly)(Includes allowance) | Radiation control Changed job twice
raduate insurance
Unmarried |senior high school | Company | | Diconsed| Actuate | Social |, |monthly income NPP operator(three shift) Third son of a farmer,
single raduate dormitory 1¢625¢4| leukemia | insurance Father worked as both farmer and day worker
(9 | Junior high school Ownhouse | 1=l o Pfalignant | Social | 4o B Dismantlement, cleaning and assembly of machinery | Farmer and self-employed
¢ graduate Nceased | carcoma | insurance Eldest son became an employee of “ 11"
b University | Ownhouse |/ Active | Good Social | o [100,000Gnonthly) Radiation control Changed job twice
graduate insurance (After-tax income) of exposure dose of workers
6 University | Ownhouse| 1 Active | Good Social | o [112,000Gmonthly) Safety management/Measurement of sea pollution | Changed job once
graduate insurance (Basic Salary) an of ‘o0d cost much
by | seniorhigh school [ Ownhouse| Active | Notgood | S0l | g 50000000 yoar) Decontamination Changed job once
graduate insurance Cleaning of water pipes Housing loan and fee for day care were expensive
- Youth school | Own house ) Social | o [1971 2.500(a day) Removal of humidity Farming appliance cost muc
a6 raduate i Retired | Not good | 5 vance | %9 1981 5.500(a day) Haulage and of clothing and sheets Wife had side jobs at home
Couple and | Higher lementary | Own house ) Social 1980 5.300(a day) Primary laundry Farmer
his mother | school graduate I | Retired | Notgood | Coice | 61 1983 6.100(a day) Changed job twice
B - Ownhouse | || Stomach | National | 1980 5300(a day) Primary laundry Died in 1980 /Said “no use for talking to you. NPP would never
cancer insurance pay .
- Own house Social Became general paralysis in an accident while working for
a@w I |Dicoased| Accident |, 00ones company and died later (not as a workers' accident)
Liv L Higher lementary | Rented " D " subarachinoid | Social 62 1985  230,000(monthly) —(He has not spoken to his wife the contents of the| Changed job twice
VIng 210n€ | school graduate | house 10625¢¢| hemorthage | insurance | °~ |(daily wage paid monthly) work) Heavy drinker but never take a gamble
Vocational school | Own house . Social 160, fore taxes) s (repairing and replacement of meters) | Changed job twice
@ graduate W | Acive | Good | 5 ance | 3! Terms of NPPs were better than other work places
o6 Dioppedoutof | Ownhouse| v active | Good | National | o 72500(hourly wage) Lecturer of employee training Doing part-time and irregular jobs, also worked as tutors and
insurance others
. Junior high school| Own house ) National 300,000(monthly) Examination of meters for pressure, temperature and |Housing loan and fee for day care were expensive
bG) V| Acive | Good 35
raduate insurance (daily wage paid monthly) vibration 'ood cost mucl
@ Junior high school Own house 11,000(a day) Repairing of valves, examination of weld pipes Mother hospitalized
o graduate ; . Social Wife doing chancy trade as a self-employed / Sending much
(Practically) v Active | Good 19
b insurance money to the eldest son/Housing loan was expensive
Changed job 5 times
“© National school | Ownhouse | 1 | oo o L :::.:;::tlo 55 |3000(a day) Repairing of pumps, weld pipes Farming appliance cost much
- senior high school | Own house ; . National | ., | Own 230,000(monthly) Crane operator, welding Farmer/Changed job 3 times
a® raduate v Active | Good | i vance | %2 | Wife 150,000Gnonthly) Fee for day care were expensive
N - B V| active tood ‘:r:::z:zle " B (A Day Worker since construction up to the present) | Thought he would lose all jobs if speaking up
N senior high school | Rented W Activ tood | National | 110,000(a day) and of steam Food cost much
raduate house Active o insurance | of boilers and heat Changed job twice
N Junior high school | Own house ||y National | B decontamination Had chronic disease / Father was also ill
raduate insurance
A Junior high school| Rented N Rotirod | Good | National | 8,000 day) Cleaning of tanks, decontamination Couple living on unemployment pay
graduate house insurance
N Junior high school | Own house | | po 7L T National | daily wage plumbing Did a lot of jobs over many years
graduate insurance Wife doing chancy trade as a self-employed
b Fishery sehool | Ownhouse |1 | oo T o National | o daily wage Safety management Changed job 4 times
insurance
| senior high school | Ownhouse | (| poo T T National | o 1970 2,100(a day) and of Changed job 4 times
graduate insurance instruments Farmer/ Has now a steady job
v Dropped out of | Rented N Retired | Good | National | .[300,000Gmonthly) Primary laundry Changed job 6 times/ Eldest son died of illness. and second son
senior high school | house insurance (daily wage paid monthly) lived in a facility for disabled children
Junior high school | Own house . National 1987 8,000(a day) Primary laundry Did a lot of jobs over many years
a IV | Retired | Good 36
graduate insurance
2 Higher elementary | Ownhouse | o FDigestive | National | ,o[1981 6,000(a day) Primary laundry, decontamination Received a surgery for cancer soon after being fired because of|
’ school graduate as cancer | insurance old age
Higher clementars Renal | oo daily wage Assembly of scaffoldings, decontamination Farmer
a() B0 MY | Ownhouse | IV | Diceased | disease, ! 47 Used to do seasonal works
school graduate Snonser | insurance
oz) |Junior high school| Ownhouse| 1 [ T Liver | National | oo 1983 800,000yen monthly pass to wife | Assembly of seaffoldings, decontamination Changed job once
° graduate as cancer | insurance | " |(Was a master) Worked without knowing one’s illness until it got too late
«@ Higher elementary | Own house e Dicoased Stomach Social 56 1983 8,500(a day) clothes arrangement Began to work in NPPs after retirement
school graduate ‘ cancer | insurance (daily wage paid monthly) shipment Farmer
a | seior high school [ Ownhouse | o1 p o T T National | (300, 000Gmonthly) NPP operator(three shift) Doing small business as a sell-employed. Farmer
graduate | | _insurance | | (Includes allowance) Changed job once
“® Elementary | Ownhouse | o o 7T Hyper: Social | /o (200,000(monthly) decontamination, repairing of machinery parts.|Doing small business as a self-employed
school graduate | | tention | insurance (after-tax income) of pipes ousing loan was expensive
Unmarried | senior high school | Rented v active | Good | National | o71400,000(monthly) Decoration and repairing of walls Living willingly but caring own health
single graduate house ‘ insurance (daily wage paid monthly) Changed job twice
b) Dropped out of Rented v Active Good Social 32 300,000(monthly) Steeplejack Changed job 4 times
senior high school | house insurance Doing nightly mah-jong with few exception

Note! As to deceased subjects, the number in “family” column means the number of bereaved family.
Source: Takaki Kazumi: Mazes narrated by NPP day workers; Wage & Social Security NO.993, Rodo Junposha, 1998

2) Daily jobs of NPP workers

Inside an NPP, water contaminated with
radioactive substances always leaks, and the air is
not safe to breath. Protective gear cannot completely
prevent external exposure, and protective masks
are not sufficient to guard workers from internal
exposure.

The work NPP workers perform includes:
scrubbing contaminated floors or pipes; setting up
shields to lessen exposure for valve repair men;
checking and repairing cracks or holes in pipes
or tanks; welding; transporting tools, machinery,
radioactive substances, and nuclear wastes; laying
and removing sheets for lorries when they come in

and out of facilities; washing contaminated protective

gear and masks; removing filter elements (from
radioactive waste evaporator) to clear large trash;
using grinders to scrap rust or peat moss off tanks
inside buildings; inspecting gauges in contaminated
areas (which may entail climbing high places with
a lifeline tied around the waist); and preventing the
erosion of nuclear piles by infusing chemicals. Most
of these ‘dirty jobs were done by irregular workers,
who were exploited by several employers and had
no other means of making a living. A handful of
subcontracted regular employees also perform these
jobs. In a sense, it could be said that executives
of NPP-related businesses earned their fortune at
the expense of these frontline workers. However,

according to information provided by interviewees
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1, 3, 4, and 5, it could not be said that the lowest
subcontractors were in equal partnership with prime

contractors, including electric power companies.

3) People who lost their jobs or died due to
disease

A great number of NPP workers who had been

chronically exposed to radiation suffered from cancer

or heart disease, and many of them died. " Some

of the victims' families, such as their widows and

children, applied for public assistance. (See Table 2

for a trade union’s list of deceased workers.)

Table 2 List of deceased NPP workers living
in Wakasa Bay Area

Compiled by Takaki based on document provided by Unyu Ippan Kansai Namakon-shibu Genpatsu-bunkai(A local
branch of the Transport General Workers' Union)

3%Roman numerals show roughly ; ) status
Year | Age [Subcontra Period of
of | at | ctor's work | Contents of work | Cause of death ete. NB.
status
orlosz| 69 | W 7 gy | deaningl | er|lost weight 5 kg each month but
| decontamination |continued working
02|1985| 62 m - “T5~'85 - subarachnoid Collapsed on the way to work
haemorrhage
03(1984| 68 - - - - lung cancer Son succeeded to his house
I - cloaning/ I
14(1974| 64 I 20rem | T0~'T4 ¢ = langina pectoris
04[1974| 64 1.20rem | 'T0~'7 id jobe_|meina pectori
- 7| 6 j‘h'dnlng of myocardial
05(1975| 63 m - - Second-level
infarction

odd jobs

cleaning/
061975 65 | W | 4.05rem | TL~7s | CheckpoInt L ncer

keeper at

restricted area

07[1976| 63 m 2.4Trem | 'T4~'T6

08[1986] 61 |

driver etc.
09[1982] 70 -

Father was small business owner

10[1977] 58 | I - [Had been on dialysis every week
11[1982| 56 - - Had no children
12/1983| 55 | o - |Son employed by the same company
131972 52 I | 0grem | i~z | clommingd g
odd jobs
- suidness. Died ten
14[1983 49 | I - 62~'83 liver cancer guidness. Died ten
days after sceing a doctor
loml o | @ N - - aceidental death in_|Claim for compensation for workman's
5|1975) 4 accidents was
16[1986( 49 | I - - suicide Thought of NPP labour as a social issuc
odd jobs
After his death fo and children
982| 45 | - - - - accidental des !
17)1982) 45 | necidental death |, 00ged in NPP related works
oy divone | Amassed ex ‘medical bill. Received
181978 44 | m - 0~ v diseas public health care assistance when provider of
decontamination |leukemia 5
he family could not work
19]1980| 408 | W _ _ _ tomach cancer | 105t twolthree kg cach day but continued
| |to work
wolost| 38 | 1 - - N hejob Claim for compensation for workman's
accidental death _|aceidents was

After his death his wife and children,
engaged in NPP related work

21/1975| 38 W | 3.68rem | 'T2~'T5 malignant myoma

22(1982( 20s | - - - - myocardial Wife also engaged in NPP related work

infarction
23(1983 26 | I - - - myocardial Comes from other regions
infarction
24(1977| 26 | I | 4.82rem | 'T3~TT cardiac failure
25[1985] - | - - - lcirrhosis of the liver [Parents were small business owners
No abnormality was found in health
26(1983| 22 1 - '80~'83 | NPP operator |leukemia check sponsored by his company every
|three month
. - Exposed o excessive radiation several
27(1975| - bid - 5 | decontamination [malignant myoma |
%8 - |-| m - - checkpoint | omia

assistant

Source: Takaki Kazumi, Current Analysis of Work and Life Issues of Day Workers —Based on Research
on NPP Day Workers in Wakasa Area, Nihon Fukushi Daigaku Kenkyt-kiyo (Nihon Fukushi
University Bulletin) Issue 79, 1989: 104-105.

4) Exposure dose of regular and irregular workers

Electric power companies in Japan report every
year to the Nuclear Regulation Authority on NPP
workers' radiation exposure. These reports show
a difference of exposure doses between regular
and irregular workers. On 26 July 2012, the online
version of Asahi Shimbun reported that the ‘average
exposure dose of irregular workers, including people

employed by subcontractors, is four-times as much

as regular workers directly employed by electric
power companies. The article went on to report,
‘Almost 90 percent of NPP workers are employed
by subcontractors. Why is their exposure dose so
high? It is because they are not properly educated
on safety measures. Furthermore, they tended to be
allocated more dangerous duties. It is a reflection of
improper labour practice.” (See Charts 3-1 and 3-2)
Even in the 1980s, there was a case of a regular
worker who had allegedly died of radiation exposure.
The man, who died of leukemia, had told his family,
Tt is risky to work as a subcontractor’s employee.
They are exposed to too much radiation. It is only
relatively safe if one works directly under prime

i)

contractors.’

(ten thousand persons)

s .
[CJ Employees of subcontractors m

5 | BB Employecs of elotric power companies - - [

[Total radiation exposure dosel B [

6

’ |
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Source: Nuclear and Industrial Safety Agency

Source: The Citizen's Nuclear Information Centre, “CNIC year book 2010,
Nanatsumori-shokan (2010, Page 233)

Chart 3-1  The number of workers exposed to radiation
and total dose of exposure: as to employees of

electric power companies and subcontractors

(persons & Sv)
150

[Total radiation exposure dosel
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(Fiscal year)

Source: Nuclear and Industrial Safety Agency

Source: The Citizen's Nuclear Information Centre, “CNIC year book 2010
Nanatsumori-shokan (2010, Page 233)

Chart 3-2 Total radiation exposure dose of NPP workers







