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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. ⅰ）

　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. ⅱ） 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. 

　Key words：nuclear power plants, NPP workers, worker dispatching,
radiation-exposed workers, work-life issues
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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,Monjyu,Mihama,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 ⅲ） and their 
serious health problems remain largely hidden from 
the public. ⅳ）

　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 
disaster.’ ⅴ）

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. ⅵ）

　As a result of pol i t ical  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 



社会医学研究．第 31 巻 1 号．Bulletin of Social Medicine, Vol.31（1）2014

― 11 ―

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 
been much smaller than the electric power firm and 
their direct agents.
　Mr R., an NPP worker in his fifties who was 
employed by a third-level subcontractor, told me: 

‘Until 1981, my employer gave me a sheet of paper 
with the amount of my wage written on it, but since 
1982 a the word jirei (letter of appointment) was 
added. There were subcontracted NPP workers who 

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 
pil lars :‘kenkhoken’ and ‘kokumin-kenkhoken 
(kokuho).’ The former is for employees of private 
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)
May 1980

（20 days）
June 1982

（21 days）
November 

1984

Basic wage: 100,000 yen 11,300 yen 157,500 yen

Overtime allowance: 7,820 yen 3,316 yen 1,970 yen

Holiday allowance: 6,250 yen
（per day）

13,250 yen
（two days） 0 yen

Total: 114,070 yen 127,866 yen 159,470 yen

Net income: 100,000 yen 110,000 yen 140,000 yen

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

Table 1　List of the survery’s subjects(in order of belonging stratum)
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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. ⅶ） 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 

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, 

‘It 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 
contractors.’ ⅷ）

Chart 3-1　The number of workers exposed to radiation 

and total dose of exposure: as to employees of 

electric power companies and subcontractors

Chart 3-2　Total radiation exposure dose of NPP workers




