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THE BATTLE FOR FUKUSHIMA’S REPUTATION

Steve Terada
Volunteer Disaster Risk Communicator

Abstract - Fukushima Prefecture has a negative reputation. People everywhere continue to

believe that Fukushima is unsafe due to high radiation levels and that its locally grown foods

should not be eaten. This negative assessment is not based on the prefecture’s current status,

but from perceptions formed after the March 2011 nuclear accident. Fukushima residents

asked me to tell the world the truth about Fukushima and to help them overcome their

negative reputation. I agreed, and in 2019 I moved from Hawaii to Fukushima City to

accomplish that mission.

1. Introduction

I am a third-generation Japanese American whose
grandparents emigrated from Kumamoto, Japan to
Hawaii. I went to Fukushima for the first time in June
2011 with Rotarians on a humanitarian mission.
Unfortunately, I had to leave after only one day but I
promised Rotarians that I would someday return. I went
back seven years later and learned the prefecture was
still considered unsafe from nuclear radiation. Residents
asked me to help dispel the prefecture’s negative
reputation by telling the public the facts about
Fukushima. They said that since I had no family in
Fukushima and I came from the United States, I would
be considered objective when I spoke to people.

My wife and I moved from Hawaii to Fukushima City
in 2019. It was a difficult decision to relocate because
Japan is not an easy place for foreigners to live. My
mission was unprecedented and I created a unique
strategy to solve a difficult and uncommon problem: I
became a self-appointed volunteer who did not work for
the government or other organization and I would tell
the world Fukushima's story. My volunteer status
helped me to be seen as objective and that was very
important for my mission. I was cautioned by residents,
however, that they found it difficult to change negative
perceptions of Fukushima and it would also be difficult

for me.
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2. The Situation

The Government of Japan was criticized for its
post-disaster management but it made several decisions
that positively affected the health of residents. Residents
were evacuated and people were prevented from eating
locally grown foods. The government also decided that
the nuclear plant would not be entombed like Chernobyl
but would be decommissioned, and evacuated areas
would be revitalized to create new towns and industries.
The large-scale industrial revitalization, if successful,
could also become a model and help other regions in
Japan to create a better future.

In 2018 I learned that most Fukushima people lived
normal lives and except for the evacuated areas, I saw
no physical reminders of the 2011 disaster. I was
surprised to learn that people globally still believed that
Fukushima was unsafe because of radiation, and they
did not know that Fukushima had made tremendous
progress in its disaster recovery, or revitalization. The
lack of knowledge was, in my opinion, the basic reason
Fukushima was viewed negatively. Non-stop media
coverage of the nuclear disaster in 2011 had badly
stigmatized Fukushima as an unsafe place, and seven
years of revitalization progress was not transparent so
people around the world did not know Fukushima’s
current condition.

I studied what may have caused Fukushima’s
negative reputation and the explanations included lack

of trust in TEPCO and the government, fear and
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misunderstanding of radiation, concern for evacuated
residents, uncertainty for the future of evacuated areas,
improper management of nuclear waste and “Tritium
water,” and the decommissioning of Daiichi Nuclear
Power Plant. I strongly believed that information
related to these topics was the key to overcoming the

negative perceptions of Fukushima.
3. My Strategy

I had to explain how Fukushima had improved since
the nuclear accident. The government was informing
the public about Fukushima's status by promoting its
food products and the 2020 Tokyo Summer Olympic
Games. However, people wondered how and why
Fukushima went from a dangerous place in 2011 to a
safe place seven years later. I wanted to help them
understand by explaining the facts of revitalization
progression. I worked with government offices to obtain
current information but I was not a government
spokesperson. I was a volunteer observer of conditions
in Fukushima who then explained to others what I had
learned. I gave speeches to Rotary Clubs and other
groupsl), in newspaper columns and articles?, and on
interviews on TV, YouTube and radio programs3>. This
strategy was successful and people told me that my
presentation or article helped them to open their minds
and to appreciate what Fukushima Prefecture has
accomplished.

I assembled an energetic team of volunteers to
execute the mission. I started with a few people in
Hawaii and Washington D.C. and added Fukushima
team members. I am not fluent in Japanese so team
members helped me with interpreting and translation.
Our team currently has over 30 people.

My research about Fukushima’s revitalization focused
on radiation risk, agriculture and marine product
radiation safety, evacuated areas, decommissioning,
business revitalization, and health monitoring. My
sources of information included residents, newspaper
articles, online sites, engineers, university professors,
doctors, NPOs, civilian associations, national government
officials, and prefectural and municipal officials. It is
difficult to understand Fukushima’s revitalization because
there are many separate and interconnected parts and
information about them is located in many different places
(*). A great deal of online information about Fukushima is
outdated or not believable. All this explains the public’'s

lack of understanding of revitalization progress such as in
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one survey where 47% of respondents “see scant progress
in reconstruction after 2011 disaster®.”

I highly recommend four places where residents and
foreigners can learn about Fukushima's revitalization:
Environmental Regeneration Plaza in Fukushima City,
Commutan Fukushima in Miharu, TEPCO Decommis-
sioning Archive Center in Tomioka, and the Fukushima
Innovation Coast Framework - Fukushima Innovation
Promotion Office in Fukushima City. The Fukushima
International Association has a multi-language site with

extensive online resources.
4. Conclusions

The world does not know Fukushima Prefecture’s
current situation. Fukushima is not well known because
foreign people historically and today do not come to the
prefecture. Its post-disaster revitalization program is
complex and hard to understand. Accurate media
coverage is lacking. All of these together create a
difficult barrier for people to understand Fukushima
today, but the Tokyo 2020 Summer Olympic Games
present a large and timely media platform for updating
global perceptions about Fukushima. Recent, highly
publicized, multi-country objections to serving
Fukushima-grown food to Olympic athletes is a painful
reminder of the extensive misunderstanding about
Fukushima’s level of danger. I have been successful in
informing people about Fukushima’s current status but
much more is needed. A major information campaign by
the world media is needed before the Olympics arrive,
and if this does not happen there is a great possibility
that past negative media messages about Fukushima

will be recycled in 2020.
(*) Useful Information Sites/Sources

Environmental Regeneration Plaza, Commutan Miharu,
TEPCO Decommissioning Center, Fukushima Innovation
Fukushima Medical

University, Nagasaki University, Fukushima International

Coast Promotion Organization,

Association, International Affairs Division - Fukushima
Prefectural Gov't.,, Fukushima River & National Highway
Office - Ministry of Land Infrastructure, Transport &
Tourism, NPO Global Mission Japan, Rotary International,

and Radio Fukushima.
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