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Critical mass

EvenlJapan’spolitical leaders struggle to get an~
the latest example of the government’s1~ ~

ore than nine months after **
Fukushima, funda+
remain up~"

Japan, and th~
what -

50 would have helped to lead the studies needed
Ts to the questions mentioned above.

any times in Japan's recenthistory, the government hashanded
responsibility for dealing with issues involvingtricky scientific concepts
to bureaucrats or politicians. All too often, these officials, not under-
standing the issues, do what governments shouldn’t do — hide the
problem and hope it will go away. In the meantime, politicians fumble
for answers, while ill-informed government spokespeople tell confused
stories that can make them look foolish, irresponsible or deceitful.

Thisis how the governmenthandled Minamata disease caused by
industrial mercury poisoning in the 1950s and 60s, the HIV-tainted
blood products problem in the 1980s, and the BSE scare of a decade
ago. And now it ishow it has handled Fukushima. Fear of spreading
panic, for example, prevented warnings being issued on the dangers
of radiation predicted by simulations. As a result, more residentsthan
necessary were exposed.

The government’s main sources for scientific information for Fuku-
shima were the industry ministry’s Nuclear and Industrial Safety
Agency and the Nudear Safety Commission. Although these bodies
mighthave expertise in nudear-reactor physics, they also have ties to
the nudear industry that create a conflict of interest. And they were
not an effective and prompt source for quick decisions on decontami-
nation or health risks. The government recognized this by shifting
nuclear ing and safety lation functions to a new, as yet

_aattes and
- «aKe On a science
- ago, Japan did claim to
1 a system, installing a scientist

science adviser. Efforts to give the Science Council ofJapan a more
influential role, akin to the US National Academy of Sciences, have
also come up short {see Nature 428, 357; 2004).

Scientists can help tounderstand what is known and, critically, what
cannotbe known about a situation. In the absence of certainty, they
can help to understand the risks involved. They can help to explain
this cogently and clearly to people at large. They can do this from
an unbiased and apolitical perspective, so that even if circumstances
change they can change their assessment with less risk of being criti-
cized for political motives. And they give the politicians both cover
for unpopular decisionsand, in the case of a political appointee such
as an adviser, a trusted personal relationship.

Japan can do better. The Japanese people deserve better. m

Error of judgment

The European Court of lustice was wrong to
weigh in on the definition of a human embryo.

The question of when a formless dump of developing cells can
truly be said to become ahuman will never have a dlear answer.
It depends on whom you ask: biologists, theologians, and pro-
life and pro-choice campaigners have all wrestled with the concept for
years. Regulations that cover the relevant scientific fields and issues
shoul dtake all these conflicting views into account. Not everybody will
behappy with the outcome, but, by definition, noteverybody can be.

In October, the European Court of Justice (ECJ) took on the

15 DECEMBER 2011 | VOL 480 | RATURE | 291
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Redesigning “Basic Energy Plan”
Primary Energy Breakdown in 2030
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