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Abstract 

 

The following extended essay investigates two of the most impressive accidents of the late 

20
th

 and early 21
th

 century, namely the nuclear catastrophes of Chernobyl and Fukushima 

Daiichi. Its aim is to investigate the impacts and the reactions entailed by those accidents. 

Various effects on different social domains can be retained, and the extended essay attempts 

to focus on what extend the impacts of the nuclear catastrophes of Chernobyl and Fukushima 

can be compared on populations, media and politics. In essence, the reactions of the 

concerned governments, communist USSR and capitalist Japan will be juxtaposed, such as the 

attitude of the concerned populations and the world, informed by media. 

In order to carry out the research, mostly secondary sources will be used such as newspaper 

articles, reports and books in English, French and German. Moreover, the help and the 

testimonial of Mr. Alain de Halleux were extremely helpful and instructive. Indeed, he 

investigated on nuclear energy and produced two documentaries for ARTE; 

“Chernobyl4ever” and “Récits de Fukushima”. An interview with Mr. de Halleux allowed a 

unique perception of the situation in the Ukraine and in Japan. 

Finally, the conclusion of this investigation will underline that the two nuclear catastrophes 

can be compared to some extent and that in 25 years, efforts concerning the accommodation 

of the population have been made. However, similar mistakes such as hiding information 

entailing harmful consequences and oblivion of the dangerousness of the catastrophes can 

also be underlined. Indeed, nuclear industry is damaging when radioactivity is released. 

Therefore, it should continuously be watched and improved, because human errors and 

inattention inevitably leads to horrible aftermaths.   
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Introduction 
 

Chernobyl, on April 26, 1986 and Fukushima Daiichi, on March 11, 2011 are synonym of the 

two worst and most damaging nuclear catastrophes in modern history. Only 25 years, and a 

complete different political and historical context separate them. However, the population of 

the Ukraine and Japan suffered immensely, exposed to radioactive contamination as well as to 

unreliable information about their fate. 

One could say that human weakness and errors are more likely to be the cause of those 

catastrophes rather than natural catastrophes. Technology is not inerrable and thus can turn 

against humanity. Two nuclear catastrophes in an interval of 25 years is worrying; many 

reasons could be cited to explain this phenomenon, from a scientifically and a sociological 

point of view. This extended essay does not intend to judge nuclear industry; however its aim 

is to compare those two major events, to elucidate the common errors or the common actions, 

but also to underline improvements. How different was the reaction of politics in communist 

Ukraine from capitalist Japan? How did the media influence the population, and how did 

people react to their fate? While trying to expose the two catastrophes, the essay will 

emphasise their immediate impact on population, politics and media, and attempt to answer 

the question whether, due to their different socio-political context, they can be compared. 
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Chernobyl 
 

  



5 
 

Historical context 

 

The first nuclear accident to be labelled with a 7 on the INES
1
 scale was the nuclear 

catastrophe of Chernobyl on April 26, 1986
2
. The Ukraine was part of the USSR, which just 

saw a new leader come to power in 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev. The accident happened in the 

very beginning of Gorbachev’s mandate, which only added a burden on his leadership and 

provoked an international as well as a national crisis.  

The Ukrainian population considered this accident as one more in a long line of hardships, 

which dated under the Tsars, and reached terrible peaks with Staline’s “Holodomor” the 

organised starving of millions of Ukrainians
3
. 

 

Description of the accident  

 

The Chernobyl nuclear power plant, located close to the border of Belarus, has been named 

after the Ukrainian city of Chernobyl, 14 km away.  

The accident in Chernobyl was provoked by human errors. Indeed, in the night of April 25, 

1986, the workers and engineers decided to simulate a power blackout in order to test some 

new configurations on the turbines. However, during this procedure, the cooling system of 

reactor 4 failed, triggering a violent explosion at about 1 a.m. on April 26
4
. Thus, the reactor 

was destroyed and the power plant highly damaged. Without any doubt, it was a lack in 

security measures that caused the accident. 

The explosion released a 190 ton radioactive cloud during 10 days. Shortly after the 

explosion, 134 emergency workers or “liquidators” trying to extinguish the fire, were exposed 

to highly radioactive radiations. A few days later, they were joined by more workers, and for 

two years about 600 000 liquidators were on-site attempting to control the situation.
5
  

                                                           
1
 INES: International Nuclear and Radiological Event Scale 

2
Reaktorkatastrophe in Tschernobyl: Uberblick/ Hintergrund, (n.d) [Online], Available: 

http://www.agenda21-treffpunkt.de/dossier/Tschernobyl.htm [ 27 Aug 2012]   
3
 Staline’s Forced Famine 1932-1933: 7 000 000 Deaths, (n.d.) [ Online], Available: 

http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/genocide/stalin.htm [ 11 Sep] 
4
 Adams, R. (1996) The accident at Chernobyl: What caused the explosion? [Online], Available: 

http://atomicinsights.com/1996/04/accident-at-chernobyl-caused-explosion.html  
5
What was the extent of the Chernobyl accident? , (n.d.) [ Online], Available:  

http://www.greenfacts.org/en/chernobyl/l-3/1-chernobyl-accident.htm#0p0 [ 24 Feb 2012] 

http://www.agenda21-treffpunkt.de/dossier/Tschernobyl.htm
http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/genocide/stalin.htm
http://atomicinsights.com/1996/04/accident-at-chernobyl-caused-explosion.html
http://www.greenfacts.org/en/chernobyl/l-3/1-chernobyl-accident.htm#0p0
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One month after the accident, authorities ordered the immediate construction of a 

sarcophagus, covering reactor 4 hoping to minimise radioactive contamination. Thus, this 

sarcophagus, erected in difficult working condition and in a highly radioactive environment, 

was constructed in hurry (June to November 1986) but was deteriorating over the time
6
. 

Rapidly, the rumour concluded that the authorities were seeking to hide this accident, only 

harmful to Soviet prestige
7
. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reaction of media and politics 

 

The Soviet government did not communicate the nuclear accident to the world. In essence, the 

radioactive cloud spread over northwest Europe and contaminated 40% of European 

countries
8
. It became noticeable in Scandinavia, when engineers measured abnormal high 

radioactive particles in the atmosphere. They first thought nuclear power plants on the Baltics 

would be deficient, until they discovered that the radioactive cloud originated in the USSR. 

Also, 70% of radioactive fallout providing from the Ukraine was measured in Belarus.
9
  

The world did not hear of a possible nuclear accident until April 28, 1986
10

, two days later. 

Indeed, in first response to Scandinavian reports, Moscow denied any problems of atomic sort 

in its territory. However, as the world public supposed the radioactive materials were the 

                                                           
6
 Chronlogy, ( n.d) [ Online], Available: 

 http://pripyat.com/en/chronology.html [ 12 Sep 2012] 
7
  De Halleux, A. Interviewed by : Geier, C.( 4th June 2012) 

8
 De Halleux, A. Interviewed by : Geier, C.( 4th June 2012) 

9
 Reaktorkatastrophe in Tschernobyl: Uberblick/ Hintergrund, (n.d) [Online], Available: 

http://www.agenda21-treffpunkt.de/dossier/Tschernobyl.htm  [ 27 Aug 2012]  
10

 1986: Soviets admit nuclear accident, ( n.d.) [ Online], Available: 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/april/28/newsid_2500000/2500975.stm [ 11 Sep 2012] 

http://pripyat.com/en/chronology.html
http://www.agenda21-treffpunkt.de/dossier/Tschernobyl.htm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/april/28/newsid_2500000/2500975.stm
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result of the test of an atomic bomb, the Soviets, put under pressure, admitted a nuclear 

accident in the evening of April 28
11

. The specially appointed Governmental Commission 

ordered the evacuation of the inhabitants of Pripyat in the afternoon on April 27
th

, after a first 

refusal on the 26
th

. On May 2
nd

, 1986, the Governmental Commission decided to evacuate all 

inhabitants living in a perimeter of 30 km from the nuclear power plants
12

. This zone became 

known as the “Exclusion Zone”, considered to be the most contaminated area.  More than 330 

000 people were relocated
13

 such as all industrial and agricultural activities were stopped and 

relocated. 

Furthermore, since Soviets rarely communicated any catastrophes within their borders, the 

world opinion understood the importance of this accident, the first in that kind. The world was 

shocked by this nuclear catastrophe, and there was a strong international willingness to 

support the Ukraine. Hence, in order to fully benefit from the international aid, the Soviets 

faked data concerning the remaining combustible. Soviets stated that only 5% had exploded, 

although nowadays experts are convinced that 96% vanished in the atmosphere
14

. 

Furthermore, most initiatives and international projects concerning Chernobyl were 

established once the Ukraine gained its independence in 1991. 

 

Impact on Ukrainian society 

 

The population was completely unprepared for a nuclear catastrophe. The nuclear power plant 

was considered to be safe, since it had been recently opened (in 1978)
15

.  

International media especially focused on the “Chernobyl victims”. Only a few images from 

the nuclear power plant were broadcasted, so the media focused on the locals. It became usual 

to show bald children, very pale, waiting for medical analysis, or the precarious situation most 

refugees had to live in. Thus, many inhabitants who had to flee from the highly contaminated 

zone suffered from post-traumatic syndromes and anxiety. Hence, by being constantly 

                                                           
11

1986: Soviets admit nuclear accident, ( n.d.) [ Online], Available:  

http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/april/28/newsid_2500000/2500975.stm [ 11 Sep 2012] 
12

Chronlogy, ( n.d) [ Online], Available: 

 http://pripyat.com/en/chronology.html  [ 12 Sep 2012]  
13

 What impact did Chernobyl and its aftermath have on local communities?, (n.d.) [ Online], Available:  

http://www.greenfacts.org/en/chernobyl/l-3/5-social-economic-impacts.htm#0p0) [ 11 Sep 2012] 
14

  De Halleux, A. Interviewed by : Geier, C.( 4th June 2012) 
15

 De Halleux, A. Interviewed by : Geier, C.( 4th June 2012) 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/april/28/newsid_2500000/2500975.stm
http://pripyat.com/en/chronology.html
http://www.greenfacts.org/en/chernobyl/l-3/5-social-economic-impacts.htm#0p0
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labelled as “victims” and “sufferers” from the media and their government (special 

allowances were granted), they lost their self-esteem and considered themselves as invalids.
16

 

Moreover, many Ukrainians were shocked and angry by the reaction of the government 

concerning their situation. Indeed, they accused them of lying, as authorities assured that 

human health would not be affected by the catastrophe, and felt abandoned when the 

Governmental Commission refused to permit the evacuation of Pripyat on April 26. The fact 

that Gorbachev did not come on-site to visit the population also entailed indignation. Indeed, 

he had usually sought to create a contact with the Soviet population, as part of his new 

reforms
17

, but did not come to support the Ukrainians.  

 

Long-term consequences 

 

Many long-term consequences of the Chernobyl accident can be mentioned and analysed. 

However, the essay will only focus on some consequences, but one should keep in mind that 

the situation is a lot more complex, be it on an environmental, political or social context. 

Moreover, many people suffer from diseases due to radioactivity
18

.  

Firstly, according to some statements, the Chernobyl accident accelerated the process of the 

collapse of the USSR. Indeed, it created energy problems and massive financial expenditures, 

apparently “hundreds of billions of dollars”
19

. Indeed, the costs of the accident were 

extremely high, due to the resettlement of the inhabitants, the decontamination process, social 

health care and expenditures. Chernobyl being the first nuclear accident, its management of 

the crisis was not straightforward, and a lot of money and resources were wasted by taking 

wrong decisions
20

. Moreover, the accident mirrored a defective and weakening Soviet 

industry. Internal problems were triggered by the handling of the catastrophe. For example, 

the head of the appointed Governmental Commission changed four times
21

. 

                                                           
16

 What was the psychological impact on exposed populations?, ( n.d.) [ Online], Available: 

http://www.greenfacts.org/en/chernobyl/l-3/2-health-effects-chernobyl.htm#1p0 [ 12 Sep 2012] 
17

 Gorbatschow: Wir müssen das durchstehen, ( n.d.) [ Online], Available: 

 http://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-13519667.html [ 27 Jul 2012] 
18

 Chernobyl death toll grossly underestimated, ( n.d.) [ Online], Available: 

http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/news/features/chernobyl-deaths-180406/ [ 13 Sep 2012] 
19

 What was the economic cost of the Chernobyl accident?, (n.d.) [ Online], Available:  

http://www.greenfacts.org/en/chernobyl/index.htm#5   [ 12 Sep 2012] 
20

 Chernobyl4ever, ( 2010), [ film] Directed by Alain de Halleux. France: CRESCENDO FILMS 
21

 Gorbatschow: Wir müssen das durchstehen, ( n.d.) [ Online], Available: 

 http://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-13519667.html  [ 27 Jul 2012] 

http://www.greenfacts.org/en/chernobyl/l-3/2-health-effects-chernobyl.htm#1p0
http://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-13519667.html
http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/news/features/chernobyl-deaths-180406/
http://www.greenfacts.org/en/chernobyl/index.htm#5
http://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/print/d-13519667.html
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Furthermore, due to a lack of electric power supply, the Soviets decided to reopen the nuclear 

power plant of Chernobyl. It was cold shutdown December 2000. A cooperation of the U.E., 

the U.S.A. and the Ukraine developed a project called NSC (New Safe Confinement) Indeed, 

the actual sarcophagus of Chernobyl, constructed shortly after the catastrophe, is 

deteriorating. The new confinement is supposed to cover the old sarcophagus. However, the 

Ukrainian government focused more on the preparation of the hosting of the European 

Football Championship rather than on the Chernobyl matter. The NSC is planned to be 

achieved in 2015, however it is doubtable if the deadline will be met
22

. 

The project of the NSC and the management of the Chernobyl site has become a major 

concern for critics. By denunciating political and financial scheming, it seems clear that 

corruption paralyses the evolution of the situation. Since most experts agree that only a 

minimal amount of combustible remained inside the reactor after the explosion, the 

construction of the new sarcophagus is considered to be superfluous and unnecessarily 

noxious for workers. According to the critics, more effort should be made to handle other 

problems, as for example the nuclear waste.
23

 

 

 

Project New Safe Confinement (NSC) 

 

Furthermore, another worrying consequence of Chernobyl is oblivion. Indeed, 25 years after 

the accident, people start to forget the disaster. Chernobyl is often considered as part of 

history since it happened during the Communist area. The memory of the accident is losing 

importance. For the younger generation, it has become a video game “S.T.A.L.K.E.R: 

Shadow of Chernobyl”, and is gradually drifting to the realm of fiction. Critics argue that the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 
22

 Chouha, M. (2011)  Tchernobyl, 25 ans et après...Fukushima Paris : Tec & Doc.  
23

Chernobyl4ever, ( 2010), [ film] Directed by Alain de Halleux. France: CRESCENDO FILMS  



10 
 

NSC will only accelerate the process of oblivion concerning Chernobyl, as the site will be 

completely covered. Moreover, they argue that nuclear industry will only profit from this lack 

of protest against the implantation of other nuclear power plants. Indeed, the Ukraine plans to 

open 22 nuclear power plants until 2030, and part of the electricity produced will be exported 

to the E.U.
24

 

  

                                                           
24

 Chernobyl4ever, ( 2010), [ film] Directed by Alain de Halleux. France: CRESCENDO FILMS 
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Fukushima Daiichi 
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Historical context 

 

The Tohoku Earthquake, stroke Japan on March 11, 2011 at 2:46 pm.   The earthquake was 

labelled with magnitude 9 and triggered a particularly damaging tsunami. The tsunami 

reached the shore one hour after the earthquake, and three sea waves devastated many 

villages, towns and fields on the east coast of the main island Honshu.
25

 

 

Description of the accident 

 

Security measures were immediately applied to the four nuclear power plants of the region 

Tohoku.  Whereas the majority is located on hill, Fukushima Daiichi and Daiini were 

constructed nearby the shore. Therefore, the tsunami attained the nuclear power plants of 

Fukushima. The damages of Fukushima Daiini could be controlled and fixed, unlike 

Fukushima Daiichi.  Explosions occurred in three reactor buildings.
26

  

A “nuclear emergency status” was declared in the evening: the population living in a 

perimeter of 3 km from Fukushima Daiichi had to be evacuated, and inhabitants living in a 

perimeter of 10 km had to be prepared for an eventual evacuation
27

.  

Since high amounts of radioactivity were released, the security zone was extended to 30 km.  

130 000 inhabitants were either ordered to be evacuated or to stay confined at home. An 

impressive amount of workers, engineers, firemen and experts were sent on-site.
28

 

 

  

                                                           
25

 Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck, .p.19 
26

 Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck, .p.57 
27

 Japan earthquake triggers nuclear shutdown, ( n.d.) [ Online], Available: 

 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-12711707 [ 3 Sep 2012] 
28

 Mulot, R. and Khalatbari, A. ( 2012)“ A Fukushima, une décontamination à marche forcée“ Sciences et Avenir 

pp. 70-71. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-12711707
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Reaction of politics and media: Relation of Tepco and the Japanese Government

  

Natural catastrophes such as earthquakes and tsunami are quite current in Japan, and regular 

emergency exercises prepare the population to an appropriate behaviour in case of a 

catastrophe. Thus, the rescue missions of the government could be efficiently applied and 

according to statements
29

, chaos could be avoided. Police and the deployment of 50 000 

helpers on the first day of the earthquake allowed rescuing many endangered people.  

Fundraisings were also organised by 130 states and by least 40 organisations
30

.   

However, disagreements among authorities retarded the rehabilitation of the situation. Hence 

the population denounced the government, as it appeared to be uncoordinated and constantly 

adjourning important decisions, especially concerning the nuclear power plants of Fukushima 

Daiichi. Due to the overall dissatisfaction of his leadership during the crisis, Prime Minister 

Naoto Kan decided to resign, and the Diet appointed Yoshihiko Noda DPJ
31

, Minister of 

Finances, as new Prime Minister in September 2011
32

.  

The connection between the plant owner Tepco and the government is interesting. Indeed, the 

company provides most of the main electric utility in Japan. In March 2011, it was the largest 

private-owned company in the world, until in July 2012 the government decided to nationalise 

it in order to avoid a bailout
33

, since the crisis was extremely costly. Tepco is indeed one of 

the most important financial backers of the government. Since 1976, it provided 70% of 

individual donation to the party LDP.
34

  

The company always had a strong relationship with the government, as it contributed to 

Japan’s independence to 84% from energy import. Indeed, after the bombing of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki in 1945, Japanese authorities, impressed by the power of America due to 

nuclear energy, wanted to strive for industrialisation and modernity by developing an 

independent nuclear industry. Since Japan does not possess many natural resources, 450 

                                                           
29

 Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck.p. 104 
30

Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck.p 117 
31

 DPJ: Democratic Party of Japan 
32

  Yoshihiko Noda becomes Japan’s new prime minister, ( n.d.) [ Online], Available: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-14712541 [ 4 Sep 2012] 
33

 TEPCO get Y1 tril in public funds, putting it under gov’t control, ( 31 Jul 2012) [  Online] , Available: 

http://www.japantoday.com/category/national/view/tepco-gets-y1-tril-in-public-funds-putting-it-under-govt-

control [ 4 Sep 2012] 
34

Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck, p 79 

LDP: Liberal Democratic Party of Japan 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-14712541
http://www.japantoday.com/category/national/view/tepco-gets-y1-tril-in-public-funds-putting-it-under-govt-control
http://www.japantoday.com/category/national/view/tepco-gets-y1-tril-in-public-funds-putting-it-under-govt-control
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billion Yen are invested yearly in nuclear research by the government. After 60 years of 

intense research in nuclear energy, Japan had the reputation of the world’s best knowhow and 

technology in nuclear energy, and it exported massively
35

. Moreover, one uncovered in 2002 

that Tepco falsified its data about nuclear power plants, thus problems had not been reported 

to the government. Although all nuclear power plants had to be checked due to the revelation, 

Tepco did not pay the penitent fee
36

. 

However, despite their close collaboration, Tepco and the government had internal 

communication problems. Indeed, the media communicated more facts about the nuclear 

power plant rather than the company itself.
37

 The Tohoku Earthquake was extremely 

mediatised all around the world. Whereas foreign media especially focused on the nuclear 

crisis of Fukushima Daiichi, Japanese media firstly concentrated on the population of 

Tohoku.
38

 

 

Impact on Japanese society 

 

For the Japanese population, the events of March 2011 were extremely difficult to endure. On 

top of one of the biggest earthquakes and a devastating tsunami, a nuclear crisis worsened the 

situation. In total, approximately 80 000 “atomic refugees” moved (temporarily) away and 

were mostly accommodated by relatives
39

. 

Those “atomic refugees” were not necessarily only from Fukushima. Indeed, many rich 

Japanese flee to Hong Kong for some time, as well as about one fourth of the 2.2 million 

foreigners living in Japan. The majority followed their embassies, and 80% of foreign 

students did not return to the University of Tokyo for the next academic year. Although their 

                                                           
35

 Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck.p.83 
3636

 Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck,p.79   
37

 Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck,p 55 
38

 Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck, p. 128 
39

Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck,.p 139 
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flight was only temporary, many Japanese were disappointed by the attitude of those “flyjin” ( 

from Japanese “gaijin” “foreigner” and English” to fly”)
40

. 

Quite a few inhabitants held the government responsible for the nuclear catastrophe. The 40
th

 

anniversaries of the nuclear power plants of Fukushima Daiichi were to be celebrated on 

March 26, 2011
41

. The power plants were indeed among the oldest in Japan and constructed 

on a seismic zone, therefore many inhabitants argued that they should have been destroyed.  

Moreover, discrimination against inhabitants of the security zone was current all over Japan. 

As an example, children from Fukushima who had moved to another city were not accepted in 

the community, because of contamination rumours.  

In March 2012, 10 out of the 54 reactors were working, and due to the lack of nuclear power, 

people saved electricity, and managed to adapt to the new situation. However, the government 

supported the nuclear restart, despite protest among the population
42

. Nuclear issues had never 

been mentioned in politics; however the inaugural party meeting of the first green party in 

July 2012, Greens Japan, proved that mentalities have changed
43

. 

 

  

                                                           
40

 Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck,.p.122 
41

Coulmas, F. and Staplers, J. ( 2011)  Fukushima- Vom Erdbeben zur atomaren Katastrophe. München: C.H. 

Beck, p.63  
42

 Jauvert, V. ( 2012)“ Fukushima: et si le pire était à venir?“ Le Nouvel Observateur 23 to 29
th

 of August, p. 12 
43

 Les Verts se lancent en politique, ( n.d.) [ Online], Available: 

http://www.courrierinternational.com/article/2011/12/08/les-verts-se-lancent-en-politique [ 3 Jun 2012] 

http://www.courrierinternational.com/article/2011/12/08/les-verts-se-lancent-en-politique
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Main differences 

 

As stated in the introduction and developed in the previous chapters, both catastrophes caused 

immense suffering for the populations and had substantial political and economic impacts. 

Thus, this chapter will emphasise their main differences. 

 

Television vs. Internet 

 

The media played a significant part in reporting the catastrophes as well as in influencing 

politicians and population. Indeed, depending on the political system, more or less important 

information concerning the situation was released. 

All combustible of reactor 4 in Chernobyl evaporated in the atmosphere. Thus, experts 

consider the worst over. Indeed, the major issue consists now to decontaminate the Exclusion 

Zone and to build the NSC. 

However, only few people know about the remaining 264 tons of radioactive bars in the 

cooling pool of reactor 4 of Fukushima Daiichi. Since the reactor stands on a seismic zone, 

the consequence would be devastating if the basin happened to flow out.  Tepco is currently 

unable to remove the bars, but is working on solutions. However, the international community 

criticises the fact that Japan avoids international help to solve the problem
44

. 

The matter of the reactor 4 of Fukushima was kept secret for a long time. However, due to the 

freedom of expression, Japan is more under observation than was the USSR in the 80’s about 

the handling of the nuclear catastrophe. Indeed, as opposition to the 80’s, the world has 

become more transparent, entailing facilities in discovering about such matters. 

Since Japanese media are supposed to be free, more information can be transmitted about the 

crisis. However, only very little information is available from the Soviets concerning the 

reactors of Chernobyl comparing to the information flood from nowadays. 

Indeed, the main medium for relating the catastrophe of Chernobyl was the (censored) 

television. Fewer channels existed in the 80’s, so images shown were easily remembered, 

since television was the only possibility to watch documentaries on Chernobyl. However, no 

                                                           
44

 Jauvert, V. ( 2012)“ Fukushima: et si le pire était à venir?“ Le nouvel observateur, 23 to 29th of August pp. 9-

12 
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cameras were on-site when the explosion happened, and the Soviets did not broadcast many 

images of the nuclear power plant
45

. Thus the remaining images were all the more striking. 

On the other hand, a lot of information via internet was spread throughout the world about the 

crisis in Japan. Indeed, impressive amounts of life-videos of the tsunami or even the explosion 

of the reactors were shared on social networks. Those pictures of the catastrophe gradually 

became routine for a period. People became accustomed to these reports and stopped reacting 

to them. Indeed, this information flood had the disadvantage to trigger a disinterest 

concerning Japanese actuality. 

 

Pasmatim vs. Mûjo 

 

Experts and journalists observed a difference in mentality concerning Ukrainians and 

Japanese, reacting differently as to their fate. Indeed, the Slavic population of the Ukraine 

uses the proverb and attitude of “pasmatim- we will see”. This attitude is perceived as very 

fatalistic, especially concerning the damages caused by the nuclear catastrophe on Ukrainian 

economy and population. Indeed, the majority does not seem to be excessively indignant 

about the situation. 

In Japan, the keyword is “mujô”, originating from Buddhism. This philosophy declares that 

“nothing stays constant”, and that people should be prepared to cope with everything. 

Moreover, some Japanese argue that “what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger”, since the 

catastrophe of Fukushima Daiichi cannot be worse than the atomic bombs launched on 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki
46

.  

However, distrust in their governments concerning the real dangerousness of radioactivity can 

be observed as a common feature of those two very different cultures. Indeed, the 

dissatisfaction was such that Prime Minister Kan decided to resign and that the Ukrainian in 

the late 80’s felt more than ever the urge to become independent. 
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Changes in Europe 

 

Chernobyl and Fukushima had a substantial impact on Europe, be it on a political or 

environmental level. Although people tend to forget those catastrophes, they can be 

considered as a cause of some decisions concerning measures for energy and security in 

nuclear power plants.  

Many critics argue that privatisation of the power plants in the 80’s is partly responsible for 

the accidents. Indeed, according to them, the security measures are weak and employees work 

in difficult conditions, under which human errors can rapidly happen.  

Hence, Belgium voted to stop nuclear industry in 1995
47

, and Germany was intensely 

committed to research for renewable energies. Also, its Green Party “Grüne” became more 

influential and powerful. The French did not change their nuclear program, and President 

Giscard d’Estaing even stated that “the radioactive cloud would stop at the border”
48

.  

Fukushima Daiich reopened the debates started after Chernobyl. For example, as a 

consequence of the nuclear accident, Germany decided to close all its nuclear power plants by 

2020. Political changes in Germany also occurred, as for example the establishment of the 

power of the “Grüne” Party via the mandate of the first “Grüne” Ministerpräsident in Baden 

Württemberg
49

 and Italy voted via referendum to abandon nuclear industry
50

. 

Finally the two nuclear catastrophes triggered an ecological conscience throughout Europe. 

Indeed, a lot of effort is put in some countries in renewable energies, and low-consuming 

energy devices belong gradually to every-day life. 
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Conclusion  

Chernobyl and Fukushima will be remembered as the two most damaging nuclear 

catastrophes in the recent history of nuclear industry. Both catastrophes were handled 

differently by their governments, and were differently mediatised.  

Chernobyl was the first nuclear accident of this magnitude, and the Soviet Union, about to 

collapse, preferred not to communicate this issue.  

On the other hand, Japan was already observed by the media when the accident of Fukushima 

happened, creating sensation added to the natural catastrophe.  

Both populations suffered, had to be evacuated with more or less organisation, and have been 

exposed to radioactive fallout noxious for human health. 

The Ukrainians under Soviet rule in the 80’s would not have as much knowledge about the 

dangers of radioactivity. After the Soviet collapse and several studies about the effects of 

Chernobyl, the nuclear lobby would minimise the damages, and most countries continued to 

support nuclear industry.  

After the accident of Fukushima Daiichi, however, the world opinion reconsidered the use of 

nuclear power plants. Moreover, green organisations such as Greenpeace would display 

different data than the ones from organisations such as the IAEA
51

.  

The costs of Chernobyl were extremely high, and might have acted as a cataclysm for the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. The minimum cost of Chernobyl is guessed to be 400 milliards 

euro, but most data is incomplete. 

According to some experts, the costs of Fukushima will be higher than the one of Chernobyl, 

between 600 and 1000 billion euro. The impact on the world economy is predicted to be harsh 

and a back clash on economy might have consequences for the capitalistic world
52

. 

In essence, nuclear energy triggers debates among people; energy will forever be an issue for 

mankind. Therefore, attention should be retained in this unstable domain, which is proper to 

the whole mankind in the modern world, and together alternatives should be found, such as 

renewable energies or simply a different management of nuclear power plants, more humane 

towards its workers. Otherwise, a third “Chernobyl” or “Fukushima” can rapidly happen, and 
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it would be devastating, regarding the financial and sociological context we are living in. 

Indeed, considering how easily people can forget about such important accidents, as it is the 

case in the Ukraine with the computer game “S.T.A.L.K.E.R- Shadow of Chernobyl”, the 

situation seems even more worth to be emphasised. 

In conclusion, one can retain that the immediate impacts of the nuclear catastrophes on 

politics, media, the population of the Ukraine and Japan can be compared to some extent. The 

topic is indeed somewhat complex, since the accident in Japan is very recent and many 

studies shall be published. However, one might notice the same difficulties for the respective 

governments to cope with the crisis, and the same sensation provoked by the media. Also, 

humans are still humans, thus the population had the same reaction: insecurity, anxiousness 

and anger. 

Nuclear industry is a lot dependent on its political support and financial backup. Hence, the 

catastrophes have shown that the ambitions and projects of a whole industry can suddenly 

shatter. The impact of the media and the exorbitant costs had a substantial influence on the 

reaction of politics. Indeed, after the catastrophe of Fukushima, the society was a lot more 

reactive than was the society in the 80’s. Hence, after Fukushima, influenced by the media, 

the population expected political reaction. Their measures might lead to a new economical 

perspective for energy industry and a stronger ecological behaviour in the every-day of the 

population. 

The question focusing on how those nuclear catastrophes have entailed ecological conscious 

and respective political change throughout the world might be the basis of another 

investigation in this domain. 
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