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EDITORIAL: Nuclear fusion reactor
Let's Study!

Japan and the EU should forget their national pride.

Nuclear fusion is often touted as the ultimate energy source in the 21st century. But talks for a
mammoth international research project to realize this dream remain bogged down due to bitter
rivalry between Japan and the European Union. At issue is the site of the planned experimental fusion
reactor.

The estimated construction cost of 500 billion yen is to be shared by the participating countries.
These include the United States, Russia, China and South Korea, as well as Japan and the EU. The
contributions by the individual countries have yet to be decided. Japan and the EU, which are vying to
host the experimental fusion reactor, keep upping the ante in hopes of securing the support of the
other countries for their quest.

Tokyo, which has been lobbying to have the reactor built in Rokkasho, Aomori Prefecture, recently

announced it would add 57 billion yen to its offer. It now is prepared to shell out 270 billion yen for the

project, more than half of the estimated construction cost. In response, the EU, which has been

campaigning to have the facility located in Cadarache in southern France, immediately made a similar

offer. Both sides are apparently engaged in a bidding war.

The competition is beginning to resemble an art auction. This is no way the negotiations over the
scientific project should proceed.

It would take 10 years to build the experimental reactor, which will have a life span of 20 years. The

overall cost of the project is estimated at around 1.3 trillion yen. Massive public spending such as this

would be a major economic boon to rural Rokkasho, which already has a nuclear fuel reprocessing
plant. The government says the fusion reactor would also have huge spillover effect on the entire
nuclear power industry in this country.

Cadarache, on the other hand, already has a nuclear fusion research lab operated by the French

Atomic Energy Agency. Locating the reactor there would enable integrated research between the two

facilities, thereby boosting the efficiency of the fusion project, the EU argues.

The escalating battle over where to build the reactor has divided the participants, with the United
States and South Korea supporting Japan's bid while China and Russia backing the EU. Clearly, the
impasse demands that all the parties involved stop to review the situation in a cool-headed manner.

Japan is burdened with a massive budget deficit. Its gross debt level is far higher than that of any
other industrial country. The government says funding for the fusion project would come from its

budget for nuclear power. But some policymakers within the government say the budget is already far

too large.

If Japan wins out over the EU, it would probably have to plunk down more than 600 billion yen to build

and operate the reactor, even though the prospects for practical use of fusion power remain unclear.
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Given this situation, we feel it is reckless to rush head-long into the project by offering even greater
sums of money. Instead, Japan should rather seek some sort of compromise formula. This would entail
separating related facilities, exchanging researchers and sharing technological achievements from a
long-term perspective. The EU, for its part, should also rethink radically its approach.

Compared with the traditional reactors designed to harness the power of nuclear fission, a fusion
reactor has the advantages of being immune to catastrophic accidents as it does not produce
radioactive byproducts. Still, the technological challenges are daunting. For this reason, in 1985, the
international community agreed to join forces to build a large experimental reactor.

Whether the enormous investment required to realize this technological dream will lead to sufficient
payoffs is something that must be asked again and again. Developing new cutting-edge technology is
the duty of industrial nations. Global demand for energy will only increase at an accelerating pace in
coming years. This is not the time for turning such an important energy project into a bitter battle of
national pride.

--The Asahi Shimbun, July 28(IHT/Asahi: July 29,2004) (07/29)
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