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Editor’s Letter

I was just out of high school when the movie The China Syndrome was released. In it, Jane Fonda plays a reporter investigating unsafe practices at a nuclear power plant after a near meltdown. The acclaimed movie made an impression on me not just because it brought the country’s nuclear power risk into focus, but also because it showed the power of the press to shine needed heat and light on public safety crises, especially in cases where for-profit operations and even the government actively tried to keep them out of view. Just 12 days after the film’s release, a partial meltdown happened at Pennsylvania’s Three Mile Island nuclear power plant.

Fast-forward to March 11, 2011, when I watched, slack-jawed the entire day, the nearly surreal news images of the nuclear power plant disaster in Fukushima, Japan, triggered by a tsunami that followed a massive earthquake. The subsequent meltdown would earn the ignominious title of the world’s worst nuclear power reactor accident since Chernobyl. Had enough—had anything—changed over the last 25 years in terms of power plant safety, I wondered, and could such a thing, given our increasingly extreme weather, happen in the United States?

That’s what compelled me to assign for Prevention magazine an award-winning writer-photojournalist team to spend 5 months in and around a US nuclear power plant. We picked Diablo Canyon in California’s San Luis Obispo County because it’s nestled amid four earthquake fault lines; it went online in the 1980s, when nuclear power was gaining its footing; and it is in a perpetual state of applying for license renewals. It’s also set in one of the most paradisiacal spots in the whole of the United States.

In the resulting story you’ll read here, Nuclear Meltdown, USA, we ask: Can nuclear plants ever be made safe enough, given the potential for destruction? Are we truly aware of the risks—to our planet and to ourselves—that we’re taking for the convenience of having unlimited energy at our fingertips? How much of a bet do we want to continue to place on nuclear versus other forms of energy? In a perfect moment of prescience 42 years ago, Prevention magazine published a story called “Nuclear Power Plants, a Needless Peril” that asked precisely the same questions, when Three Mile Island was still nearly a decade away and Chernobyl was 16 years away.

Our team of writer Chanan Tigay (a fellow of the Investigative Reporting program at the UC Berkeley Graduate School of Journalism) and photojournalist Colin Finlay (an acclaimed documentary photographer who’s been awarded prestigious Pictures of the Year International honors six times) found plenty of surprises during their time at Diablo Canyon. Much has changed about nuclear power plants since the 1970s and 1980s, and the way the United States operates plants is markedly different from both Russia and Japan. And yet, given the fearsome destructive power of a plant the size of Diablo Canyon, it remains an open question whether any level of vigilance in the face of potential human error can ever be truly enough.

But you make up your own mind, after you take this intimate and thought-provoking tour. It’s our planet, our power, our decision.

Diane Salvatore

Editor-in-Chief

Prevention

February, 2012
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TROUBLE IN PARADISE?

It’s just before noon in Avila Beach and the day already has the steamy feel of an industrial kitchen. This quaint surf town in San Luis Obispo County sits along the Pacific coast between San Francisco and Los Angeles, and from the rooftop patio of the Inn at Avila Beach, the view is striking: The ocean undulates forever, chiseled surfers bob on gentle waves, sunburned kids ride skateboards and eat corn on the cob. It’s as idyllic a scene as you can imagine—and just last year, no less an authority than Oprah Winfrey christened the nearby city of San Luis Obispo the happiest place in America. Visitors and residents alike come for the surf, the seaside hikes, the fresh fish, and the locally produced Syrah.

Carole Hisasue came here for all that and more. A Japanese national weary of the grind of a career in Japan’s television and radio industry, she moved to the area 5 years ago with her husband, William, seeking peace, stability, and a libertarian brand of self-reliance. Today, Hisasue, 54, steps out the back door of her two-story ranch house seemingly equipped as much for the beach—which is just 3 miles from her 43-acre ranch in Clark Valley—as for an interview. She’s wearing flip-flops and carries a pitcher of homemade apple cider and a tube of suntan lotion.

Perched on a gray-wood picnic bench in her backyard, Hisasue scans her bucolic property. There are fragrant fruit trees, steep hills covered in tall grass, and a vegetable garden yielding tomatoes, cucumbers, and kale. She calls the ranch her private Eden.

But Eden isn’t the area’s only name. The Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) and Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) have another term for it: Emergency Planning Zone 2. That’s because some 6 miles away sits Diablo Canyon Power Plant (DCPP), one of the country’s largest nuclear power facilities. Hisasue and her husband live just about as close to it as any human can. When I ask Hisasue where the plant is relative to her home, she gestures to a series of electrical towers that dart up and over her hill like hulking scarecrows. “Just follow the power lines,” she says.

When they bought the property, the couple was required to sign a “hometown addendum”—a document acknowledging, among other things, that their property sat near a nuclear facility. “We knew the nukes were close by, but they always seemed far away,” says Hisasue. “Until Fukushima.”

These days, Hisasue keeps a pamphlet in her kitchen listing emergency procedures, and in her master bathroom are 20-pill packets of potassium iodide (KI), which health clinics dole out for free to residents in case of a nuclear emergency. The pills flood the thyroid gland with KI, preventing absorption of the cancer-causing radioactive iodine that could be released in a meltdown.

Though San Luis Obispo is some 5,000 miles away from the Fukushima Daiichi plant, what happened in Japan is very much on Hisasue’s mind. When she first got word of the news—when the “Fukushima Disaster” was still an untitled emergency in progress—she thought first of her family. Her mother and brother both live in Tokyo—fewer than 200 miles from the plant—and her sister-in-law’s family lives in Iwaki City, just outside what was about to become known as the Fukushima exclusion zone.

Hisasue, who was in Hawaii when the quake hit, was scared to death. “I wanted to get them out of Japan as quickly as possible,” she says of her relatives. “My brother has a 9-year-old son, and that was my concern. I told my brother, ‘If you can’t get a flight out of Japan to Hawaii, try to get a flight to LA and I’ll meet you there.’ But the minute I said that I thought, ‘Oh, great. I’ll take them out of one disaster and close to another potential one.’” A few days later, she put some of her ThyroSafe pills in the mail for her mother.
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KNOCKING THE EARTH OFF ITS AXIS: WHAT REALLY HAPPENED IN JAPAN?

On March 11, 2011, a massive earthquake struck 75 miles off the shore of Japan, severing the 30-year-old Fukushima plant’s connection to the electrical grid. The backup diesel generators kicked in according to safety plans, powering essential coolant through the six reactor cores and ensuring that fissionable material did not melt down. But about 45 minutes after the first tremors, a towering 49-foot tsunami triggered by the quake engulfed the generators, knocking them offline and initiating a devastating loss of coolant that left reactor fuel exposed and overheating. Ultimately, the fuel melted down in three of the reactors, and hydrogen explosions badly damaged some of the plant’s infrastructure. In an effort to prevent further explosions, plant personnel vented radioactive materials into the air, spewing them for miles, contaminating water and crops. About 4 million households lost power and approximately 100,000 nearby residents were evacuated. According to Japan’s National Police Agency, nearly 16,000 people were killed in the Tohoku region in the quake and its aftermath. Another 6,000 were injured. Some 3,450 remain missing. The quake was so powerful that it shifted the Earth on its axis.

In December, reports continued to paint a picture of a disaster far worse than inspectors had first thought: The meltdown in one reactor’s core had come within a foot of a steel barrier designed to keep the radioactive core material from reaching the earth below. Radioactive water continues to leak—45 tons of it over one December weekend alone. A year after the disaster, it remains unclear when, or if, nearby residents will be able to return to their homes, and experts estimate it will take 30 years to safely decommission Fukushima. It is now ranked as the worst nuclear power accident since Chernobyl.

The one-two punch inflicted by the earthquake and tsunami exceeded planners’ predictions both in size and power. The wave was 49 feet high; the seawall erected to safeguard the plant from tsunamis was less than half that. Measuring a moment magnitude of 9.0, the quake was the most powerful ever known to hit Japan, which sees more seismic activity than almost any other place on Earth. Estimates have valued the damage at north of $100 billion. Japan’s government recently announced that additional safety measures to be undertaken in Fukushima’s wake could run to $252 million for each of its 50 reactors.

For decades, Japan—which, with the nuclear bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, has suffered uniquely from atomic fission’s military application—has been among the world’s most ardent advocates for commercial nuclear power. So convinced were the Japanese of their plants’ safety that they created theme park–like exhibits, complete with characters from Alice in Wonderland, extolling the virtues of atomic power. Beyond Fukushima’s enormous human and economic tolls, the accident has also pierced a foundational tenet of Japan’s atomic energy industry, the so-called “safety myth,” which posits that nuclear power is absolutely bulletproof. Before Fukushima, nuclear reactors provided some 30 percent of the island nation’s electrical needs—and most Japanese saw nuclear power as safe and necessary. But in the months after the accident, opinion polls found that more than three-quarters of Japanese favored shutting down the country’s 17 nuclear power plants—and much of the rest of the world appears to be following suit. A BBC poll of countries using nuclear energy, released in late November 2011, found that less than 25 percent of the public thinks nuclear power is safe.

Today, Japan is exploring avenues for stepping back from its pursuit of nuclear power, and while the tsunami barely made a blip on the western coast of the United States, it has sparked an examination of the risks and rewards of atomic energy in the American power portfolio, too. Nationally, nuclear plants supply 20 percent of America’s energy needs with next to none of the environmental impacts of oil and coal—public enemies for the pollution and environmental damage caused by their extraction and use. In the year since Fukushima, media outlets and politicians, regulators and activists have begun rethinking the safety of nuclear power plants. In New York, governor Andrew Cuomo is fighting to shut down that state’s large Indian Point facility, which sits just 25 miles north of New York City and supplies 30 percent of its power. (By the NRC’s accounting, that plant stands a 3.3-in-100,000 chance of core damage in an earthquake each year. Diablo’s chances: 4.2 in 100,000.) 

There are 65 commercial nuclear facilities in the United States, and I’ve landed here, along California’s central coast, because at
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