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Abstract

The main purpose of this paper is to clarify whether reports of nuclear
accidents — in particular, the damage done by the 2007 Niigata-ken Chuetsu-Oki
earthquake to Tokyo Electric Power Company’s Kashiwazaki-Kariwa nuclear power
plant in Niigata, Japan — tend to be exaggerated by national media.

News related to the Kashiwazaki incident was compared with that for eight
other high-profile nuclear accidents in Japan, including the 1999 JCO accident and also
compared with the 2005 JR-West Fukuchiyama Line derailment. Articles were
extracted from four national newspapers in Japan, especially focusing on the 30 issues
immediately following each accident. The numbers of articles and top stories related to
the relevant accidents appearing on the front pages of the newspapers were counted.
The JCO accident and Fukuchiyama line derailment were more serious than the
Kashiwazaki incident, but the Kashiwazaki incident was sensationalized to a level
similar to these other accidents in some newspapers. This suggests that at least some
newspapers in Japan sensationalized reports of the Kashiwazaki incident.

In the news coverage of the Kashiwazaki incident, interactions among mass
media were identified. These interactions were thought to be main cause of the
sensationalization.

The author also analyzed media coverage of nuclear accidents, selecting
instances of such accidents purported to be scoops and instances of the same type of
accidents sometimes receiving heavy coverage and other times receiving light coverage.
The author further identified interactions occurring between elements of the mass
media in the news coverage observed. The concerted efforts of the nuclear power
industry to guide the coverage were shown to be effective in several cases. However,
since interested parties cannot prevent interactions occurring between the elements of
the mass media, self-verification on the part of mass media is necessary.

Learning about such circumstances is beneficial for improvement in public

relations and risk communication, as well as media literacy on the part of those subject.

KEYWORDS: nuclear accident, mass media, news value, risk communication, public

relations, Niigata-ken Chuetsu-Oki earthquake, Kashiwazaki-Kariwa NPP
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