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The Development of Spent Nuclear Fuel Reprocessing
and Interim Storage Policy in Japan

This article provides a historical review of the development of Japan’s reprocessing policy
and identifies measures to address the issue of plutonium accumulation associated with
reprocessing. Japan’s aspiration for quasi-eternal energy self-sufficiency ended with the
government’s decision in December 2016 to decommission Monju, the only prototype fast
breeder reactor developed in Japan. Despite this, the government persists in advocating for full
reprocessing of all spent nuclear fuels, envisioning active plutonium consumption through the
large-scale plu-thermal system, the Ohma “ful-MOX” nuclear plant, and as-yet-unbuilt commercial
fast reactors focused on waste reduction. A vital reason why the government cannot withdraw
from these economically and technically risky policies is its indebtedness to Aomori Prefecture
and Rokkasho Village, which have accepted spent nuclear fuels from power plants nationwide in
the name of reprocessing over decades.

It is argued that the use of on-site interim dry-cask storages for spent nuclear fuel should be
promoted further. This would enable the Japanese public nuclear administration to store spent
nuclear fuels on-site more safely, tightly control their flow to Rokkasho, and sustain or expand the
use of conventional light-water reactors nationwide. However, it still remains a stopgap measure.
In the long run, the abolition of the reprocessing policy and the diversification of industries in the

vicinity of Rokkasho Village should be pursued for more sustainable energy security in Japan.

(AMEKAWA, Yuichiro, Associate Professor, College of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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