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On “Commentary: The responsibility of the Japanese media, the Fukushima 
accident and the use of personal data” by T. Sawano et al. 
 

 

This Commentary, which alleges the media misportrayal of two papers (now retracted),1,2 not only 

takes a position that disregards the Declaration of Helsinki, which emphasizes the rights and interests 

of individual research subjects, but also contains the following errors and misleading statements. 

 

1. “The criticism was due to the way in which personal health data were used, ostensibly without 

obtaining fully informed consent of participants.” 

 

The issue concerned the use of unconsented data, not the use of data “without obtaining fully informed 

consent of participants.” The data, collected by Date City and used in the papers, contained fields that 

indicate whether the participants consented or not. 

 

2. “Consequently, media criticism focused on the presumed failure to comply with research ethics 

guidelines set by Japan’s Ministry of Health and Welfare (MHLW).”  

 

Media criticism also focused on the papers’ failure to comply with their own research protocol and on 

anomalies of scientific content.3 

 

3. “The Ethics Committee of Fukushima Medical University reviewed and approved the research, 

albeit under the strict condition of excluding all participants who had not provided informed consent 

for their personal data to be used. Date City government officials provided consent forms to all 

participants, with over 100 refusing to allow their personal data to be used.” 

 

The number of participants who “had not provided informed consent” was 27330, of whom 97 

explicitly expressed nonconsent.4 The Ethics Committee only approved the use of data with explicit 

consent. The Date City Investigation Reports confirmed this.4,5 

 

4. “according to the privacy law in Japan, disclosing personal records to any third party in order to 

conduct necessary analysis allowing the municipal administration to fulfill its responsibilities is legally 

permitted.” 

 

This statement is legally incorrect. Informed consent is required for disclosing personal records; 

disclosing records without consent is permitted only under extraordinary circumstances, which do not 



apply to the two papers. The Date City Investigation Reports confirmed that the papers violated the 

privacy law and the Date City privacy regulation.4,5 

 

5. “They were given freely to the authors of the papers who were outside Radiation Science specialists 

engaged to help support the management of radiation exposure in Date City ...” 

 

This statement is misleading, as the first author of the two papers was serving as a municipal advisor 

to Date City on the issue of radiation management. 

 

6. “The Nuclear Regulation Authority of Japan attached a high value to the results of the analysis.” 

 

Multiple anomalies and errors in the numbers and figures of the papers that led to underestimation of 

the level of radiation exposure have been pointed out.6 On 8 January 2019, one of the authors, Ryugo 

Hayano, admitted that the actual lifetime dose estimate should have been three times the value reported 

in the papers. 

 

7. “Conflict of interest: None declared.” 

 

The last author of the Commentary co-authored several papers with the authors of the two retracted 

papers. He also served as an advisor to Minamisoma City and Soma City, both municipalities of 

Fukushima Prefecture. 
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