Fukushima nuclear emergency – media hype vs. real concerns
I’ve been sharing emails with some friends re the tragedy of the Japanese earthquake and tsunami [See full text here]. It’s been apparent that the talking heads of the MSM including FOXNEWS have been hyping/sensationalizing the Fukushima nuclear event either intentionally or through ignorance.  It is clear that many commentators/anchors have very little understanding of the inner workings and engineering of a working nuclear power plant.  There is a constant drumbeat if this event will surpass the tragedy that occurred in Chernobyl. 

 

To be sure the Fukushima event is a very serious event.  In the end this event will not be about the integrity of the nuclear reactor cores after all they survived a earthquake of magnitude 9 and the resultant tsunami but about backup secondary power to continue circulating the fluid through the reactor core.  The tsunami took out the backup generators not unlike the surge water took out the backup generators for the pumps for dikes in New Orleans in Katrina.  This was a foreseeable event.  The newer generation nuclear power plants have water gravity feeds but the US also has many older reactors nearing their useful life of similar designs to Fukushima.

 

More importantly the containment and security of the spent fuel rods stored on site is the real story because of the inability of reaching a political consensus to permanently store these nuclear wastes.  If spent fuel rods in the meantime are to be stored on site then more must be required to do this safely.  We have many sites in the US with many reactor cores of spent fuel rods stored on site that pose many of the same problems that have now come to light in the Fukushima event. 

 

There is also a failure of Japanese governmental leadership to quickly address this rapidly developing event.  Some of this is attributable to the change of Japanese culture as William Saito, a LinkedIn.com contact/friend, who is in Japan linked to in this NYT article:

 

Dearth of Candor From Japan’s Leadership
 
TOKYO — With all the euphemistic language on display from officials handling Japan’s nuclear crisis, one commodity has been in short supply: information. 
 
When an explosion shook one of many stricken reactors at Japan’s Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant on Saturday, power company officials initially offered a typically opaque, and understated, explanation. . . 

 

Is this an acceptable risk? NO!  There are fixes but will our governmental leaders have the courage to implement them.  This is a ticking time bomb.  Will we learn from this Fukushima precursor? 

 

One of the essential functions of government is to prevent/mitigate the tragedy of the commons when externalities of others pose an immediate threat to the safety of others.  Our own government has been less than forthcoming regarding past nuclear hazards in our own country.  Read Larry Shook’s latest piece:

 

The Angel of Fukushima
 

While this is a very serious event as the Japanese work to stabilize these damaged nuclear facilities, the worst-case scenarios in the end probably will not rise to the level of a Chernobyl.  Certain special interests now are seizing on the moment to kill or severely limit nuclear power.  Fossil fuels have there own inherent risks and political consequences. The public debate whether to increase or decrease nuclear power needs to occur in a reasoned forum without this sky is falling is falling hysteria.  

 

Life is not entirely risk free.  The goal is to identify and understand those risks and make reasoned decisions and not to accept unreasonable risks.  Accidents have occurred in the past where the accumulating risk was ignored and or discounted that have cost many lives e.g., the 3M Bhopal disaster and the Space Shuttle accidents (See The Futurist).  The probability of systemic failure while low is also additive and eventually the dice will come up craps.

 

Below are excerpts from my email posts that link to sources of information in the new social/alternative media that have served the public well - more so than the traditional MSM sources.  These new alternative media sources including my own do have their own specific inherent biases however when these sources are taken as a whole a more clearer picture emerges than the hype the MSM sources are now reporting.  After the dust has settled the proof will be in the pudding regarding which sources of information provided more accurate information as to the extent of this event and the probability of future dangerous events occurring so the readers can take precautions to protect their own families.

This latest post in the comment thread of the PJM article I linked to below pretty much sums up this story on the MSM:

95. William Power 

So…what happened to all the media hysteria? Seems we had almost three days of almost no coverage of the impending China Syndrome / blazing nuclear furnace. Perhaps the “story was exhausted” ’cause they couldn’t create more new fear out of cooling and contained reactors…or perhaps they really think Mohmar(sp? whatever spelling of the week you might choose to use…) getting his bootay spanked was really that dominating of a story.

March 21, 2011 - 4:56 pm   Link to this Comment | Reply 

***** 

[Other useful sources of information – you decide their worth on this subject]
The American Thinker - The Fall of the House of TEPCO
WSJ – At Plant, Repair Is Painstaking Task
Captains Journal - Status of the Fukushima Reactor Accidents
Hot Air - Shep Smith: It’s pathetic that some Americans are popping iodide pills over Japan’s nuke crisis
Blackfive - Japanese Reactor(s) Update(d) Yet Again
PJM - Fukushima update: get a grip part 2
Hot Air - Hope: Radiation levels beyond 12 miles of Japanese nuke plant are near normal
Popular Science - As Cooling Efforts Continue, Japanese Officials Consider Burying Fukushima Plant
Larry Shook - Fukushima, USA
*****

These email excerpts are provided somewhat in a reverse time order.  I’ve done a little redacting and editing to make them more readable.  Sorry I didn’t have more time to do more formatting edits:-)

[From me to Larry Shook]
I said the lede of this story will be fuel rod storage.  It takes a back seat to the safety of the reactor cores as the issue of what to do with the waste products has become a significant NIMBY issue that so far there hasn't been a political consensus reached re storage sites.
On Sat, Mar 19, 2011 at 4:08 PM, Larry Shook . . . wrote:
A former U.S. Dept. of Energy official and one of the world's foremost radiation authorities warned at a Washington, D.C, press conference yesterday that dangerous conditions at 34 U.S. nuclear generating plants pose risks even worse than the conditions that led to the Fukushima tragedy. Go here: www.larryshook.com
***** 

[From me to Media Mythbusters]
Here's a definitive answer from sources that should know re stockpiling potassium iodide tablets for now.  Also re radiation maps now circulating for North America here's the MIT's Nuclear Science and Engineering site's response:
A note about predictions of future radiation doses: in recent days a map has circulated the internet, purporting to predict high doses to the Western U.S.  This map bears the seal of the Australian Radiation Service, which did not produce it. The map has been refuted by the U.S. NRC, and experts state that it more closely resembles predictions for doses after deployment of a nuclear weapon than those for a situation such as that unfolding at present.
Mine you the Union of Concerned Scientists cited below it's not known to be favorably disposed to the nuclear industry and or nuclear power:
. . . maintains that it must become much safer and cheaper before it can be considered a workable solution to global warming (see nuclear power debate). They support increased safety enforcement from the Nuclear Regulatory Commission among other steps to improve nuclear power.[12] The group also supports a national energy efficiency standard for home appliances.[9]
---------- Forwarded message ----------
From: Ron Wright 
Date: Thu, Mar 17, 2011 at 4:29 PM
Subject: Fwd: Connor Fukushima reporting update
To: Larry Shook 
Cc: "Timothy J. Connor" 


Larry -

AGREED! [Quotes from Tim's source expert]

As always, in times of crises like these, there’s more experts in the news than really exist. . .
It’s great to be in touch. The effects of the tsunami are horrible. It’s too bad that the world-wide attention is so focused on the nuclear problems.
That's my point re the MSM outlets, relative risk and this comment in the PJM thread I linked to:
68. High Point 

Good article.
Unfortunately, fear of nuclear energy is a distraction when there may be thousands of people buried in the rubble that the quake and tsunami wrought.

March 16, 2011 - 10:30 am   Link to this Comment | Reply
On Thu, Mar 17, 2011 at 3:56 PM, Larry Shook wrote:
Dear All: I'm pleased to report that Tim Connor, the reporter I earlier designated a "National Treasure," has added the update below to his earlier report. (http://cforjustice.org/2011/03/17/over-the-horizon/)

UPDATE: The Union of Concerned Scientists released the following statement today, understandably addressing the concern that hoarding of potassium iodide by worried U.S. consumers is both unnecessary and threatening supplies of the drug for people, in Japan, who may really need it. Here’s the statement:
WASHINGTON (March 17, 2011)–The people of Japan should be given priority access to potassium iodide (KI) pills used to protect against thyroid cancer following inhalation of radioactive iodine, according to a recommendation released today by the Union of Concerned Scientists.
Given the fact that Japan is thousands of miles from the United States, it is highly unlikely that Americans would be exposed to radioactive iodine from direct inhalation of a plume from the Fukushima nuclear complex. Direct inhalation is the kind of exposure that potassium iodide pills would be most effective against.
Regardless, there are reports that global supplies of potassium iodide pills are being depleted because Americans are buying them, prompting fears that there will not be adequate supplies in Japan in the event of a larger radiological release.
Besides inhalation, another way Americans could be exposed to radioactive iodine is if agricultural products were contaminated. Radioactive iodine could be ingested by dairy cows, for example, and then would be concentrated in milk. Potassium iodide, however, would not be an effective countermeasure in that situation. Moreover, federal and state health authorities would test for such contamination and could take products off the market if necessary.
I wanted to check the accuracy of one part of this statement–that “direct inhalation is the kind of exposure that potassium iodide pills would be most effective against”–because, well, that’s news to me and I’ve studied this subject fairly intensely. So, I put the question to my friend F. Owen Hoffman at the SENES Oak Ridge Center for Risk Analysis. Here’s the gist of our exchange.
Owen, good afternoon, I just noticed that the Union of Concerned Scientists put out an advisory on potassium iodide–urging people not to buy it so that the supply isn’t threatened–and I wanted to share it, but there is one assertion in it that I question. I don’t understand why KI [potassium iodide] would be ineffective against, say, I-131 in milk. Do you have any info you can share with me on this? warm regards, Tim
Owen’s response:
As always, in times of crises like these, there’s more experts in the news than really exist.

You are right, KI blocks the thyroid gland and protects the thyroid from uptake of radioiodine in the blood, if taken at the right time. It doesn’t matter how the radioiodine gets to the blood, whether by inhalation or ingestion.
Perhaps the claim that it is only good for inhalation is that it is anticipated that the air plume passes rather quickly, but food can remain contaminated for weeks after the period of initial fallout deposition. Of course, it may be easier to take KI over days to prevent uptake from contaminated food, than to time things right to prevent uptake from inhalation. On the other hand, if you know the food is contaminated, why not switch to another less or non-contaminated food source.
During the days of weapons fallout, doses throughout the US could have been reduced substantially if the farmers were just advised to keep there cattle on stored feed during the three weeks after the arrival of fallout.
What also isn’t mentioned is that it is primarily effective for children. The epidemiological evidence is such that even at very high thyroid doses, it has been very difficult to detect an increase in risk in adults. That, however, does not mean that the risk is zero.
More important is the evidence that some fraction of the general population may be allergic or react negatively to the ingestion of KI pills. If this is the case, ingestion of these pills can do much more harm than good, when the dose is low, as I believe it will be when measureable I-131 is tranported by air from Japan to the West Coast.

It’s great to be in touch. The effects of the tsunami are horrible. It’s too bad that the world-wide attention is so focused on the nuclear problems.

***** 

Larry's former reporting partner on the Hanford Nuclear Reservation site's radiation leaks that were covered up for many years has just filed another report on the Fukushima nuclear emergency.
---------- Forwarded message ----------
From: Larry Shook 
Date: Thu, Mar 17, 2011 at 11:27 AM
Subject: Gold standard Fukushima reporting

Fukushima Reporting from a National Treasure
Last night, just before midnight, the finest reporter I have ever known was looking after you. His name is Tim Connor. Tim filed a report about the Japanese nuclear tragedy called “Over the Horizon: From the radioactive fogs of Fukushima Daiichi, the questions come faster than the lessons.” 

Because of his background, Tim is uniquely qualified to comment on this subject. Let me hasten to note that he does not, at this point, think a serious radiation hazard in the U.S. is likely from this tragedy. That does not mean, however, that the catastrophe is not grave. What happened, he notes, was not supposed to be possible.

You can read Tim’s report here: http://cforjustice.org/2011/03/17/over-the-horizon/. I have four recommendations for you.

1. Read this report immediately.

2. Follow Tim’s reporting on the Fukushima regularly in the days ahead.

3. Bring Tim’s reporting to the attention of everyone you know.
[OK Tip Jar :-)]
I don’t know how much Fukushima reporting Tim will be able to do because of constraints on his time and the resources that fund his work. Greater funding would clearly enhance his capability. What I can tell you is that whatever reporting Tim is able to do about this historic development I will use to keep myself oriented. 

In my world Tim Connor is to reporting what carbon dating is to archaeology. 

My fourth recommendation is that you consider making a tax-deductible contribution to the non-profit organization that employs Tim. You’ll find details at the Web site above. All of us need Tim’s work today more than ever. Freedom and democracy don’t come from the Tooth Fairy. It’s up to all of us to help create them. Supporting the national treasury-grade work of Tim Connor is one of the best ways I know. Larry Shook 

 

 ***** 

[From me to Media Mythbusters]
The MIT blog just updated with several posts worth reading:

On worst case scenarios
Posted on March 17, 2011 3:55 pm UTC by mitnse 

On prediction of “worst case” scenarios

 

The blog has received a great number of questions surrounding worst case scenarios. This is not surprising given that such scenarios, with varying degrees of scientific merit, have been advanced in the media. The intent of this blog is to educate, using our best available information, and so we intend to refrain from making predictions of our own. We do, however, want to review some of the terminology used in these predictions, and describe the methods used by government agencies and scientific organizations to determine what actions must be taken to inform the public.
Meltdown
The term meltdown describes melting of the zirconium alloy cladding, and uranium oxide (or mixed oxide, in the case of Unit 3) fuel pellets. These two structures are the first two barriers to fission release, since radioactive fission products normally exist as either solids within the fuel pellet, gases within pores in the fuel pellet, or gases that escape the pellet but remain in the cladding. When a reactor is shut down, these fission products continue to decay, generating heat. This amount of heat is produced at first at 7% of its initial rate, and then decreases as the isotopes responsible for generating it decay away. If this decay heat is not removed by cooling water, the fuel and cladding increase in temperature. . .

***** 
I just posted this to my FB page. See the new comment by Joe Fisher below from Charlie Martin's PJM article comment thread. Mr. Fisher makes a good point re taking anything that's being reported by a single source with a large grain of salt unless you actually know the reliability of that source from previous reporting. Here's another source that I have linked to before - MIT's Nuclear Science and Engineering blog that was created to give information and context re this event.

Fortunately with the Internet and the New Alternative Media those wishing more information are free to shop around for their information rather than relying on traditional news sources.  The proof will be in the pudding as time goes on which information sources were most credible/reliable in their reporting of this tragic event.

By no means do I wish to diminish the seriousness of this event but it's useful to understand the relative risks in context with other industrial disasters.

As a law enforcement professional this goes on all the time re the exploitation of violent deaths in our culture to instill fear in the public to gain some objective by those who would hype these events and not provide context to the actual risk to the general  in general e.g., your chances of being victimized vs. winning the lottery, being struck by lightening, or killed in a shark attack.  BTW the Box Jellyfish kill more victims per year than any other sea predator - keep some vinegar around if you swim in their environment as it is a useful antidote to the toxin.

Life is not free from all risk.  Choices have to be made.  The real question is when these risk decisions become unacceptable caused by greed, fraud or otherwise and akin to the tragedy of the commons.

*****

Ron T. Cop
Worth a read to balance the sky is falling reports re the relative risks and actual deaths:

Christian Science Monitor - Fear of Japan's nuclear crisis far exceeds actual risks, say scientists
Pop culture has long helped fuel an irrational fear of radiation, and dire warnings about Japan's embattled Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant are likely overblown, scientists say.

[From the PJM article thread]
87. Joe Fisher 

This is my first time to write a comment on an internet blog and my main purpose for doing so is to thank all the people who took the time to write all the words I have been reading during the last couple of hours.
I’m not a big fan of the mass media because in the past I have seen multiple cases where the information reported was either misleading, inaccurate, or false. My assessment of the factual accuracy in those instances was based on personal knowledge in my own field. About 25 years ago I read a newspaper article about a DC-9 crash which included an information box with some basic information about a B737 complete with a picture of a B737. At the time I was a B737 pilot, so I doubt anyone could possibly believe me to be incapable of recognizing the difference between a DC-9 and a B737. There were other similar examples, but you get the idea… it was completely obvious to me that there were factual errors in news reporting.
From that point on I have never been able to believe that the information in anything else I saw reported in the news is completely (or even partially) reliable. I think the average news consumer is not interested in good news and I believe the media know that to sell ads (which pay their bills after all) they need to make sure they deliver the bad news their consumers crave, even if it means lacing fact with fiction.
Based on those cases where my own knowledge on the topic enabled me to see that the reporter had probably just grabbed whatever he or she could find to cobble together an inaccurate story to fill up a space with some bad news before the deadline for the press, I have never trusted the news media to provide factual information. Some of what is there may be true, some may be false. But since I am not an expert on anything outside of my own field (by my definition of “expert” I’m not an expert even in my own field), how can I differentiate between fact and fiction?
Although I’ve read numerous Michael Crichton books, I didn’t run across the “Gell-Mann Amnesia Effect” that Mike K referred to, but I think his post did a better job of saying what I am trying to say here.
So why did I try to say it my way? Well, I live in Japan and I just want to thank all you people who shared your words here. The news stories about the nuclear power plant problems which include pictures of huge fires which to me are obviously not at a nuclear power plant are more examples of irresponsible reporting and in this case I think they are actually extremely harmful. Unfortunately lots of news consumers believe everything the media deliver and I think it’s criminal that this kind of irresponsible “reporting” is not only allowed, but is financially rewarded.

March 17, 2011 - 7:20 am   Link to this Comment | Reply 

Charlie Martin 

Thank you. And thanks, everyone, for your complimentary comments, I haven’t been good about that.

***** 

From my contact Wm Saito who is in Tokyo.

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/17/world/asia/17tokyo.html?pagewanted=2
Dearth of Candor From Japan’s Leadership

TOKYO — With all the euphemistic language on display from officials handling Japan’s nuclear crisis, one commodity has been in short supply: information. 
When an explosion shook one of many stricken reactors at Japan’s Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant on Saturday, power company officials initially offered a typically opaque, and understated, explanation. . .
***** 

To all following the nuclear emergency in Japan,

Sorry for the length.  I just kept adding.  I will clean this up into a blog post but I thought I would share it here first.

Larry Shook who I mentioned yesterday sent this to me.  Tim Connor, his reporting partner, on the Hanford Nuclear Reservation radiation leaks that the US Government concealed for a number of years has written a summary on the Japan situation.  

The Hanford site was involved in the manufacture of weapons grade material which is a different beast but it does have issues with the storage of radioactive waste.  This may very well become the lede of this Fukushima story.  Rather than the reactors themselves posing a real risk, it's what to do with and how to store the spent fuel rods and radioactive wastes.  Read Tim's piece that Larry's links to below and make your own determination as to its relevance.

I too concur with Larry with the information coming from the major MSM and government outlets including FOXNEWS is severely lacking. The talking heads seem to have no clue as to the actual workings of a nuclear power reactor and what really is a substantial environmental hazard and what is only hype.  The source experts that many MSM outlets are using seem to be from those who are totally opposed to the use of nuclear power.  There is a downside to eliminating nuclear power from the power equation if you are a follower of global warming.

The new media is doing a better job than the MSM. Obviously there are be biases both pro and con re nuclear power but triangulating the information from the various sites gives a better overall perspective than the MSM outlets are currently doing.

As I said yesterday the PJM article including the comment thread is a useful discussion starting point:

Fear the Media Meltdown, Not the Nuclear One 
Here's one comment that cuts to the chase re the relative risks we are discussing:
68. High Point 

Good article.
Unfortunately, fear of nuclear energy is a distraction when there may be thousands of people buried in the rubble that the quake and tsunami wrought.

March 16, 2011 - 10:30 am   Link to this Comment | Reply
Charlie Martin the author of the above piece has a new post using info from MIT that seems to discount a fuel rod fire in the storage tanks:

“I was told there wouldn’t be maaaaath….”
People keep accusing me of not taking this seriously enough, but this time it looks like I was a little over-excited about the “fuel rod fire.”

Here's another useful site run by MIT that is providing background analysis and regular status updates are mor information becomes available:

MIT NSE Nuclear Information Hub (http://web.mit.edu/nse/)

Larry has a high opinion of Robert Alvarez at the Institute for Policy Studies:
Horror at Fukushima
As I said yesterday:
Hopefully we will learn from this rare event involving a cascading failure not unlike the shuttle disasters.  The risk while very low is additive over time. You roll the dice enough it will eventually come up craps.  It would be well to reassess our reactors of this older design in earthquake/tsunami prone areas to ensure the risk is minimized.
The lack of doing a cascading failure analysis or tolerance of this risk as acceptable was seen in the Katrina event too.  The pumps that were supposed to pump out the water behind the dikes failed because their backup generators failed because the were under water.


And yes I will show my own bias here but have you noticed that President Obama is about to embark on a tour of South America this week!  

WTH - We have a major nuclear event underway, a stanch ally in the Pacific will soon undergo a major economic crisis. we have a major national budget issue, the Middle East is erupting, we can't make a decision on what to do in Libya, and the Sauds are cracking down on the dissidents and our President is going off to South America!

March 16, 2011 in Nation/World
Obama’s visit fuels optimism in Latin America
You begin to wonder if the Ulster Man's White House insider is not a fictional manifestation but actually has some clue re the inner workings of the Obama White House.  Specifically who's running the show.  And it's not Obama.

Ron

*****
[From Larry Shook]


Tim Connor, Communications Director of Spokane's Center for Justice, has filed a new summary of the Japanese nuclear emergency. I recommend referring to Tim's continuing attention to this matter. He is one of the most knowledgeable of the nation's journalists on nuclear issues. A multiply-cited veteran researcher on this subject, he has testified before Congress, appeared on William F. Buckley's old Firing Line program, etc. You can count on him for sober, carefully researched assessments. You may wish to call his work to the attention of those following this issue. I recommend we all pay attention to it and "think together." Go here: http://cforjustice.org/2011/03/15/tipping-point-at-fukushima/

Tim's various commentaries can also be read on the Center for Justice Web site at the above url under the heading, Kitchen Table.

For what it's worth, I'm quite disappointed in the quality of advice for the public coming both from government and various watchdog groups on this subject. I personally will rely on Tim's attention to this subject. If you find his work useful, you may wish to consider making a contribution to the Center for Justice. Larry Shook

***** 

[From discussion thread at Media Mythbusters]

OK re the radioactive measurements.  This question was discussed in the PJM article comment thread by Charlie Martin that I linked to in my earlier post.  The site their referring to is a blog site established by MIT's Nuclear Science and Engineering Unit that is following this event and updating on a regular basis as more information becomes available.
71. NerdyBaldGuy 

Head of NRC now reports that the spent fuel rod pool in Reactor 4 building has no water. Helicopter mission to drop water was aborted due to radioactive steam cloud. This could be it. Another rumor is that radiation levels near the plant are now 1500mSv/hour. Of course, the rumors are always hard to verify and contradictory information is coming from a variety of sources. But, if this is true, it’s really bad. Workers can’t approach to fix anything because of high radioactivity in the area. Probably means melt down in all 3 active cores and spent fuel rod exposure in all 6 reactors. Please someone correct me if I’m wrong, but if they can’t get close enough to work, it’s gonna get really bad.

March 16, 2011 - 12:07 pm   Link to this Comment | Reply 

Charlie Martin 

This would all be easier if people would give me a damn link to what they’re reading. In this case, I think you’ve got the units confusion that we’ve all been running into:
UPDATE (11:48 AM EST): A report by the Federation of Electric Power Companies of Japan indicates that radiation levels as a result of the Unit 4 fire were higher than those reported previously. Radiation levels early this morning at the outside of Unit 3 measured at 400 millisieverts/hr. At the present time however, radiation levels at the boundary of the facility are 1530 microsieverts/hour. We will continue to update as further reliable information is available.
That’s from MIT’s Nuclear Science and Engineering department, mitnse.com Notice your rumor is 1500 mSv, the real reading is 1500 μSv, 1/1000th as much.

March 16, 2011 - 1:36 pm   Link to this Comment | Reply 

NerdyBaldGuy 

Ah, good point…… but isn’t a microSv 1/10th of a mSV, not 1/1000? I did get the units wrong. Wish they still used rems.

March 16, 2011 - 2:19 pm   Link to this Comment | Reply
Here are two more comments on this point of some confusion:
60. Max Hugoson 

I’ve heard NO ONE talk about .4 Sieverts per hour!
I’ve had a confusion between milli Sieverts and MicroSieverts.

The best information I have now is a peak “on site” radition level, of 4000 MicroSieverts, or 400 milliREM per hour.
Hardly a fatal or non-operative dose.
This is consistent with releases of Cesium, Iodine, and Xenon. The three primary volitiles.
Contamination clothing, full face mask, and regular dosimetry should allow ANY qualified worker to work in this enviroment.
If the cores “melt down” I encourage everyone to look up CORIUM on Wiki, and to read the technical references.
YES, it will be a disaster for the PLANTS. They are “toast”.
NO, it will NOT burn through the containment reinforced concrete floor.

Why not? Look up the CORIUM write up, read the work by the French Labs and Sandia. The molten UO2 will disperse, and stabalize, partially burned into the concrete. 
They will have to make the “disposal” of the cores for these plants, the plants themselves.
But that’s where it will stay. And the releases will be what will happen in the next 10 days to a month, and that will be limited.

March 16, 2011 - 7:45 am   Link to this Comment | Reply 
Charlie Martin 

Max, the 0.4 Sv is from IAEA, but it’s localized. Have a look at my stuff today in Tatler http://pajamasmedia.com/tatler/ — it looks like those could have been due to loss of water shieding on the spent fuel storage ponds.

March 16, 2011 - 10:42 am   Link to this Comment | Repl
*****
[From me to Media Mythbusters]

Ron T. Cop
A reasoned response to the Japanese nuclear emergency -

http://pajamasmedia.com/blog/fear-the-media-meltdown-not-the-nuclear-one/
Pajamas Media » Fear the Media Meltdown, Not the Nuclear One
pajamasmedia.com
The March 11 earthquake off the coast of Japan has been an unprecedented disaster. Now estimated to have been a magnitude 9 earthquake — one of the top five earthquakes measured since reporting started in 1900 — it was the result of a “megathrust” in which an area of sea floor bigger than the state 

[From me to Larry Shook re the PJM post above]

Probably true re the ideologically biases but the actual description is not that bad compared with what the NYT and even FOX's basic understanding of a nuclear power reactor has been very poor in their reporting. PJM could be considered a little right of center.  One of the benefits of the Internet to get info and then to critically evaluate it.

As I said before the real problem has been these older reactors have pump driven cooling water systems to condense the steam in the primary heating loops.  Just like in Katrina the backup generators that were supposed to power the dike pumps failed because of being flooded by water.

Hopefully we will learn from this rare event involving a cascading failure not unlike the shuttle disasters.  The risk while very low is additive over time. You roll the dice enough it will eventually come up craps.  It would be well to reassess our reactors of this older design in earthquake/tsunami prone areas to ensure the risk is minimized.
On Tue, Mar 15, 2011 at 6:34 PM, Larry Shook wrote:
Ron: I consider this ideologically contaminated. Labels like "anti-nuclear" and "pro-nuclear" are irrelevant. Peer-reviewed science is what's relevant. As a veteran investigative reporter who gave up a correspondent relationship with The New York Times because it would not report objectively on nuclear matters, I can tell you that I consider Robert Alvarez, of the Institute for Policy Studies, one of the most credible sources available. Larry Shook
*****

[Link to source that Shook was referencing in above post]
Here's a piece from the source that Larry was referring to.  The real risk may not come from the reactor cores themselves but the storage pools for the spent rods that are also on these sights.  They also need water circulating to keep disapate the latent heat from the spent rods:

Meltdowns Grow More Likely at the Fukushima Reactors
March 13, 2011 · By Robert Alvarez
A hydrogen explosion yesterday at Unit 1 severely damaged the reactor building, blowing apart its roof.

