HUMAN ERROR
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“Everything is under control.” But is it?
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Synopsis

The Japanese government claims that “everything is under control” in Fukushima. But is it? Six years
has passed since the morning of March 12, 2011, when the decision to evacuate more than 150,000
residents was made due to the nuclear explosion. This film follows a group of people whose lives have
forever been disrupted by the disaster: a nuclear power plant executive, a priest, a travel inn owner, a
farmer, the mayor of a local town, and an 86 year old evacuee. As villages inside the evacuation zone
prepare for its reopening, successful resurrection depends on the return of their citizens and the
perception that spaces are once again safe for everyday human life.

Director’s Statement

Shortly after the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami, I visited the city of Banda Aceh,
Indonesia and stood at the center of what was once a vibrant city, bearing witness to the unfathomable
force of nature that took the lives of more than 100,000 of its residents. The thought that entire cities
could be subjected to such unmitigated demolition was mind boggling; the desolate landscape that lay
before me forever engrained in my brain, the narratives from survivors, beyond heartbreaking. I fast
forward six years to March, 2011, where once again humanity would surrender to the devastating
forces of nature, this time in the eastern coast of Japan, my home country. Here again, I would visit the
landscapes of devastation, from Iwate in the north to Fukushima in the south. But this time, an
additional factor would entail a different kind of narrative: Human Error. Whatever thin line of
reconciliation can be afforded to a disaster caused by nature is in this case, replaced with a never
ending pursuit for justice and accountability.

I first ventured inside the so-called nuclear evacuation zone in 2012, where I joined a group of
volunteer scientist in their quest to measure the amount of radiation that was in the air. How
dangerous was it, and when might the environment be safe enough to assume human life once again?
But perhaps, more importantly, how has the disaster affected the people who were forced to evacuate?
In order to seek answers to these questions, I began an extensive ethnography of these Fukushima
rural towns. My frequent visits to Fukushima put me in contact with government officials, nuclear
industry leaders, displaced senior citizens, priests, farmers, teachers, community leaders and children.
I discovered a simple way of life that was in an instant transformed by the after effects of radiation
exposure. These wounds run deep and linger on more than six years after their collective
abandonment. On the one end, the nation’s leadership proclaims that “everything is under control,”
on the other, displaced citizens need to come to terms with their shattered lives, lamenting the loss of
human relations that will never be restored.

Human Error is a film that attempts to shed light to the many narratives that percolate the abandoned
spaces of Fukushima. The repercussions of the troubled nuclear industry in Japan are humanized
through the personal narratives of those who operate the nuclear plant, the struggles to resurrect the
city by government officials, and the painful decisions that former residents are left with: to return, or
not to return. With cities inside the evacuation zone finally lifting their evacuation orders, successful
resurrection depends on the return of their citizens and the perception that spaces are once again safe
for everyday human life. This film is a means to give voice to the forgotten citizens of the abandoned
cities of Fukushima.
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