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Even if the
nuclear
accident is
brought under
control swiftly,
and the
release of
radiation
turns out not
to be large
enough to
damage
public health,
this accident
will have a
huge impact
on the nuclear
industry, both
inside and
outside Japan

JAPAN'S HYDRA-HEADED DISASTER

The fallout

Some natural disasters change history. Japan's tsunami could be one

THE ECONOMIST

That “tsunami” is one of the few Japa-
nese words in global use points to the
country's familiarity with natural
disaster. But even measured against
Japan's painful history, its plight today
is miserable. The magnitude-9 earth-
quake -- the largest ever in the coun-
try's history, equivalent in power to
30,000 Hiroshimas -- was followed by a
wave which wiped out whole towns.
With news dribbling out from stricken
coastal communities, the scale of the
horrorisstill sinking in. The surge of icy
water shoved the debris of destroyed
towns miles inland, killing most of
those too old or too slow to scramble to
higher ground. The official death toll of
5,429 will certainly rise. In several
towns over half the population has
drowned or is missing.

In the face of calamity, a decent peo-
ple has proved extremely resilient: no
looting; very little complaining among
the tsunami survivors. In Tokyo people
queued patiently to meet their tax dead-
lines. Everywhere there was a calm
determination to conjure a little order
out of chaos. Volunteers have rushed to
help. The country's Self-Defence
Forces, which dithered in response to
the Kobe earthquake in 1995, have
poured into the stricken area. Naoto
Kan, the prime minister, who started the
crisis with very low public support, has
so far managed to keep a semblance of
order in the country, despite a series of
calamities that would challenge even
the strongest of leaders. The govern-
ment's inept handling of the Kobe
disaster did much to undermine Japan's
confidenceinitself.

The immediate tragedy may be
Japan's; but it also throws up longer-
term questions that will eventually
affect people all the way round the
globe. Stockmarkets stumbled on fears
about the impact on the world's third-
biggest economy. Japan's central bank
seems to have stilled talk of financial
panic with huge injections of liquidity.
Early estimates of the total damage are
somewhat higher than the $100 billion
that Kobe cost, but not enough to
wreck a rich country. Disruption to
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electricity supplies will damage
growth, and some Asian supply chains
are already facing problems; but new
infrastructure spending will offset
some of the earthquake's drag on
growth.

Those calculations could change
dramatically if the nuclear crisis wors-
ens. As The Economist went to press,
helicopters were dropping water to
douse overheating nuclear fuel stored
at the Fukushima Dai-ichi plant, where
there have been explosions, fires and
releases of radiation greater, it seems,
than the Japanese authorities had
admitted. The country's nuclear
industry has alonghistory of cover-ups
and incompetence, and -- notwith-
standing the heroism of individual
workers -- the handling of the crisis by
TEPCQO, the nuclear plant's operator, is
sadlyin line with its past performance.

Even if the nuclear accident is
brought under control swiftly, and the
release of radiation turns out not to be
large enough to damage public health,
this accident will have a huge impact
on the nuclear industry, both inside
and outside Japan. Germany has
already put on hold its politically tricky

decision to extend the life of its nuclear
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plants. America's faltering steps
towards new reactors look sure to be
set back, not least because new con-
cerns will mean greater costs.

China has announced a pause in its
ambitious plans for nuclear growth.
With 27 reactors under construction,
more than twice as many as any other
country, China accounts for almost
half the world's current nuclear build-
out -- and it has plans for 50 more reac-
tors. And in the long term the regime
looks unlikely to be much deterred
from these plans -- and certainly not by
its public's opinion, whatever that
might be. China has a huge thirst for
energy that it will slake from as many
wells as it can, with planned big
increases in wind power and in gas as
well as the nuclear build-out and ever
more coal-fired plants.

Thus the great nuclear dilemma. For
the best nuclear safety you need not
just good planning and good engineer-
ing. You need the sort of society that
can produce accountability and trans-
parency, one that can build institutions
that receive and deserve trust. No
nuclear nation has done this as well as
one might wish, and Japan's failings
may well become more evident. But
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democracies are better at building
such institutions. At the same time,
however, democracy makes it much
easier for a substantial and implacable
minority to make sure things don't
happen, and that seems likely to be the
case with plans for more nuclear
power. Thus nuclear power looks much
more likely to spread in societies that
are unlikely to ground it in the endur-
ing culture of safety that it needs.
China's nearest competitor in the new-
build stakes is Russia.

Yet democracies would be wrong to
turn their back on nuclear power. It still
has the advantages of offering reliable
power, a degree of energy security, and
no carbon dioxide emissions beyond
those incurred in building and supply-
ing the plants. In terms of lives lost it
has also boasted, to date, a reasonably
good record. Chernobyl's death toll is
highly uncertain, but may have
reached a few thousand people.
China's coal mines certainly kill 2,000-
3,000 workers a year, and coal-
smogged air there and elsewhere kills
many more. It remains a reasonable
idea for most rich countries to keep
some nuclear power in their portfolio,
not least because by maintaining eco-

nomic and technological stakes in
nuclear theywill have more standing to
insist on high standards for safety and
non-proliferation being applied
throughout the world. Butin the face of
panic, of sinister towers of smoke, of
invisible and implacable threats, the
reasonable course is not an easy one.

Back to Tokyo

No country faces that choice more
painfully than Japan, scarred by
nuclear energy but also deprived of
native alternatives. To abandon
nuclear power is to commit the coun-
try to massive imports of gas and per-
haps coal. To keep it is to face and over-
come anational trauma and to accepta
small butrealrisk of another disaster.

Japan's all too frequent experience of
calamity suggests that such events are
often followed by great change. After the
earthquake of 1923, it turned to milita-
rism. Afterits defeat in the second world
war, and the dropping of the atom
bombs, it espoused peaceful growth.
The Kobe earthquake reinforced
Japan'srecent turningin onitself.

This new catastrophe seems likely to
have a similarly huge impact on the
nation's psyche. It may be that the Japa-
nese people's impressive response to
disaster, and the rest of the world's awe
in the face of their stoicism, restores the
self-confidence the country so badly
needs. It may be that the failings of its
secretive system of governance, exem-
plified by the shoddy management ofiits
nuclear plants, lead to more demands
for political reform. As long as Mr Kan
can convince the public that the govern-
ment's information on radiation is
trustworthy, and thatit can ease the cold
and hunger of tsunami survivors, his
hand may be strengthened to further
liberalise Japan. Or it may be that things
take a darker turn.

The stakes are high. Japan -- a
despondent country with a dysfunc-
tional political system -- badly needs
change. It seems just possible that,
looking back from a safe distance,
Japan's people will regard this dreadful
moment not just as a time of death,
grief and mourning, but also as a time
ofrebirth.

FOOd: the next big bankable idea?

REUTERS, Chicago
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technology, and the winners are
not obvious. So there are the

The world keeps seeing more
mouths to feed, a fact that leads
tosmart investment bets.

Seeds, land and fertiliser are
among the top places food and
agriculture executives and econ-
omists said they would put their
money, betting on global popula-
tion growth.

Those looking for the next
big bankable idea should park
their money in companies that
deal with resources in tight
supply and growing demand
such as food and water, accord-
ing to participants in the
Reuters Global Food and Agri-
culture Summit in Chicago,
London, Paris and Singapore
this week.

"World demand has inexora-
bly and silently been sneaking
up," said Jim Prokopanko, chief
executive officer of the world's
second largest fertiliser producer
Mosaic Co. "Now, the world finds,
you have got to put the accelera-
tor down to the mat to produce
more."

With the world expected to
have about 9 billion mouths to
feed by 2050, investing in agri-
culture equipment makers as
well as companies that supply
technology to improve the
quality of seeds and those
which own rich farmlands in
emerging markets is a good
idea, many said.

"I think farmland is a pretty
good investment. You know, the
broad basket of seed companies
is good. Picking the winner is
kind of tricky. There is a lot of

DuPonts, Syngentas,"
Prokopanko said, when asked
where he would invest $10 mil-
lion, other than in his own com-
pany.

DuPontis a US chemical com-
pany, while Syngenta is a Swiss
agricultural company.

Denis Seudieu, chief econo-
mist of the International Coffee
Organisation, also saw good
prospects for the food industry.

"I would invest in the food
industry, either rice or beans,"
Seudieu said.

"Why do we not use our intelli-
gence and our technology in
food? I am sure there will be
enough food for the 9 billion
people there will be in 2050 if we
spend a lot of money on biotech-
nology," said Michel Portier,
founder and director of French
grains consultancy Agritel.

Many executives urged inves-
tors to think global while invest-
ingin the sector.

If he had $10 million to invest,
Janney Capital Markets analyst
Jonathan Feeney's strategy
would be simple: "A third Her-
shey, a third Ralcorp and a third
agricultural land in emerging
markets, in Latin America specif-
ically."

Feeney likes Hershey Co for
its pricing power in a confec-
tionery category where brands
matter and likes leading pri-
vate label company Ralcorp
Holding Inc, which competes
in categories like cereal and
pasta, where many consumers
think getting a low price is

more important.

"The economic realities of the
businesses are such that here is a
company that is providing the
lowest cost option to consumers
in all these different categories,”
Feeneysaid.

Feeney also recommends
banana producers Dole Food Co,
Chiquita Brands International
and Fresh Del Monte Produce as
they own rich farmland in Latin
America.

"People eat bananas the world
over," he said.

Executives also like markets
onthe otherside of the Atlantic.

"Definitely in Ukraine," said
Charles Vilgrain, chief executive
of farm investor AgroGeneration,
which is currently only present in
that Black Sea country, although
he said it envisaged investments
in Latin America.

"Ukraine is the country of
large production and low-cost
production for agricultural raw
materials. I don't see any other
country today that offers the
same quality, opportunity,
potential there is in Ukraine,"
Vilgrain said. The French group
currently farms 50,000 hectares
in Ukraine.

"In terms of agriproduction
there's no better place on earth to
do alarge project.”

Mayo Schmidt, chief executive
of Canada's biggest grain handler
Viterra Inc, likes India more.

"I think one of the greatest
emerging opportunities in the
world today is ... India," he said,
citing the country's food collec-
tion system and explosive popu-
lation growth.

Alabourer sorts watermelons at a wholesale fruit market on the outskirts of Hyderabad.
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