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Aerial view shows TEPCO's tsunami-hit Fukushima nuclear power plant in late
April. Japan denied that a government project to monitor online news reports
and Twitter posts about the Fukushima nuclear crisis was an attempt to censor
negative information and views.

Japan on Friday denied that a government project to monitor online
news reports and Twitter posts about the Fukushima nuclear crisis was
an attempt to censor negative information and views.

Some Western online reports have charged that Japan had passed a law
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with the intent of "cleansing" the Internet of negative reports and
commentary about the accident at the tsunami-hit Fukushima Daiichi
atomic plant.

Chikako Ogami, a spokeswoman at the energy agency of the Ministry of
Economy, Trade and Industry (METI), told AFP: "Our government will
never censor information at all. These are erroneous news reports."

Ogami said the agency had set aside funds in the nation's disaster
reconstruction budget for a project to monitor "inaccurate" online
information that may lead to harmful rumours against residents of
Fukushima.

"But we will never ask Internet providers or web masters to delete such
information or pin down the senders," Ogami said. "We will simply
explain our thoughts on our own website and our own Twitter account."

The controversy was triggered when METI's Agency for Natural
Resources and Energy earlier this month opened a call for bids for its so-
called Nuclear Power Safety Regulation Publicity Project.

The bid said the agency needed a contractor "to monitor blogs on nuclear
power and radiation issues as well as Twitter accounts around the clock".

The contractor would be asked to "conduct research and analysis on
incorrect and inappropriate information that would lead to false rumours
and to report such Internet accounts to the agency", it said.

The contractor would then "publish correct information in question-and-
answer format on the agency's website and Twitter account, after
consulting with experts and engineers if necessary", said the call for
tenders.
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Asatsu DK, a major Japanese advertising company, won the contract for
70 million yen ($897,000) which expires at the end of March 2012.

The Fukushima Daiichi plant was hit by nuclear meltdowns and
explosions after it was damaged by a powerful quake and tsunami on
March 11, and it has since continued to release radiation into the air, soil
and sea.

The disaster has forced the evacuation of tens of thousands of people
and led to bans on farm produce, including some vegetables,
mushrooms, dairy products and most recently beef after cattle ate
contaminated straw.

The crisis has hit the local farm and fisheries sectors hard.

Many residents in Fukushima prefecture have reported facing painful
discrimination and harmful rumours, such as claims that they spread
radioactivity when they travel outside their home region.

(c) 2011 AFP
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