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Minamata disease and Kanemi Yusho : On some common problems

Mamoru Shimoda
Shimonoseki City University

Abstract

Some common problems between Minamata disease and Kanemi Yusho are
considered. Minamata disease is an environmental poisoning caused by sea food in Shiranui
Sea, contaminated by methyl mercury from Chisso factory, whereas Kanemi Yusho is a
food poisoning caused by edible oil, contaminated by PCBs and dioxins, produceed by
Kanemi Warehouse Co., and sold widely in Western Japan. These two disasters are large-
scale chemical food poisonings resulting in long-term serious diseases. In both cases many
patients who have almost the same conditions as officially certified ones were not certified
officially, and some unborn babies were also affected by the toxic chemicals.

In this paper some common problems between these two cases are treated from three
viewpoints; contamination of environment, health damage, and violation of human rights.

In each case, there have never been thorough investigations both of the contamination
and human damage. The commonly accepted views have underestimated the reality of the
disaster in four aspects; period of contamination and symptoms, area of contamination,
clinical pictures, and cause of contamination. Initially the most typical symptoms caused by
heavy contamination attracted attention, and a picture of the disease was created based on
the data of typical cases. Hence many patients were excluded by the biased and strict
diagnosis criteria for the certification. Subsequently since medical research focused mainly
on certified patients, the strict criteria have been little revised, and the picture of the
disease remained far from capturing the real situation of the patients.

Therefore, in each case the patients have had little opportunity of having proper and
sufficient medical treatment. Besides, many patients were unable to continue working and
lost their jobs and many young patients lost the opportunity to gain higher education and to
marry. The visual image of the typical symptoms has strengthened the prejudices and
discriminations against the victims. In a few cases the victims settled a compromise with
the company, but most victims could not take part in the decision process and had no choice
but to accept the "settlement”. In the way, each "settlement” became the seed of the next
conflict. Ultimately, most victims hide themselves, fearing prejudice and discrimination
against them, sometimes not recognizing their own damage exactly. Most patients have
suffered both physically and socially, and their human rights have been bitterly violated.

Other large-scale health damage disasters such as other environmental poisoning,
harmful effects of medicines, and the disease caused by atomic-bomb radiation, also have
similar problems. These problems could be seen as mirrors of the illness of our society.

Keywords : Minamata disease, Kanemi Yusho, large-scale health damage disaster,
chemical food poisoning, certification problem, violation of human rights
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