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ABSTRACT: In the Wakayama poisoned curry incident in July 1998, 67 inhabitants were killed or injured by 
eating arsenic-laced curry at a neighborhood summer festival in Wakayama, a local city 400 km southwest of 
Tokyo. Heavy elements at ppm level, including arsenic, were discovered in the curry using SPring-8, a synchrotron 
radiation facility, as the tool for forensic analysis. This material evidence resulted in the accused being convicted 
and sentenced to death. Further analysis and review by other experts indicated the data presented in the trial were 
not enough to defi nitively identify the suspect as the murderer. This review highlights the potentially misinterpreted 
data and re-analysis truth.

KEY WORDS: Difference identifi cation, expert opinion in criminal court, misjudgment, scientifi c evidence, 
SPring-8.

INTRODUCTION — The Case
 
 On July 25, 1998, the residents of a local street in 
Wakayama, a city 400 km southwest of Tokyo, were 
served curry at a neighborhood summer festival and 67 
individuals were injured or killed [30,31].
 The curry was cooked in a garage near the venue, and 
was completed around noon. At 3:00 p.m., the curry pots 
were carried to the venue. During the noon to 3:00 p.m. 
period, several housewives had tended the curry pots in 
the garage.
 On that day from 9:00 to 11:00 in the morning, pesticide 
was sprayed in the fi eld near the venue [2]. At about 6:00 
p.m., people began to eat the curry, and 10–15 min later 
they began to develop nausea and vomiting. The fi rst 
call for ambulances was at 7:08 p.m. The fi rst transfer 
to the hospital was at 7:14 p.m., and by 9:04 p.m. more 
than 50 individuals were affected. A hospital doctor said, 
“Because of the rapid onset, the possibility of rotting food 
is negligible; the illness was most likely associated with 
exposure to sprayed toxic chemicals.” Urine and blood 
samples from patients were collected for pesticide testing.
 Early the next morning, July 26, a 64-year-old man, 
a 53-year-old man, a 10-year-old child, and a 16-year-
old high school girl died. The two men killed were 
neighborhood association board members, to whom curry 
was offered fi rst.

I. FORENSIC INVESTIGATION AND COURT 
DECISIONS

 At 5:30 a.m. on July 26, the forensic lab of the local 
police identifi ed cyanide compounds in the vomit of fi ve 
individuals, including victims. On July 29, the National 
Research Institute of Police Science (NRIPS) in Tokyo 
detected arsenic in the curry [38]. On August 1, arsenic and 
cyanide were detected in both the serving trays and curry, 
but the cyanide was only found at trace amounts—such 

as levels found in smokers or ordinary individuals. On 
August 6, arsenic was discovered in a paper cup found 
in the garbage bag at the venue [35,36,38,40,41]. At this 
point, this case was treated as a potential mass murder 
with arsenic compounds.
 From August to the end of September, Mr. M 
voluntarily submitted to police samples, such as arsenious 
acid (As2O3), other chemicals, and cement that were used 
for termite/white ant extermination. Mr. M is a brother of a 
suspect, H, an insurance saleswoman, and was a resident in 
this local area. Because H and her husband were rumored 
as the murders, M testifi ed that he voluntarily submitted 
these samples to avoid being suspected [1].
 H was arrested and prosecuted for insurance fraud 
in October. Her husband attempted to cheat an insurance 
company by inducing members of his company to ingest 
and himself ingesting a tiny amount of arsenic used for 
termite extermination. He obtained a health-damage 
certifi cate from a doctor friend.
 On December 9, H was arrested again as a suspect 
of the poisoned-curry murder case, which involved 67 
victims. It was prosecuted as a case in conjunction with 
the insurance fraud, but in fact H had not insured any of 
the 67 victims. 

A. Key Evidence and Expert Witness Reports 

 The most important evidence in this case was the expert 
analysis of arsenic in eight evidence items (see Table 1). 
H often provided arsenic to her relatives and friends for 
termite extermination purpose [1,27–29]. Evidences 1–4 
were stored by Mr. M who is a brother of H. Evidence 
1 is a 50-kg green drum of industrial arsenic, one of 60 
such drums imported from China by a company in Osaka, 
Japan. The ingredient of Evidence 1 was not compared 
to that of the other 59 drums. Evidence 5 was stored by 
Mr. T, a friend of H, in the garage of H’s former house, 
where anyone can go in and out because the entrance is 



152

Forensic Science Review (www.forensicsciencereview.com)   •   Volume Twenty-Six  Number Two  •  July 2014

Curry Murder Case; Adv X-Ray Chem Anal Japan 44:73; 
2013. 

25. Nasu K, Fujita T, Horigome Y, Tahara M, Kondou M: 
Judgment paper by the Supreme Court; April 21, 2009; 
http://www.courts.go.jp/hanrei/pdf/20090422180047.pdf
#search='%E6%9C%80%E9%AB%98%E8%A3%81%E
5%88%A4%E6%B1%BA+%E5%92%8C%E6%AD%8C
%E5%B1%B1%E3%82%AB%E3%83%AC%E3%83%B
C%E4%BA%8B%E4%BB%B6 (accessed June 10, 2014).

26. Ninomiya T, Nakanishi T, Terada Y, Watanabe S, Nishiwaki 
Y: Expert witness report ‘Court Order #5’; September 26, 
2001. 

27. Nogami Y, Yamamoto S, Nohami M, Ueda K: Expert witness 
report ‘Prosecution #5 and #10’; September 6–October 15, 
1998. 

28. Nogami Y, Yamamoto S, Nohami M, Ueda K: Expert witness 
report ‘Prosecution #14’; October 18, 1998. 

29. Nogami Y, Yamamoto S, Nohami M, Ueda K: Expert witness 
report ‘Prosecution #19’; October 18, 1998. 

30. Nomura T: Investigation report of Wakayama case arsenic 
poisoning by the police; March, 2001. 

31. Ogawa I, Endou K, Fujimoto C: Judgment paper with Wakayama 
District Court; December 11, 2002; http://www.courts.go.jp/
hanrei/pdf/A5C82CA4460CB40849256C9100824564.pdf 
(accessed June 10, 2014).

32. Trial record of the 43rd courtroom of Wakayama District 
Court; July 14, 2000. 

33. Revenko AG: Review of the special issue of “X-ray 
spectrometry” — “X-ray spectrometry in forensic science”; 
Analitika i Kontrol’ 18:112; 2014. 

34. Sasakura K: Kagakutekishouko to gohan; The Horitsu Jiho 
85:103; Nippon Hyoron-Sha: Tokyo, Japan; October, 2013. 

35. Seto Y, Kataoka M, Tuge K, Ohthuru O, Higashikawa 
Y, Isobe Y, Suzuki Y, Kakuta N: Expert witness report 

‘Prosecution #1160’; September 30, 1998. 
36. Seto Y, Kataoka M, Tuge K, Ohthuru O, Higashikawa Y, 

Suzuki Y, Kakuta N: Expert witness report ‘Prosecution 
#1193’; September 30, 1998. 

37. Shirai K, Hatakeyama Y: Judgment paper with Osaka Court 
of Appeal; June 28, 2005; http://www.hanta.co.jp/hanta/
hanta-1192.htm (accessed June 10, 2014).

38. Sugita R, Ohta H: Expert witness report ‘Prosecution #1163’; 
October 20, 1998. 

39. Suzuki S, Ohta H: Expert witness report ‘Prosecution #23’; 
December 22, 1998.

40. Suzuki S, Sugita R, Ohta H: Expert witness report 
‘Prosecution #1165’; December 3, 1998. 

41. Suzuki Y, Higashikawa Y, Kakuta N: Expert witness report 
‘Prosecution #1310’; December 25, 1998. 

42. Tabuchi K: “Kagakutekishouko no shoukonouryoku”; Jurist 
special issue: pp 156–157; Yuhikaku Publishing: Tokyo, 
Japan; December 20, 2013. 

43. Takami S: The example that maintained conviction; 
Adequacy of the fi nding in the Supreme Court precedent; 
Quarterly Keiji-Bengo 65:57; Spring, 2001. 

44. Taniguchi K, Hayakawa S: Expert witness report ‘Court 
Order #6’; November 5, 2001. ‘Court Order #7’; November 
15, 2001. ‘Court Order #8’; November 22, 2001. 

45. Tokunaga H: Criminal Law and Procedure for Human 
Rights: pp 596–616; Nippon Hyoron-Sha: Tokyo, Japan; 
2011. 

46. Tu A T, Kawai J: Role of infrared absorption spectroscopy in 
the forensic analysis of Wakayama curry arsenic poisoning 
case; Adv X-Ray Chem Anal Japan 45:87; 2014. 

47. Yamauchi H: Expert witness report ‘Prosecution #60-#64’; 
March 29, 1999. 

48. Yoneda T, Suzuki S: Expert witness report ‘Prosecution 
#20–#22 and #24’; October 13, 1998–February 18, 1999.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Y. Kimura

Yuko Kimura was born and raised in Yokohama (Kanagawa, Japan). Majoring in Japanese literature, she graduated 
from Ritsumeikan University (Kyoto, Japan) in 1986. Having served as a magazine editor and as secretary of a 
member of the House of Representatives, Ms. Kimura is now an assistant on the research project entitled “Law 
and Human Sciences” under the guidance of Professor Shinichi Ishizuka of the Ryukoku University Law School. 
She is a research fellow at Ryukoku University’s Corrections and Rehabilitation Center and a secretariat member 
of the retrial request legal counsel of the Wakayama poison curry case. 
 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




