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Purpose 

The purpose of this paper is to review recent public 

attitudes to nuclear power in Canada and the state of empiri

cal knowledge about these attitudes referring specifically 

to studies carried out in Ontario. It discusses interest 

groups as a factor in public attitudes and suggests some lines 

of investigation for social research. 

Introduction 

One of the recent manifestations of society's 

concerns in the industrial sphere in Canada took place in 

the 1960's and centered about the environment. It culminated 

in legislation setting new environmental standards and ap

plying new rules for industrial behaviour. This kind of 

intervention represents the value judgments that society as 

a whole makes in regard to the public impact of industrial 

operations. It calls for a new standard of conduct and 

recognition of new responsibilities on the part of both 

industry and public. 
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The application of social research in this area 

appears to be still in its formative stages and represents an 

attempt to identify and measure the concerns of society that 

give rise to such judgments and to relate them to certain 

patterns of industrial behaviour so that they can be factored 

into the decision making process. An example of this centres 

around the opposition to nuclear power. In most cases, op

ponents of nuclear power projects have not provided the data 

indicating what portion of the population share their view. 

Yet their statements often stand as a public condemnation of 

this means of energy production with the implication of 

failure by Canadian industry to act responsibly in terms of 

social values. 

Thus the concerns of society and public attitudes 

to nuclear power have become an important factor in planning 

for future nuclear generating capacity in Canada. While we 

have escaped the strong public reaction against nuclear power 

evidenced in the U.S., Japan, Norway, Sweden, France and 

Switzerland, Canadians since 1970 are showing an increasingly 

active interest in nuclear matters. A number of new groups 

opposed to nuclear power developments have formed in the past 

year and there have been attempts to form a federation of 

such groups across the country and regionally which suggests 

a new phase in the industry's relations with the public may 

be beginning. 

In this situation, the nuclear industry and in 

particular the utilities with or planning nuclear power 
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programs roust take into consideration both economic and 

social factors. No longer is it primarily a matter of right 

technology as in the past. Few segments of the industry 

remain unaffected by present socio-economic and political 

concerns. The former which generally relate to the destruc

tion of non-renewable resources, waste and ecological damage 

(that is, damage to all living organisms) are current topics: 

witness the concern expressed by the public over the handling 

of spent fuel and the diversion of plutonium to non-peaceful 

purposes. The political concerns generally relate to those 

areas where the final decisions are made as to who gets what, 

how much and at what cost. 

At some point then, technical, ecological and 

social trade-offs have to be made on the most objective 

basis possible. In this situation citizen attitudes to re

levant issues make an essential contribution in establishing 

the appropriate social data base for decision making. It 
i 

would appear that much of the present opposition stems from 

the public's frustration that societal values and concerns 

are either inadequately weighted or incorporated in decision 

making. The application of social science in what up to now 

has been a technological preserve, provides planners and 

policy makers with hard data about public attitudes and 

concerns so that society's values can in fact be taken into 

account. 

Experience to-date however, suggests that there 

is insufficient classified social information in Canada 
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which pinpoints public attitudes to the nuclear industry. 

Indeed there was no need for it in this country until the 

1970's with the advent of an apparent growth of negative 

attitudes to nuclear power developments. I say apparent 

because in the absence of data from representative samples 

of the population, the industry has been forced to make 

judgments about public attitudes based on the day-to-day 

interface of some of the public and the industry. Tradi

tionally this has taken the form of: 

1. Public argument or debate in which equally committed 

people air their views. In this category fall the 

nuclear forum held in Vancouver, B.C. and the symposium 

on nuclear power in Halifax, Nova Scotia in 1973. 

2. Public hearings and meetings such as the ones held in 

Ontario and New Brunswick in 1974 and 1975 in connection 

with nuclear power projects and/or transmission faci

lities. 

3. The activities of interest groups opposed to the nuclear 

industry e.g., holding of seminars, workshops, the 

writing of letters and briefs to government and media, 

production of handbooks for activists, ecology inven

tories, etc. 

4. The national media coverage of nuclear news. 

5. A political interface related to the availability of a 

suitable alternative to nuclear power and which varies 

from province to province and between federal and 

provincial levels. 
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The increase in the use of nuclear power as a 

source of energy in Canada has corresponded with a growth 

in public awareness of the industry. Because much of this 

attention has focused on the difficult questions of nuclear 

safety and the environment with less attention given to the 

benefits of having adequate electricity produced from 

nuclear power it is logical to interpret this as an increase, 

in negative attitudes. However, it may well be instead 

that those opposed to nuclear power have developed a more 

sophisticated method of publicly articulating their position 

through the formation of groups and the strategic use of 

society's political and media mechanisms. It may also be 

related to the way the behaviour of industry members is 

perceived by the public. For example, the rhetoric used to 

describe the various steps in the acquisition of sites and 

the development of a nuclear project to the public may be 

so much mumbo-jumbo to the man on the spot if what in fact 

has taken place at the first step appears to be an irrevoc

able decision. 

In any case, these hypotheses can only be confi

dently substantiated or rejected by objective social data. 

Public Attitude in Ontario 

I would like now to proceed from these rather 

broad generalizations to some more specific public attitude 

measurements taken in Ontario where for the most part, the 

Canadian domestic nuclear power program has been centered. 
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Ontario Hydro's role as the provincial utility is 

to supply the demands of the people of Ontario for electri

city at the lowest possible cost including both the economic 

and the social cost. In meeting this requirement, Ontario 

Hydro has adopted an "open planning" policy aimed at involv

ing the public in the process of planning for future sites 

for generation and transmission facilities. In the past 

year, the Corporation which has a large nuclear power pro

gram has conducted research into public attitudes as part 

of the preliminary study package in two areas of the pro

vince where it is possible that future generating station 

sites could be located. These two areas were Huron County 

in southwestern Ontario and the North Shore area of Lake 

Huron. 

In both these studies, the standard survey pro

cedures used in behavioural science were employed. Random 

samples of the population were drawn and interviewed. The 

attitudinal data relating to nuclear power represented only 

part of the study and I will limit my remarks to some 

specific observations drawn from this data. These are: 

1. The proportion of the population which is opposed to 

nuclear power appears to be quite small. 
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TABLE 1 

N. Channel Study USA National USA National 
1974 1973* 1974* 
(N=700) (N=1431) (N=1252) 

Strongly opposed 2%) 4%) 5%) 
) 4 % ) 1 3 % ) 1 7 % 

Opposed 2%) 9%) 12%) 

In favour 4956) 33%) 38%) 
) 67% ) 61% ) 64% 

Strongly in favour 18%) 28%) 26%) 

Undecided and 29% 26% 19% 
lack information 

* The Electric Utility Industry - A National Survey of 
Public Knowledge and Attitudes, Becker Research Corpora
tion, Boston, Massachusetts, July 1974. 

The 4 per cent of the randomly selected population in 

the North Channel study compares with a U.S. national 

study finding of 13 per cent opposed in 1973 and 17 

per cent in 1974. We can speculate however that there 

will be an increase beyond the 4 per cent level with 

the formation of opposed groups and as the flow of 

nuclear information mainly from the U.S. reaches the 

area. One of the major problem areas in informing the 

Canadian public stems directly from this flow which 

exerts great influence even though it often has little 

relevance to the Candu system. 

While there was a large favourable response to nuclear 

power from the people in the North Channel area, this 

probably represents the arrangement of priorities that 

the community on the whole at present gives to economic 
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development over social and environmental concerns. The 

perception of benefits to be gained will probably shift 

in the future as economic benefits are established and 

the negative social impacts of a large development are 

experienced. 

There are large blocks of uncommitted individuals often 

ranging in size from one-quarter to one-third of the 

population. 

The Huron County study revealed the following data in 

answer to a question on preference: 

Urban Rural 

Nuclear 37% 19% 

Fossil 14% 12% 

Undecided 49% 69% 

I would like to emphasize the importance of knowing 

more about the undecided populations. In the Huron 

County study, it appears that the type of station was 

not a major issue, but it also indicates a lack of 

information. Because this sector of the community is 

likely to assume either a positive or negative attitude 

over time and to be a decisive factor in overall com

munity response patterns they need to be given as much 

information and opportunity for familiarization as 

possible. 

To illustrate this point, it may be useful to look at 
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results of a U.S. study and subsequent monitoring studies 

conducted by Portland General Electric and reported by 

Kathern in the June, 1974 Journal of Health Physics. 

Nuclear Power 

In favour 

Opposed 

Undecided 

August 1970 

43% 

20% 

35% 

July 1972 

57% 

16% 

27% 

3. 

Coincident with the shift in attitude was Portland 

General Electric's information program over the two 

year period. 

Sex difference: Women are generally less well informed 

about nuclear power than men and are more opposed to it. 

North Channel 
Study 1974 

1974 U.S. 
National 
Study 

Male 
N=618 

Female 
N=631 

TABLE 2 

Male 
N=420 

Female 
N=270 

Opposed 

* 

3% 

6% 

In Favour 

77% 

52% 

Undecided 

20% 

42% 

Total 

100% 

100% 

15# 

209a 

73% 12% 100% 

54% 26% 100% 

The difference in attitudes to nuclear power between 

males and females has been consistent in all the studies. 
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Further research would be needed to pinpoint all the reasons, 

but we can speculate that they are numerous, possibly based 

on physiological and socio-psychological differences between 

males and females. The fact remains that women are general

ly more negative in their responses to nuclear projects 

which appears to account for their number involved in nuclear 

protest groups. 

Interest Groups and Public Attitudes 

I would like to share with you some of our obser

vations on the subject of groups because over the past five 

years and particularly the last 12 months, a number of 

special interest groups have sprung into existence in Canada 

with environmental issues as their main concern. Their 

impact on the nuclear industry is being felt and in many 

instances they have succeeded in establishing the appearance 

of an adversary relationship between the industry and the 

community. 

The importance of these groups stems from the 

effect or impact they can have on group members and on others 

outside the group, including the nuclear industry. For 

their members, the group provides a channel for purposive 

social action. They help to identify and freeze attitudes 

as well as providing a reference point for uncommitted or 

undecided people in a community. They gather and disseminate 

information and bring pressure to bear on governments and 
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community leaders. In themselves they represent something of 

a social phenomenon, reflecting the wide spread concern in 

North America with the environment. The development of 

Canadian groups has paralleled that of the U.S. environ

mental movement and in some cases are direct offshoots of 

U.S. groups. 

Research has not kept pace with all the develop

ments taking place and my observations are related to the 

more visible groups in Ontario and New Brunswick. A recent 

count suggests there are over thirty of these. They vary 

in structure, aims, objectives, communication patterns and 

effectiveness, but a general concern for the quality of life 

and life styles appears to underlie many of them. The re

cently formed groups are usually loosely structured. Others 

are older and more tightly structured with concrete goals. 

Examples of these are Pollution Probe, the Sierra Club, 

the Ontario Federation of Naturalists and the Conservation 

Council of Ontario. Goals and objectives range from very 

specific such as Save Our Trees and Streams, to broad con

cerns at a world level such as those of the Greenpeace 

Foundation or the Niagara Peace Movement. Groups with firm 

goals and organized methods for realizing them give the 

citizen member a feeling of sharing in major social decisions. 

The desire to share in decision making may also be a factor 

in the increasing number of women now turning their at

tention to environmental issues and nuclear power. 

The communication patterns and methods by which 
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groups gain members and support often show very rapid 

development particularly when they have specific short-term 

goals and a strong sense of commitment. These range from 

grass roots door-to-door campaigns to sophisticated pre

sentations in pamphlets, journals, workshops and seminars. 

The best of them have competent people using a variety of 

communication channels and tested intervention tactics. 

Although the majority of these groups in Ontario 

and New Brunswick are still in the early phases of their 

development and are redefining their objectives and stra

tegies, their social impact even if the group is short-lived 

can be considerable. The first public discussions of a 

possible generating station site in the North Channel area 

in Ontario in March coincided with the emergence of a newly 

formed protest group. There is some evidence that a shift 

in public attitudes is taking place or if not an actual shift, 

the formation of negative attitudes by some of the previously 

uncommitted population. The situation in New Brunswick may 

be indicative where a majority of opinions expressed at an 

April environmental hearing were opposed to the nuclear power 

project at Point Lepreau. 

The formation of coalitions of these groups raises 

the question whether the new strategy contemplated by the 

environmentalists is not some legalistic route to the 

implementation of their goals. If so, it would follow the 

direction set by environmental groups in the U.S. which 

resulted in the U.S. National Environmental Policy Act and 
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more recently the introduction of nuclear regulatory bills 

in some state legislatures such as the one in Minnesota, 

requiring a six-year moratorium on the construction of 

nuclear facilities. 

Of all the groups, those with an environmental or 

ecological orientation are probably the most important to the 

nuclear industry. They are most frequently in direct 

conflict with industry plans and they have the resources and 

competence for successful intervention. 

Groups formed on the basis of economic interests, 

historical societies, ratepayers association, rural estate 

owners and recreation groups, all exert influence, but their 

activity varies according to the threat they perceive to 

their interest and once dealt with tend to subside. The 

environmental groups are a different breed and reflect a 

much wider concern often on a world level, morally and 

spiritually supported by similar movements in other countries. 

The Next Step 

I would like to close my remarks by asking the 

question, what is the next step? In answer to that question, 

it appears that a new phase is beginning for the nuclear 

industry and the public. As arguments and counter arguments 

grow more sophisticated and the confrontation more determined, 

the nuclear industry in Canada will have to seek a new 

accommodation with the public through innovative methods using 

language which is direct and unequivocal. 
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At the same time, those opposed to nuclear develop

ments such as the environmentalists are going to be called 

upon to employ their creative energies in a more responsible 

role in reaching socially acceptable solutions rather than 

simply organizing for opposition. 


