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Les attitudes à l'égard de l'énergie nucléaire au Canada*

J.E.O. Davies, J.K. Dobson, R.G. Baril
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Toronto, Ontario

Résumé

Cette communication fiat l'inventaire de l'expérience canadienne
relative à l'acceptation par le public de l'énergie nucléaire, et se
concentre sur les initiatives de diffusion d'information entreprises par
l'industrie nucléaire canadienne. On passe en revue les résultats d'études
effectuées récemment au Canada concernant les attitudes â l'égard de
l'énergie nucléaire et on considère ces résultats en tant que leur utili-
sation comme base à la mise en effet de programmes coopératifs de diffusion
d'information. Pendant les dix dernières années on constate au Canada une
forte croissance d'intérêt parmi le public â l'énergie nucléaire et à son
rapport â 1 Environnement. Bien que la plupart des canadiens aient accepté
l'énergie nucléaire comme moyen de production d'électricité, on ressent
néanmoins une opposition importante à son utilisation. Cette opposition a
effectivement obligé l'industrie nucléaire canadienne â modifier son
comportement vis—à-vis le public â cause de l'inquiétude croissante quant
â la sécurité de l'énergie nucléaire et tout ce qui s'y rapporte. L'expérience
a démontré la nécessité de données sociales à base scientifique qui permettront
à l'industrie nucléaire d'encourager le public â examiner rationnellement ses
propres soucis à l'égard de l'énergie nucléaire. En 1976, l'Association
nucléaire canadienne a mis sur pied de telles études, notamment une enquête
des attitudes sur le plan national, deux enquêtes régionales (aux Provinces
Atlantiques et au moyen-ouest du Canada) ainsi qu'une enquête des opinions
de l'énergie nucléaire soutenues par ceux qui formulent les politiques
énergétiques au Canada. Les données sociales obtenues étaient d'ordre
rondamental, décrivant la façon dont les canadiens perçoivent l'énergie
nucléaire. Ces recherches ont permis de constater que le. niveau des
connaissances au sujet de l'énergie nucléaire est très bas et qu'il existe
de grandes différences régionales. Seulement 56 pour cent des canadiens
savent que l'énergie nucléaire peut être utilisée pour produire de l'électricité.
Néanmoins, 21 pour cent de ceux qui ont cette connaissance s'opposent à
l'énergie nucléaire surtout pour des raisons de sécurité. Les rayonnements
et la gestion des déchets constituent les plus grands désavantages mentionnés.
En fin de compte, c'est l'inflation qui inquiète les canadiens plus que les
problèmes énergétiques. En fait, presque la moitié se tous les canadiens ne
considèrent pas la question de l'énergie comme un problème actuel, mais
plutôt de l'avenir (d'ici cinq ans). Selon l'opinion de la plupart des
canadiens, un des aspects les plus importants de l'énergie est 1'independence
nationale en matière d'énergie. L'utilisation des données provenant de ces
études n'est pas facile pour l'industrie nucléaire canadienne. L'élément de
peur qui existe â l'égard du nucléaire et le manque de confiance dans

*Rapport IAEA-CN-36/580 présenté à la Conférence Internationale de l'AIEA
sur l'Energie Nucléaire et son Cycle de Combustible, à Salzbourg, Autriche,
les 2-13 mai 1977.



l'information émanant des institutions gouvernementales et industrielles
présentent des obstacles importants. La sécurité et le bien-être d'une
société axée sur le nucléaire attendent encore un témoignage satisfaisant.
Ce témoignage reste un objectif important pour l'industrie au Canada, parce
que la participation publique et l'acceptation par le public sont des
conditions préalables au maintien du nucléaire.
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ABSTRACT

In the past 10 years Canadian society has been marked by the growth of
public interest in nuclear power and its relationship to the environment.
Although the majority of Canadians have accepted nuclear power as a means of
generating electricity there is significant opposition to its use. This
opposition has effectively forced the Canadian nuclear industry to modify
its behaviour vis-à-vis the public in the face of growing concern over the
safety of nuclear power and related matters. The experience has shown the
need for scientific social data that will permit the nuclear industry to
involve the public in a rational examination of its concerns about nuclear
power. The Canadian Nuclear Association sponsored such studies in 1976.
They consisted of a national assessment of public attitudes, two regional
studies (Maritimes and Mid-Western Canada) and a study of Canadian policy-
makers' views on nuclear energy. The social data obtained was of a base-
line nature describing Canadian perceptions of and attitudes to nuclear power
at that time. This research established that Canadian levels of knowledge
about nuclear power are very low and that there are marked regional
differences. Only 56 per cent of the population have the minimum knowledge
required to indicate that they know that nuclear power can be used to
generate electricity. Nevertheless, 21 per cent of informed Canadians
oppose nuclear power primarily on the grounds that it is not safe. Radiation
and waste management -are seen to be major disadvantages. In perspective,
Canadians are more concerned with inflation than they are with the energy
supply. Indeed about half of all Canadians see the question of energy
supplies as a future problem (within five years) not a present one. A more
important aspect of energy is seen by the majority of Canadians to be some
form of energy independence. The utilization of the data from these studies
is no easy task for the Canadian nuclear industry because of the fear com-
ponent and because the credibility of institutional information is low. The
safety and well-being of a nuclear oriented society have yet to be satis-
factorily demonstrated. This demonstration remains an important objective
for the industry in Canada because public participation and public acceptance
are prerequisites to retaining the nuclear option.

*!'aper IAEA-CN-36/580 presented at the IAEA International Conference on
Nuclenr Power and its Fuel Cycle, Salzburg, Austria, 2-13 May 1977.
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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this paper is to review briefly the Canadian experience
relative to the public acceptance of nuclear power with specific reference
to the public information activities of the Canadian nuclear industry. It
considers some of the findings of recent studies in Canada of public
attitudes to nuclear power and the utilization of scientific social data as
the operative base for cooperative public information programs.

In the past 10 years Canadian society has been marked by the growth of
widespread public interest in nuclear power and its relationship to the
environment. Although many Canadians have accepted nuclear power as a means
of generating electricity, there is significant opposition in Canada to its
use.

Nuclear power-generating stations were first built in the Province of
Ontario in the early 1960's as part of the provincial electrical utility's
generation development program. The concerns of the public then as they
related to nuclear power centred around the usual socio-economic question
associated with a large industrial undertaking. The impact on housing,
wages, schools and roads (for example) figured more prominently than ques-
tions of safety, environment and energy alternatives. As a result, infor-
mation provided to the public by the industry concentrated on preserving
good relationships with the communities in which the nuclear facilities
were being built, with little reference to the broader social concerns.
The information came from a few organizations such as Ontario Hydro1 and
Atomic Energy of Canada Limited2 who were directly involved in the nuclear
program.

!A publicly owned provincial electrical utility.

2The federal Crown company responsible for developing nuclear power systems.
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The Canadian public as a whole was uncritical of the nuclear power
program in its early days. During that period, few social or environmental
questions comparable to those that were being asked by the public in other
countries with nuclear programs were being raised in Canada. By 1970
however, the Canadian level of awareness of nuclear power had risen
appreciably, partly as a result of the growth of the Canadian program itself
but chiefly from a new public concern for the environment and industrial
behaviour in relation to it. With it came an increase in negative criticism
and the formation of groups in opposition. Helping to reinforce this social
development were the skeptical views of the national news media and the
information flow into Canada from other countries where nuclear programs
were under attack.

As a result there is now in Canada a well-established, though compara-
tively small, body of public opinion that opposes the development of nuclear
power. It has effectively forced the Canadian nuclear industry to embark on
procedural and informational steps that are designed to involve the public
directly in the process of gaining authorization for nuclear projects.

TOE NEED FOR SCIENTIFIC SOCIAL DATA

The growth of opposition to nuclear power reflected the change in
relationships between Canadian industry and society. Many of the old ways
of relating to the public had been rejected and there was a clear require-
ment for objective understanding of the social context in which the nuclear
industry operated. This need for scientific evaluation was recognized by
the Canadian Nuclear Association which commissioned a number of independent
studies of public attitudes to nuclear power. These were carried out in
1976 by the Institute for Behavioural Research at York University in
Toronto and consisted of a national assessn.ent of public attitudes — two
separate studies, one of the Province of Nova Scotia and one of mid-Western
Canada -plus a study of Canadian policy-makers ' views on nuclear energy.
The social data obtained were of a base-line nature describing Canadian
perceptions of and attitudes to nuclear power at that time.

The national study collected data from a scientifically selected
sample of the Canadian population aged 18 years or older across Canada.
Based on more than 2100 personal interviews it yielded information about
public attitudes in the Maritime Provinces, Ontario, Quebec, the Prairie
Provinces and British Columbia. This study was followed by a study of
Canadian leadership views based on some 200 personal interviews with
businessmen, politicians, civil servants, academics and environmentalists
having a special interest in energy matters. Although interesting, the
data from the latter study are not strictly scientific because it was not
possible to ascertain the size of each group from which the samples were
drawn. With the two additional studies of public attitudes in Alberta
and Saskatchewan and in Nova Scotia it was possible to draw valid conclu-
sions for the whole of Canada, for four provinces (Nova Scotia, Quebec,
Ontario, British Columbia) for two regions (Atlantic, Prairies) and
for one sub-region (Alberta-Saskatchewan).

The data obtained through these studies were designed to provide a
basis for the Canadian nuclear industry to respond to genuine public
concerns in an orderly and effective way. The results are now being applied
in cooperative public information and participation programs by individual
members of the industry and by the Canadian Nuclear Association.
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CANADIAN ATTITUDES

The national research project established that Canadian levels of
knowledge about nuclear power were very low and that there were marked
regional differences. From Table I we see that only 56 per cent of the
population knew that nuclear power could be used to generate electricity.
Of these knowledgeable Canadians, 69 per cent were in favour of nuclear
power, 10 per cent were undecided, and 21 per cent were opposed.

TABLE I

NUCLEAR KNOWLEDGE AND SUPPORT
A\'D ENERGY INDEPENDENCE

Opinion About Think Canada Think Energy

Atlantic
Quebec
Ontario
Prairies
British Columbia
General Public

Know About
Nuclear

<t0

39
49
62
55
72
56

Nuclear

Favour

63
63
76
69
57
68

Oppose

0.
0

28
25
14
20
31
21

is Energy
Independent

35
41
51
62
53
49

Independence
is Important

91
86
94
94
91
91

Amongst Canadian Energy policy-vnakers, attitudes to nuclear power
ranged from 86 per cent opposed by environmentalists to 80 per cent in
favour by businessmen. Civil servants' attitudes more closely approximated
those of the general public than r.id those of other policy-makers.

With regard to levels of opposition to and support for nuclear power,
regional differences were quite marked. Opposition levels were highest
(311,) in British Columbia, a province with no nuclear program, and lowest
(14%) in Ontario, where the greater part of the Canadian nuclear power
program is concentrated. Lc.vels.of support were highest in Ontario, 76"&,
and between 60°o and 70% in all other regions except British Columbia.

Regional differences on perceptions of energy matters in general were
also apparent. The eastern energy-poor provinces were consistently more
sensitive to questions of shortages, energy independence and generally to
the importance of energy problems, than the energy-rich mid-Westerr
provinces.

Problems relating to radiation and waste management were cited most
frequently as the major disadvantages of nuclear power (Table II). The
perceptions of the Canadian public regarding the safety of nuclear
installations are not as positive as would be expected from the level of
support reported earlier. Indeed, Table III shows that 39% of the
respondent? believe that nuclear power plants are unsafe to some degree.
Ir, addition, the high levels of concern abcut radiation, explosions and
sabotage, which are evident from Table III, indicate that, not only are
the opponents of nuclear power expressing such concerns, but that these are
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obviously shared by many of the respondents who favour nuclear power. This
aprsars to indicate that, regardless of an individual's opinions for or
against nuclear power, his basic attitude is one of fear of nuclear
technology.

TABLE II

DISADVANTAGES OF NUCLEAR POWER - GENERAL PUBLIC

Mentions as a percentage
of respondents

Radiation
Waste management
Pollution
Explosions
Costs
Security
Other

32
21
17
15
13
6
5

TABLE III

PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS OF SAFETY

Strongly Agree, Strongly Disagree,
Agree Disagree

Nuclear power plants are
dangerous to the people who 48 42
live nearby because of
radiation.

Nuclear power plants are unsafe;
there is danger of an atomic 50 36
explosion.

There is real danger that nuclear
materials could be sabotaged 62 29
by terrorist groups.

Not Too Safe, Very Safe,
Very Unsafe Quite Safe-

Do you think that nuclear
power plants in Canada are very 39 56
safe, quite safe, not too safe,
or very unsafe?
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One of the factors which appears to have a significant effect in
determining an individual's stance with regard to nuclear power, is the
credibility he assigns to the institutions responsible for nuclear power.
Table IV shows the reliability ratings of various sources of information.
Generally, the credibility given to institutional sources was low. It
was found, however, that supporters of nuclear power were more likely than
others to perceive ttiese institutional sources as being credible and to be
less demanding of reassurance.

TABLE IV

RELIABILITY ACCORDED TO VARIOUS SOURCES OF INFORMATION
BY THE GENERAL PUBLIC

Rating of
"Very reliable"
or "reliable"

74

67

65

Rating of
"Very unreliable"
or "unreliable"

11

16

12

Scientists

Television News Reports

Atomic Energy Control Board
(Regulatory agency in Canada)

Federal Minister of Energy, 62 19
Mines and Resources

Provincial Ministry responsible 61 21

for Energy

Respondent's electric utility 58 23

Environmental Conservation Groups 57 21

Newspaper reports 48 32

Respondent's member of provincial 43 34

Parliament

For many Canadians nuclear power is not yet a major issue (Table V).

In perspective more Canadians are concerned with inflation than they
are with the energy supply. Indeed about half of all Canadians saw the
question of an energy shortage as a future problem (within five years) and
only 20 per cent saw it as a present problem. Energy policy-makers were
generally more sensitive to future energy shortages than the general
public.
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TABLE V

OPINIONS ON ENERGY SHORTAGE

Response to the question:

"Do you think there is (will be) an energy shortage
in Canada...?"

YES NO

"Now" (In five years) 'Now" (In five years)

General Public
Businessmen
Civil Servants
Politicians
Academics
Environmentalists

22
22
18
5
26
14

(47)
(57)
(48)
(35)
(72)
(48)

71
78
82
95
74
86

(42)
(43)
(52)
(65)
(28)
(52)

APPLICATION OF RESULTS

The research data show two difficult barriers that the Canadian
nuclear industry faces in designing information programs for the public.
The first is the strong element of fear related to all aspects of nuclear
technology and the second is the lack of credibility that the public
places on information provided by institutional sources.

The fear component which surfaced in the results of the research
project appears to be non-specific, emotionally based and supported by
generally low levels of public information. It appears also to be rooted
in the association which the public perceives between the peaceful and
non-peaceful uses of nuclear energy.

Fear is a difficult emotion to displace and the requirement for
Canadian industry appears to go beyond public education and reassurance to
the actual demonstration of the safety and well-being of a society in which
nuclear power is a major energy source.

Such a demonstration has to be an important objective for the industry
in Canada where public participation and public acceptance are prerequisites
to retaining the nuclear option.

The situation is even more complicated because it appears that an
individual's response to nuclear power in terms of support or opposition is
associated also with his perceptions of social and political institutions.
It is unlikely that the individual's response can be modified without at
the same time modifying his own view of the world. If the institutions
which provide information are not perceived as credible, attempting to
persuade the public that nuclear power is safe is an impossible mission for
their public information programs unless a demonstration can be made that
in fact changes these perceptions.
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The time frame in which such a demonstration can take place is set to
a great extent by the needs and conditions related to adequate energy
supplies. Within that frame it appears that public information programs
should be part of an experiential process leading to a demonstration from
which a decision for or against a nuclear facility can be made.

The nuclear power program in Canada first began with the construction
of a small nuclear power demonstration plant of 20 MW(e) in 1962 in a
remote area and led to the construction of the first Canadian full-scale
commercial station of 2000 MW(e) in an urban area in 1971. An active
public information and visitors program associated with the latter con-
tinually reinforced the public perception of a safe and reliable operating
nuclear plant.

Nevertheless, in the light of the research data obtained about fear,
the future operations of the Canadian nuclear industry relative to irrad-
iated fuel recycling and high-level radioactive waste disposal will
probably form the most inportant public issue yet to develop. Recommended
plans call for a site that will provide for irradiated fuel storage and
demonstration of reprocessing, mixed oxide fuel fabrication, immobilization
of radioactive waste from reprocessing operations and safe disposal of them
in a geological repository.

The public information and participation process that must accompany
the demonstration will have to be designed over the long term to overcome
these barriers of fear and disbelief in order to obtain full public
acceptance of nuclear power in Canada.
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