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The public information aspects of the regulation of nuclear power present a
unique set of problems. Not only must the regulators communicate often com-
plex technical information to the public, they must also assure the public,
the press and the legislative bodies of the adequacy of the regulatory process
and the safety of power plant operations. The United States Nuclear Regulatory
Commission (NRC), recognizing the importance of a continuing, open dialogue
with the public, has placed particular emphasis on informing the public of
its operations. NRC's experiences have been both good and bad. On balance,
however, the NRC believes it is following the best course by conducting its
operations openly and candidly.



introduction

I am certain that those of us privileged to represent our respective countries
at this meeting would agree that the principal objective of any nuclear
inspection program is the protection of public health and safety. And we
would, no doubt, concur in the importance of assuring the public that our
inspection programs are an effective part of the regulatory program which,
protects them. It is not enough to have a technically competent inspection
organization. The political leadership, the press, and the public also
must be convinced of that technical competence. That point is underscored
by the foresight of the Commission on the Safety of Nuclear Installations
in planning this discussion of the public information aspects of nuclear
inspection. This is a most timely topic that, unfortunately, is too
seldom emphasized. I appreciate the opportunity to participate and I hope
that these remarks concerning our information practices and experiences
in the U.S. will prove helpful.

For most of us in the inspection field, the public information role is
frequently unfamiliar and occasionally uncomfortable. It is uncomfortable
because the nuclear regulator would generally prefer to address technical
issues to technical people on a technical level. But we have a responsi-
bility to address technical issues to nontechnical people on a nontechnical
level. This is much more difficult, but it is becoming increasingly important
because of the growth of nuclear power worldwide and the attendant increase
in public scrutiny.

Public understanding of the technical issues, as well as the social and
political issues, is essential to winning the public's confidence in the
effectiveness of nuclear regulation and, ultimately, in the safety of nuclear
power. Without that public confidence, nations may be forced to abandon
nuclear power as a source of energy. And for many nations, the United States
included, that is not a viable alternative.

I do not believe it is an overstatement to say that nowhere is that public
confidence more important than in the area of reactor inspection. In the
U.S., we are seeing more and more attention focused on the inspection program,
particularly the work of individual inspectors at individual nuclear facilities.
Political leaders, the press and the public look to the inspector as their
final line of defense against the hazards—real or preceived~of nuclear
power. It is undoubtedly true that relatively few people in any country know
what a reactor inspector does or how he fits into the overall scheme of
nuclear safety. From our own experience, I would say that the inspection
program gets very little credit for safety but takes a good share of the
blame when things go wrong. Nonetheless, the public needs assurance that
a competent, professional, independent inspector is on the job. Giving the
public assurance can be a major factor in improving the public's overall
attitude toward nuclear power.

I would like to review for you how the Nuclear Regulatory Commission's Office
of Inspection and Enforcement approaches its public information responsibilities,
and recount some of the experiences we have had—both good and bad—in this area
since we were established as an agency two and one half years ago.



NRC Information Philosophy

The NRC's basic philosophy about public information was initially expressed
by William A. Anders, the first chairman of the NRC, in an appearance before
our Congress. "Nuclear regulation," he said, "is the public's business and
it must be transacted publicly and with candor. The public must be informed
about and participate in the regulatory process to the fullest extent permitted
under law." I sincerely believe that the philosophy and practice of
openness and candor in dealing with the Congress, the press and the public
has wide acceptance throughout the agency. In that spirit of candor, I
admit that our reasons have not been entirely altruistic but, in some cases,
are very practical. Let me explain.

One of the principal criticisms of the old Atomic Energy Commission was that
it was an overly secretive agency that was not always candid with the
American people about the hazards of nuclear energy. When the NRC was
created in 1975 to take over the regulatory functions of the AEC, it received
a new Commission and also experienced a significant turnover in its top manage-
ment. In many respects, it was a new agency. One of the results was a
real determination on the part of the NRC to divorce itself as quickly as
possible from the secretive image of the old AEC. And we have done this by
trying to be as open with the public as possible.

The general trend toward greater openness in all parts of the government and
the Freedom of Information Act, under which most government documents may
be obtained by the public and the press, have both contributed to our increased
openess. We have taken the realistic position that it is preferable to
voluntarily release information rather than wait for it to be leaked to the
press or pried out of the agency under the Freedom of Information Act.

There are other good reasons for being open and candid, not the least of
which is that it is good public policy for us to let our citizens know what
their government is doing on their behalf. I think this philosophy is
helping the agency as well as the public. For example, I am certain that
public scrutiny causes us to be more thorough and accurate in our inspections
and to evaluate and document more carefully our technical positions.

I mentioned earlier the necessity of building confidence in the effectiveness
of nuclear regulation. Two public opinion polls conducted in the U.S. recently
have shown that of all the individuals and organizations who talk about nuclear
power, the overall credibility of the NRC and its level of public confidence is
exceeded only by the general category of "scientists." We take a considerable
amount of satisfaction from these results.

Regarding public opinion in the U.S., it is well to keep in mind that nuclear
power generally has the support of the American people by a wide margin.
Most public opinion polls show a consistent trend favoring nuclear power by
about a two-to-one margin. Last year, several of the states conducted refer-
enda concerning the future use of nuclear power. The results of these
elections followed the same pattern of two-to-one support for nuclear power.
These state elections, however, have not ended the controversy. If anything,
it has been intensified, recently in the form of the large demonstrations
and sit-ins familiar to many other countries.



For strictly routine information, the NRC maintains about 200 Local Public
Document Rooms around the country, most of them located in public libraries
near existing or proposed nuclear power plant sites. Each Local Public
Document Room receives copies of all reports, correspondence and other
documents pertaining to the local nuclear facility, including copies of all
inspection reports. In addition, they keep copies of reports of high public
interest dealing with all nuclear facilities. A summary of all occurrences
reported by licensed nuclear facilities is also made available. We believe
that this type of material, available on a routine basis in a convenient
public place, provides the local citizens with access to a wide range of
information concerning both the local project and the larger national issues.

Naturally, the more difficult information problems arise over accidents,
malfunctions and other incidents at operating reactors. While it is hard
to generalize because no two problems are ever the same, I can give you an
outline of how the Office of Inspection and Enforcement and the Office of
Public Affairs respond with information concerning events having potential
safety significance at reactors.

Each license issued by the NRC contains requirements for reporting various
events to the NRC, usually through the nearest Regional office. When such
reports are received, we normally dispatch an inspector to the site, if the
situation warrants, for first-hand observation and evaluation. In this
regard, one of the major advantages of our new resident inspection program
will be having our own on-site source of immediate information.

One of the first decisions we make after receiving such reports is whether
or not to issue an announcement to the news media. Obviously, it is neither
practical nor desirable to issue an announcement on each and every reportable
occurrence at all reactors, the majority of which are minor or even trivial
events of no direct safety significance to the public.

This decision is not always an easy one to make. At what point and under
what circumstances does an incident take on sufficient importance to warrant
an immediate news release? Should we announce any release of radioactivity,
however small and insignificant to the public health? Would we be unneces-
sarily arousing public apprehension or would we, in fact, be serving the
public interest by reassuring the public that there is no health hazard?
Another difficult problem lies with the release of information that has
not been fully investigated and evaluated by our inspectors. Could we
inadvertently mislead the public with information that further investiga-
tion shows to be not true?

To assist our Inspection and Public Affairs personnel in making these often
difficult decisions, we have developed a set of criteria identifying those
situations where we believe press announcements are warranted. While the
criteria we use are not perfect and do not solve all the problems, they
provide guidance to the Regional staff to make their own evaluations on the
advisability and necessity of issuing announcements.

We also actively encourage our licensee companies to issue their own state-
ments concerning incidents at their facilities. Under our regulatory phil-
osophy, the licensee has the primary responsibility for the safe operation



Fortunately for the NRC, our charter from the Congress as an independent
Federal regulatory agency has permitted us—in some instances, even
required us—to avoid many of the verbal confrontations between those
supporting and opposing nuclear power. The principal reason for the
Congressional decision to abolish the AEC was to separate the regulatory
functions from those involved in promoting the use of nuclear energy.
Officially, we take no position in the social and cultural debate over
whether or not nuclear power is a good thing. Our responsibility, as
defined by the Congress, is to assure that if nuclear power is used, the
public health and safety and the environment will be protected. As a
result, we concentrate on our own technical evaluations of the safety of
specific projects. It is on this level that the NRC Office of Inspection
and Enforcement assumes public information responsibilities.

NRC Organization

The Office of Inspection and Enforcement consists of a headquarters and
five regional offices. All of our inspectors are located in the regional
offices.

Because of the concentration of our work in the Regional offices and the
growing public visibility of the inspection program, the NRC Office of
Public Affairs,which reports directly to the five-member Commission, has
assigned a Public Affairs Officer to each of our Regional offices. The
Office of Public Affairs has the principal responsibility for the dissem-
ination of information to the public and the news media. The Regional
Public Affairs Officers work closely with our field Inspection and Enforce-
ment staff on the release of information concerning inspections, investiga-
tions and safety-related incidents at nuclear facilities. We consider it
particularly important that the regional Inspection and Enforcement staff
keep the Public Affairs Officer fully informed on all matters of potential
public interest, and that the Public Affairs Officer have access to all
letters, reports and other documents that are available to the public.

We also consider it important to make our inspectors and management access-
able to the press and the public for responding to inquiries of a technical
nature. As a result, the Public Affairs Officers frequently call upon
individual inspectors or other regional or headquarters personnel for assis-
tance in responding to questions. Many of our inspectors also are available
for speeches to local civic and educational groups.

Communicating With The Public

The actual dissemination of information to the public is accomplished in
many different ways, depending on the nature of the data and the degree of
potential public interest. For major announcements of national interest,
we normally hold briefings and press conferences at the NRC headquarters in
Washington in connection with the actual release of the information. Items
of principally local interest are released through the regional offices,
either as written press releases or direct telephone calls to the news
media.



of his plant. Consequently, we prefer that the initial notification to the
press concerning incidents come from the licensee, who is usually in the
best position to evaluate the situation and explain its significance. We
have provided our licensee with copies of our press release criteria,
stressing our hope that they would make their own announcements before we do.

Most licensees agree with our philosophy and have made good-faith attempts
to keep the press and the public informed on significant events at their
facilities. At least one company issues a routine daily report on the
status of its nuclear facility. Others issue weekly operating summaries.
Generally, the companies perfer to notify the press themselves rather than
to have the information come from the NRC. But whether or not the licensee
chooses to issue its own announcement, our procedures assure that the public
is notified of what we consider to be significant or potentially significant
events. This, I believe, goes a long way in building public confidence in
our inspection program.

Another situation that develops occasionally involves requests, usually from
the news media, to accompany one of our inspectors during an inspection. We
do not actively seek out these situations but we have tried to accommodate
them, short of accompanying an inspector during an actual inspection. Generally,we
let a reporter accompany our inspector on a tour of the plant after the normal
inspection is completed and explain how the inspector does his job. The
television and newspaper reports as a result of these interviews generally
have been very complimentary, both to the individual inspector and the program.

Information Case Studies

I wish I could report to you that, because of our desire to be open and candid,
all of our public information experiences in the inspection area have been
favorable. Such is not the case. We have had some problems in dealing
with the news media. Our overall experience tells me, however, that the
more information we make immediately available to the press, the more objec-
tive and balanced the reporting and public reaction to it. And that is our
ultimate objective. When we have released all the information available,
at one time, in a context that was meaningful, and readily responded to
questions, the press reaction has been quite good. Where we have had diffi-
culties is when we either did not or could not get the information to the
media in a timely manner.

One such occasion took place early this year. A nuclear power plant inad-
vertently released a small quantity of radioactive material into a river
upstream from a small city. Based on the information available at the time,
our Regional personnel believed that the small quantity did not warrant a
public announcement. The radioactivity was detected in the river and the
nuclear plant identified as the source. This led to charges of a "cover-up"
and an unpleasant confrontation with the citizens of the city. Had we
issued a press release at the time, I imagine that the episode would have
passed from public attention in a day or two. As things turned out, we were
still hearing angry citizen complaints a month later.

Another unhappy experience involved a fire at the Browns Ferry plant in 1975.
In this case, we made a concerted effort to notify the news media. But our
Public Affairs Officer encountered a strange thing. The press was not



particularly interested at the outset. The fire occurred on a Saturday
afternoon when the newsrooms were sparsely manned. The initial media
reaction to both NRC and licensee calls was that a construction fire had
occurred, it was put out and no one was injured. End of story. In fact,
some wire service and newspaper reporters actually declined our offer to
provide additional details. It was two or three days before the more
experienced reporters began to grasp the significance of the fire and seek
more information.

Later we received a good share of criticism from the media and some anti-
nuclear groups for the prolonged period, nearly four months, that it took
us to complete and release our investigation report. I am certain that
those of you in this audience understand the time requirements and diffi-
culty in preparing a technically factual report on a complex situation
like the Browns Ferry fire. But some members of the news media did not
understand. Obviously, we wanted to issue one comprehensive report rather
than a series of statements that might have to be changed or corrected at
a later date. This was an entirely responsible course of action, but it
did lead to charges that the NRC was trying to cover-up the seriousness
of the fire.

Another occasion when we chose not to issue a public announcement involved
a so-called security alert at all U.S. reactors last year. We had received
soKia fragmented information, none of it confirmed, of possible threats against
different nuclear plants during a major U.S. holiday weekend. Although
apparently unrelated, the number of reports caused us some! concern and led
us to ask each of our licensees to be particularly vigilant that weekend.
We did not order increases in guard forces nor ask them to take any special
precautions.

Because of the unsubstantiated nature of our information and the fact that
we were not taking any special action, we decided against making a public
announcement. In retrospect, that probably was the wrong decision. When
we notified our licensees, they, in turn, alerted their local law enforce-
ment agencies, and soon the news wires were buzzing with stories about a
nationwide terrorist alert at all nuclear facilities. Being a holiday
weekend with little of the normal news flow, the story got far more atten-
tion than it deserved. Our Public Affairs staff spent more of the weekend
on the telephones trying to put the story in its proper perspective, while
I and others spent several weeks trying to explain it to the Congress.

The cases I have recounted, however, were some of the exceptions to a
generally positive experience we have had in the information field. Two
of our more successful experiences dealt with particularly sensitive
subjects, which, if not handled properly, could easily have been sensa-
tionalized and distorted by the media, unnecessarily frightening the public.

The first involved a hospital where almost 400 patients over several months
received radiation therapy doses significantly in excess of the prescribed
doses. Several patients died as a result of the overexposures. When the
overexposures were discovered, the hospital notified the NRC and the patients'
doctors. Both the hospital and the NRC subsequently held a series of press
briefings as the story unfolded, and the result was generally balanced and
objective coverage. One of our concerns was the need to avoid frightening
prospective teletherapy patients to the extent that they might refuse needed
radiation treatment. We believe we succeeded in this area.



The other incident involved an investigation into reports that workers at
a commercial, low-level radioactive waste burial facility had been illegally
scavenging items such as contaminated tools and lumber from the waste and
using them in the nearby town. The investigation included a house-to-house
search, resulting in the recovery of thousands of items that had been taken
from the waste burial facility. Here, as in the hospital case, we cooper-
ated with state officials in issuing press announcements, responding to
telephone inquiries and conducting a press briefing when the investigation
was concluded. Again, the news coverage was well balanced and objective.
The news media, I believe, came away with the feeling that a difficult
problem had been successfully dealt with by the state and Federal nuclear
regulatory systems. We could not have asked for more than that.

Conclusion

Those of us in the technical fields like to be able to predict and repro-
duce scientific results. This is rarely possible, however, when we enter
the field of public information. Each situation is unique and the public
information program must be tailored accordingly.

There are some hopeful signs for the future, however. In the past two
years, the subject of nuclear power has been brought to the attention of
the U.S. public as never before. I am convinced that the U.S. news media
learned more about nuclear power—its truths and myths—during the state
referenda campaigns last year than they had from the combined efforts of
the industry and government information programs since the beginning of
the nuclear age.

The many statements made on nuclear power have forced the press and the
public to look seriously at the issues and institutions involved, including
our reactor inspection program. I welcome that public examination, and I
am determined to see that the NRC inspection program responds to the public's
right to know.

I hope this discussion has been useful. Though I recognize that the infor-
mation demands and techniques of each nation and each situation differ, we
are all in the same business—trying to conduct inspection programs that
will protect the health and safety of our respective publics. I welcome
the opportunity to discuss with any of you the substantive aspects of
nuclear inspection and new ideas for convey to the public the story of
how a government regulates a complex technology.


