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MASS MEDIA AND NUCLEAR ENERGY - IAEA'S ROLE

Presentation by Mr. David R. Kyd, Director
Division of Public Information

IAEA

Ladies and Gentlemen,

My brief presentation to you this morning will cover four
areas before inviting your questions. These are:

the wide spectrum of media outlets that the IAEA
seeks to serve and their differing needs;

- the resources available to the IAEA for that purpose;

- the way in which IAEA endeavours to disseminate
authoritative, reliable nuclear-related information
to media;

and the exceptional role the IAEA may be called on to
play in emergency situations.

The IAEA for many years was relatively free from
controversy and was seen by and large as a rather specialized,
scientific, technically-oriented organization in the United
Nations family that did not have a consistently high public
profile. This has changed substantially over the last ten
years.

Let me mention just some of the events that have propelled
the IAEA into a more visible role: the Chernobyl nuclear power
plant accident in 1986 in Ukraine and its aftermath that is
still with us; the mission given to the IAEA by the United
Nations Security Council in 1991 to map and neutralize the
clandestine nuclear programme in Iraq after the Gulf War; our
recent safeguards verification activities of nuclear materials
in countries like South Africa and the Democratic People's
Republic of Korea; growing concerns about choices of energy
sources and their impact on the environment; and safety-
related activities at older nuclear power plants in the former
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe following the political changes
that have occurred there resulting in greater openness. So the
IAEA basically has no choice - we are the subject of scrutiny
and we must communicate effectively.
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I turn now to the range of media "customers" the Agency
seeks to serve, a vital - but of course not our only - target
audience, because of their power to influence political and
public opinion.

Today's media

Television is the source that more and more people turn to
for their primary information in the developing world and the
industrialized world alike. Its dramatic images often leave a
more abiding impression in people's minds than any things they
may have heard or read. In this regard, nuclear energy is at
something of a disadvantage. It can conjure up visions of
exploding mushroom-shaped clouds, from nuclear's darker,
military side to which the technology largely traces its birth.
Or it can evoke memories of the stark skeleton of the stricken
Chernobyl reactor in 1986 after the accident there. To present
a visually more representative picture of nuclear energy to
television audiences is more difficult: how can images, for
instance, of the over 400 existing nuclear reactors working
away to produce electricity, day after day, worldwide compete
with scenes of natural disasters, armed conflict, space
launches and all the other spectacular events that are beamed
around the world? The constant reality is that television
thrives on controversy, it needs images, it will always prefer
those to pictures of "talking heads", its technical demands are
considerable, demanding and resource-intensive, television
journalism is often more impatient and superficial in its
interest in and coverage of technical-related subjects than the
writing press, and, other than for documentaries, speed is a
constant requirement to meet news deadlines.

We try to respond to television needs through filmed
interviews of senior officials and experts plus documentary-
type footage, providing material to illustrate stories, filmed
either by ourselves or by television companies themselves
through our support and good offices. Sometimes our own
products - of which you have seen an example - are used as they
are. We are also very gratified when - as here in China - we
can help a television company making a programme on nuclear
energy to put that together.

As elsewhere in the world, Asia is about to experience a
quantum leap in the number of television channels on offer, the
consequences of which are difficult to predict, but one thing
is sure: the demand for material will continue to grow.

Radio - although perhaps less glamorous and more
familiar - is still a principal means of local, regional,
national and international communication in many parts of the
developing and industrialized worlds alike, and we in the IAEA
public information department certainly never neglect it: we



often spend considerable time each day giving interviews in
various languages for broadcast purposes. There has been a
proliferation of radio stations too at all levels in recent
years which multiplies the relevant workload.

Turning to the writing press, the demands naturally vary
according to the nature of the medium. News agencies are in a
very competitive business, seeking hard news, comment and
reliable background information at high speed under
considerable pressure. We do our best to respond quickly even
outside office hours, subject to guidance from our Director
General and other senior staff as appropriate.

Daily newspapers may base much of their more detailed
articles on news agency messages, but many will want to sift
and compare and build up their own stories. Some have the
possibility to have specialist writers notably with scientific
backgrounds. Many will not. We find indeed that the vast
majority of journalists do not have a scientific background at
all and part of our job in the IAEA is precisely to make
complex technical information - of which we have vast amounts
available - comprehensible to non-expert journalists to help
them in their work.

Specialized scientific and technical media writers are no
less demanding, >nd, whilst they do have a greater grasp of the
basic facts, which is helpful their work is targetted on
readerships that are both knowledgeable and influential.

Periodical news magazines present often the biggest
challenge, since they draw their material from a variety of
sources and submit it to frequent re-writing at various levels
before it appears in print, also under competitive and time
pressure, and this can lead to distortions.

The bottom line is this: all media want accurate, jargon-
free, unbiased, reliable and authoritative information, and
that is what we try to deliver. At the same time we must be
mindful of our responsibilities to our collective membership's
wishes and political or other considerations.

The proliferation of radio, television and printed media
outlets is such in today's 24-hour world of different time

,•» zones that organizations in the United Nations family such as
1 ours with a membership spanning the globe are sometimes hard
' pressed to meet all of their expectations and demands,
| especially in exceptional situations where political and

cultural sensitivities may be even sharper than normal.

Of course, one ongoing and important function for an
international organization is to monitor what is being said and

i written about it and about issues in its field of interest and
\ we systematically scan the international media each day,
¥ sometimes with the heID of individual member states to

\

sometimes with the help of individual member states to



supplement our own monitoring efforts, in order to keep our
senior staff up-to-date on media trends and coverage and to
identify areas where the IAEA may need to put more emphasis in
its press work, for instance to restore balance and
perspective.

Resources available to the IAEA

The IAEA's media interaction is largely channeled through
the Public Information Division but other senior staff
including obviously and principally the Director General
himself can and do meet with journalists, individually and
collectively, to provide information in their fields of
expertise when occasion demands.

We use all the classic methods - press conferences, press
releases, access for journalists to major meetings and
conferences, visits to our headquarters, and - in an enhanced
programme begun in 1989 - information seminars like this one
held in various locations around the world.

In Vienna, we also have a modest photo and film archive
and library to which the media can turn.

I myself and my deputy typically spend half of our working
hours providing material in response to media concerns and
enquiries by telephone or telefax, keeping channels of
communications open with all journalists, whether sympathetic
to or more critical of the Agency and its activities. We have
over a dozen colleagues in our division who are involved in
other areas such as producing videos, exhibits, publications
(magazines, brochures and fact sheets of the type you have in
your kits) and various support activities, but media work is
the core of what we do.

Press information policy and goals

The IAEA endeavours to be as accessible to the media as
possible. As a United Nations organization it has of course to
be attentive to the viewpoints of its membership, which can
differ on some nuclear-related issues. Austria, our host
country, for instance, has no nuclear power and takes a rather
critical view. However, everyone is for maximum safety in

*)*» nuclear applications, including nuclear power, everyone
1 supports efforts to contain the spread of nuclear weapons, and
' everyone supports the sharing of appropriate nuclear technology

* j and know-how with developing nations.

We do not advocate nuclear power at all costs. We explain
its advantages and address concerns such as safety and waste
management. Our aim, I repeat, is to provide impartial,

t factual, authoritative and reliable information about all
\ nuclear-related issues of concern to us. If we were not to do
i so, we would soon lose credibility in the eyes of the media,



the public and our Member States. So that work is absolutely
critical for the effectiveness and stature not only of our
information division but of the Agency as a whole.

Emergencies

The IAEA itself and the Pubic Information Division have a
special role in emergencies.

We have at IAEA Headquarters in Vienna an Emergency
Response Unit that is linked to our Member States and which can
be activitated to play a role in various ways - liaising with a
country where an unusual event occurs, notifying information to
those other states and international bodies that may be
affected, and serving as a channel for indentifying and
mobilizing advice and assistance from other Member States that
may be needed and requested through us.

The Emergency Response Unit and the duty Public
Information officer are contactable 24 hours a day, year-round.

In the public information field, our responsibility is, I
suppose, mainly to ensure that as true and accurate a picture
as possible - and as soon as possible - is portrayed of what
has occurred, recognizing that the national authorities have
primary responsibility and that initial information that
circulates is usually fragmentary, sometimes wrong, and often
exaggerated.

The IAEA has been instrumental in developing the so-called
International Nuclear Event Scale which is described in your
documentation - a scale running from 0 (insignificant) to 7 (a
major accident). This scale - now used by all countries with
nuclear power plants - is intended essentially as a
communications tool, to help the media, those in authority and
the public to understand readily the severity or otherwise of
an unusual event that occurs.

The kind of question, experience shows, that we at the
IAEA are asked by media in emergencies is as follows:

- when was the Agency informed?

- how does it assess the likely severity of what has
happened?

- what could have caused the incident?

is there a risk to the workers, the local population
and the environment?

- could the effects spread further and to neighbouring
countries?



are any protective counter-measures being taken and
should they be?

has the Agency been asked to get involved?

is it sending anyone to the site of the incident?

- what are the design features of the facility, and are
there similar ones elsewhere?

- have such problems arisen in the past?

etc., etc., etc.

In responding to a wave of such questions we must maintain
close contact with the Member State or States involved to
ensure that information relayed by us internationally is not
cut of line, inconsistent or confusing compared to that being
issued by responsible officials at the national level. This
could add unnecessarily to public anxiety.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I hope these deliberately brief remarks - in order to
permit a little time for questions - give you a fair impression
of our role vis-a-vis the media. On any given day we may be -
and are - asked for comment and information on topics ranging
from reactor safety, to radioactive waste storage, non-
proliferation of nuclear weapons, food preservation by means of
irradiation, and a host of other issues. We need to be
prepared, and we try to be. Certainly, life is never dull!

May I now invite your questions.
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