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Abstract

ACCEPTANCE OF THE SITE FOR THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE PERMANENT
RADIOACTIVE WASTE REPOSITORY AT ABADIA DE GOIAS — AN APPROACH TO
PUBLIC ACCEPTANCE AND RISK PERCEPTION.

A review is presented of the steps taken to overcome the obstacles, at the level of the
government and of the population, inherent in securing the safe disposal of the radioactive waste
generated by the decontamination of Goiania.

1. INTRODUCTION

There has long been great difficulty in dealing with the issue of public acceptance in
the nuclear field. How is this challenge to be faced? Undoubtedly, several factors of
influence, each with their own importance, interfere in the question with more or less
intensity, depending on the public concerned. Some of them can initially be handled in a
general manner, since they are common to any group undergoing processes of acceptance.

Currently, the approaches to this issue are not solely based on considerations of a
technical order. In other words, that the guarantees be obvious to scientists is not a sufficient
condition in itself. The question posed is: how does one transform what is logical and
scientifically true into a truth in the eyes of the public? Obviously, technical reasons are
completely worthless here unless they are associated with questions of a social, cultural,
psychological, ethical or political order.

The discussion which follows is an attempt to establish a parallel between public
acceptance and risk perception as they related to the choice of a site for the construction of
the final radioactive waste disposal facility of Goiania, and highlights the main aspects of the
approach followed by the Brazilian Nuclear Energy Commission (CNEN) and its actions
vis-a-vis the population involved.

2. EVALUATION OF THE SITUATION

2.1. Brief chronology

A short chronology, broken down into three phases, of the accident and the conditions
prior to the selection of a repository site, is presented below.

256



2.1.1. The first phase

- In the middle of September 1987, a sealed caesium-137 source was removed from an
abandoned clinic. The capsule was broken open in a central part of the city of Goiania,
contaminating the area and spreading contamination to several other points.

- On 29 September, the occurrence was diagnosed as a radiological accident.
- CNEN was informed on the very same day, and sent a team to Goiania in the early

hours of 30 September.
- On 29 September, the media broke this news to the population of Goiania in an

inconsistent manner.
- On the morning of the 30th, some of the contaminated persons, as well as those

suspected of contamination, were isolated in the city's Olympic Stadium.
Simultaneously, people who had been in the vicinity of the already known foci were
transferred to the stadium by the technical staff of CNEN, in order to be monitored.

- Altogether seven main foci were identified, encompassing 46 residential houses, 45
streets and 50 vehicles.

- Decontamination procedures started on 1 October and ended on 21 December 1987.
- The waste generated, consisting of 3500 m3 of materials weighing some 6000 tons,

was temporarily stored next to Abadia de Goias, a town located at a distance of 23 km
from Goiania.

2.1.2. The second phase

- In January 1988, CNEN launched an information programme aimed at the population.
- Until March 1991, due to questions of a political order, no decision had been taken as

to how to proceed with the waste stored at Abadia. This situation aggravated the
atmosphere of fear which hung over the city and the populations of the surrounding
towns.

2.1.3. The third phase

- In March 1991, among the three sites which had been selected by CNEN, the
Government of the State of Goias opted for the emplacement which was contiguous to
the temporary storage facility.

- From that moment on, an intense process of exchange of information and
consultations involving CNEN and the population was initiated, in order to encourage
the acceptance of the site and the construction of the final disposal facility.

- The construction of the repository, which includes on its grounds a centre for nuclear
sciences and an environmental reservation, was completed, thus lessening the need for
an intense interaction with the public.

These stages have been described in such a manner as to convey an understanding of
the time frame involved in the process of building public opinion. Specifically, the first phase
covers the period from 29 September to 21 December 1987, which starts with the
identification of the accident and ends with the total cleanup of the city. The primary feature
of this period is fear. The second phase covers the period from January 1988 to March 1991,
and extends from the cleanup of the city until the decision to build the repository. This period
is characterized by doubt and suspicion. The third phase covers the period from March 1991
to July 1997 and comprises the period between the decision to build the repository and its
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inauguration. This period is distinguished by a shift of attitude on the part of the institutions
and the population involved from a level of distrust to one of acceptance.

2.2. Evaluation

Although a statistical evaluation of public opinion was not carried out, since January
1988 CNEN staff had been actively visiting schools, social groups and communities in order
to inform the population on the meaning of the accident, its consequences, and the impacts
and risks related to the temporary storage of the waste derived from the accident.

A more in depth level of communication with the population was established only
from March 1991 on, when the solution for the disposal of the radioactive wastes was
actually agreed.

The persons involved in this effort developed mechanisms of close contact with
representatives from all social sectors of the population, chiefly of the city of Goiania and of
Abadia de Goias, a town close to the site planned for the construction of the repository. In so
doing, they raised consciousness as to what was important for each individual and what could
be expected in relation to the wastes generated by the accident.

At first, it was noted that the level of comprehension of the implications of the
accident and of its solution was still very low and that both fear and the lack of trust in the
official institutions were not a factor of social background.

Interestingly, the status of CNEN was special in the eyes of the public. In fact, the
population showed a certain degree of trust in the Commission, based much more on a
personal feeling of confidence in the people who worked for it, rather than in the institution
itself. This phenomenon was best exemplified by the esteem in which Mr. Jose de Julio
Rozental, at the time co-ordinator of CNEN in Goiania during the critical period of the
accident, was held. Four years after the accident Mr. Rozental still remained the strongest
depositary of that relative trust. The same could be said concerning Mr. Iris Resende, the then
newly elected Governor of the state of Goias, at the state government level.

The first steps planned in the process of public acceptance were predicated upon these
feelings and the follow-up of the accident: the purpose of the 'Projeto Goiania' was to find a
definitive solution for the storage of the radioactive wastes generated by the accident.

3. FIRST STEPS

3.1. Strategic support

In order to speed up this project, Mr. Rozental was invited to be head of CNEN's
District in Goiania. This precaution helped save time, since it would not be necessary to
nominate a trustworthy spokesman. Consequently, the following and only strategy was
adopted: "to show in an absolutely transparent manner to the mass media, the groups which
form public opinion, to organized social groups, educational institutions, neighbourhood
communities, associations, and so forth, the steps to be taken in order to resolve conclusively
the question of the caesium-137 wastes".

3.2. Points of reference and reasons

Once adopted and in order to be executed, the strategy demanded that easily
understandable points of reference be established for the benefit of the entire population.
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Essentially, the following aspects were used as anchors in the process of engagement in the
risk perception and public acceptance of the site selected for the repository:

Point 1
It would be very risky to transport the wastes stored in the temporary

repository to another site, since the recipients containing the wastes had become
brittle four years after the events (1987 to 1991).
Reason

This point related to the acceptance of the selected site. It showed the
conditions of risk if the wastes were to be removed to any other site. The underlying
understanding was that, with the exception of the neighbouring community, all the
other communities would be inclined to accept this site.

Point 2
This item, related to the report by CNEN on the selection of a site, indicated

that three areas were technically satisfactory to build the permanent repository. The
one near the temporary storage facility was selected by the state, thus eliminating the
risks raised by transportation.
Reason

The acceptance of the selected site, associated to Point 1. It demonstrated that
the state's decision was based on a technical recommendation of CNEN. It was
assumed that one important factor in the process of public acceptance was the prestige
of both Governor Iris Resende, who took upon himself the decision of selecting one of
the proposed areas, and Mr. Rozental, who represented CNEN and was responsible for
recommending the site.

Point 3
Nothing would be worse than not to act and thereby keep the wastes stored in

the open air, liable to future leakage or any kind of accident, including sabotage.
Reason

This point was linked to the urgency of constructing the repository, showing
how dangerous it would be to keep the wastes for an extended period of time in their
'temporary' conditions. The thinking here was that the fear of an accident involving
the stored wastes in Abadia was a basic element not only with regard to the
acceptance of the repository, but also an instrument of pressure on the institutions
involved, so that the solution of the problem would always be considered a priority.

Point 4
The project was entirely national, although it followed the strictest

recommendations of international organizations such as the International Atomic
Energy Agency.
Reason

This point had to do with the construction of the repository, which would
demonstrate Brazilian competence even in the face of the strictest recommendations.
This point was considered important to bolster Brazilian competence, nationalism and
national self-esteem.
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Point 5
The building process would be initiated only after a complete evaluation and

analysis of the studies and surveys necessary for the licensing procedures, both in the
nuclear and the environmental areas.
Reason

This point showed seriousness and diligence in seeking the guaranties required
by the project. It was presumed that a commitment to adhere to the established rules
was very important in forming opinion on the planned repository.

Point 6
The environmental impact study and subsequent report had to be approved at

the national level by the Brazilian Institute for the Environment and Renewable
Natural Resources, at the state level by the State's Foundation for the Environment,
and at the municipal level by the Municipal Department for the Environment.
Moreover, in order to be implemented, the project had to undergo a public hearing.
Reason

This argument pointed to a high degree of interaction between society and its
institutions in the evaluation of the safety of the planned repository. Although it was a
legal obligation, the idea of organized society participating in the licensing process
was thought of as being a factor facilitating its acceptance.

Point 7
Although this was not mandatory, all the reports, studies, analyses, surveys

and other documents generated during the development of the project and the
construction of the permanent repository would be made available to the public.
Reason

This showed that the process as a whole could be called into question at any
time, since all the data were of public domain. It was presumed that transparency was
a key argument in the articulation of the acceptance of the implantation of the Projeto
Goiania.

The terms 'risk', 'prestige', 'fear', 'self-esteem', 'nationalism', 'competence',
'participation' and 'transparency' are not empty words: they are important concepts with
clear values that are present in everyday life and are part of the psyche of all individuals, at a
conscious and unconscious level. Thus, they represented strong values that needed to be
addressed in the process of public acceptance.

These concepts, used as anchors in the process of public acceptance, also served as the
foundation on which to build the Projeto Goiania, (a known situation, a consistent project and
a simple and aggressive strategy for public acceptance), even though other concepts were
added later on.

The group which took over in 1991 was viewed with suspicion by the media in
Goiania. Only the presence of the new Governor and of Mr. Rozental allowed to establish, a
priori, a trustworthy relationship with the media. It is worth mentioning that any process of
public acceptance is subsidiary to acceptance by the media. The level of distrust with which
the new group was received resulted from the wrong attitude adopted by CNEN during the
period from 1988 to 1991, when information did not get released to the media and requests
for data were denied in the name of 'radiological safety and protection'.

The first change adopted in March 1991 by CNEN was to allow public visits to the
temporary storage facility site; these had been forbidden up until then. However, in order to
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allow visits to proceed, it was necessary to require that all visitors entering the area where the
wastes were stored undergo a full body count examination, both before and after the visit, to
make sure that they had not been exposed and had not incorporated any material. Although
technically speaking the necessity of that examination could be questioned and the procedure
caused a certain disturbance in work routines, this was one of the steps which generated
confidence in the relationship with the media. Why? First, because it demonstrated that the
storage facility was relatively safe since anyone could visit it without being contaminated and
that the doses present, depending on the places visited, were so low that they could not be
measured by 'dosimetric pens' and secondly, it proved that there was nothing to hide.
Members of the print and broadcast media visited the temporary storage site every day.

Within a short time, trust was re-established to such a degree that a gentleman's
agreement was entered into between the main editors and reporters of the most prominent
media organizations and CNEN whereby the Commission would provide information at its
own initiative on any news relating to the project. It thus became possible to inform public
opinion, in simple language, about the particulars and meaning of the Projeto Goiania and
publicly release the deadlines of this undertaking. This was the way chosen to apply all the
measures which had been established as a primary strategy, namely, to point out, in an
absolutely transparent manner, the steps to be taken in order to find a definitive solution for
the wastes.

It must be underscored that, with regard to the public acceptance of the repository, the
process of rapprochement between CNEN and the groups which shaped public opinion — the
organized groups of society, educational institutions, neighbourhood communities,
associations, etc. — became easier after the support of the media had been made explicit.
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