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Abstract

The paper summarizes the results obtained in two interview studies conducted in the communities of
Storuman and Mala in northern Sweden, 1995 and 1997. It highlights the similarities and differences
with respect to the public participation and decision processes which preceded the respective referenda
in the two communities. The presentation includes some of the arguments used by proponents and
opponents, the changes over time, as well as the time frame and the information involved in the
processes. It is concluded e.g. that local cultures, life-styles, knowledge of similar events, and the time
for and the management of the participation process are important and salient factors in the resulting
social dynamics. Factors of possibly more fundamental importance were also discerned, however,
including overall attitude to and valuation of nuclear power, perceptions of development, solidarity,
power and power distribution in relation to current as well as future situations. It is furthermore
concluded that the extended public participation process is primarily a political process following the
rules of political debates and societal change rather than an effective means of informing the public. It
may involve a high degree of exposure to technical details and other kinds of information, but the
process should not be understood as an extended basis for exclusively assessing technological accuracy.
A discussion of the short and the potential long-term effects of active participation of various influential
interest groups on representative democracy concludes the paper.

1. INTRODUCTION

Sweden is currently discussing the handling and storage of approximately 20,000 cubic meters of high
level radioactive waste. The method suggested for the deposition is abbreviated KBS-3, and involves a
bedrock repository at a depth of about 500 meters, where especially nuclear fuel will be stored
encapsulated in copper-steel canisters surrounded by layers of clay. The current site selection process,
the responsibility of the Swedish Nuclear Fuel and Waste Management Co (SKB), involves e.g. socio-
economic studies of those communities which have invited SKB to initiate overview studies for the
establishment of their feasibility for further investigations. If the locality would be found suitable, the
following phase would involve e.g. geological investigations. Several communities are currently in more
or less advanced stages of the overview studies.

This paper addresses the processes in Storuman and Mala, where the first phases were ended by local
referenda. For details of the interview studies conducted at these localities, see [1], [2]. The aim was to
investigate the reasons underlying the local rejections of further investigations of the communities for
the possibility of siting a high level radioactive waste repository. Both communities had reacted
positively to a letter from SKB, which was sent to all Swedish communities in 1992, with the result that
they decided to invite SKB to initiate overview studies, i.e. in Storuman in June 1993 and in Mala in
November 1993. The respective processes were ended by local referenda, in September of 1995 and
1997, respectively. The questions put to the citizens were "Should SKB be allowed to continue to search
for a final deposition site in Storuman community?", and "Should SKB be allowed to continue to search
for a place for a deep repository of used nuclear fuel in Mala community?" The response in Storuman
was approximately 70 percent no-votes, and in Mala 54 percent no-votes. There were different time
frames allocated to the two processes. The reasons for and decisions regulating the varying timetables
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are to be found within the respective communities. It should be noted, however, that the faster process of
Storuman and the experiences gained there might well have influenced policy and decisions in Mala.

Storuman and Mala are almost neighboring communities, situated inland in the north of Sweden.
Forsmark is the closest nuclear power plant, situated at a distance of approximately 700 kilometers. The
respective populations consisted of approximately 7500 and 3900 inhabitants in the mid 1990's, with
overall negative population development trends. The referendum in Storuman was held at the same day
as Sweden elected representatives to the European parliament.

2. METHOD

Semi-structured interviews, lasting between 0.5 to 2.5 hours, were held with 54 persons in Storuman and
37 persons in Mala. Most of those interviewed had been active participants of the activities preceding the
referenda, e.g. working with information distribution, or within political parties or interest groups.
Names of the subjects were obtained by official records or by recommendations by already contacted
subjects. A few persons related to e.g. the educational system, tourism and industry were also included
for providing their opinions or for the contact with young students. All subjects were informed that the
study was conducted on the initiative of SKB, that there would be no possibility to connect the
comments given with individual respondents in the forthcoming report, and that only notes were taken
from the interviews. The method of choosing subjects was related to the aim to investigate the reasons
and arguments involved in the processes and driving the outcomes. The referenda had already provided
the opinion results. The subjects were approached by phone and later interviewed in person or in group
interviews. A few were interviewed by phone. Very few persons declined to participate.

The interviews followed a scheme of specified areas to be discussed, such as current experiences of the
local situation, general reflections and comments to the process preceding the referendum, the
(perceived) most important arguments used by proponents and opponents in the discussions and
campaigns, reasons for the personally held view, possible reasons for the outcome of the referendum,
experiences of changes over time, effects of the outcome (personal or for the community), expectations
of the future, and other comments. Specific questions were asked about information (e.g. availability and
quality), about safety or risk issues debated in the process, memorable events, and what one had learnt.
There were also questions about the general personal opinion of using referenda and how such use is
related to the democratic process, i.e. the representative democracy, as well as the personal opinion about
what should be done to handle Swedish nuclear waste. The resulting notes were structured in relation to
the main topics of the interview, then summarized and presented in a report relative the group in favor
(the yes-group) and the group against (the no-group).

3. RESULTS

The opposition process was established instantly in both communities as soon as the local decisions to
invite SKB to start an overview study were taken. The proponents, however, organized late as groups.
The Storuman opposition process quickly gained and maintained a majority, effectively and
continuously isolating and marginalizing the proponents. The relative strength of the two groups was
more obscure in Mala, providing less of a threat for individuals if becoming involved in information
gathering or expressing an opinion. The prediction of the outcome of the referendum in Mala was
similarly difficult, as can be inferred from the actual result. The arguments used by the proponents were
quite similar in the two communities, i.e. that favoring a continued investigation of the community by
SKB would create employment, spin-off effects and thus provide resources and development to the area.
The arguments highlighted by the opponents in Storuman differed from those in Mala in at least two
major respects, i.e. the expressed significance and influence of historic experiences and traditions,
including the early industrialization era and class differences, the widespread negative opinion in the
region relative the national referendum of Swedish nuclear power in 1980 and membership of the
European Union, the effects of the Chernobyl accident, traditional life-styles, etc, and the attention to
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future risk and safety issues. The opponents, as well as proponents, of Mala instead emphasized the
importance of maintaining the community intact with respect to personal relations and future co-habiting
conditions. With this focus in mind, the process in Mala developed along two almost parallel paths, to a
large extent succeeding in avoiding a commitment relative the issue of a future repository. Instead it was
debated whether or not SKB should be allowed to investigate the community regarding its suitability as a
place for a repository. Whereas the overall atmosphere in Storuman had been rather confrontational, the
climate in Mala was more tolerant and conflict avoiding.

Investigating the arguments of various actors in Storuman resulted in the elicitation of a major dimension
of "individualism-collectivism", i.e. the valuation of personal success and expansion versus solidarity
with one's group and traditions. There were, however, persons or groups of individuals who might have
benefited from a continued presence of SKB in the community, but who nevertheless voted no. These
were the small entrepreneurs, who instead emphasized personal control, tradition, the unspoiled nature,
and the development of small-scale businesses, preferably related to tourism. The local government and
the representatively elected political establishment of Storuman, which could be argued constituted
bodies of communal interests, came to be perceived, together with large or established industries or
businesses, as favoring a yes-vote, since they had invited SKB to the community. The yes-vote in the
referendum thus came to represent large, insensitive and rather abusive bodies of economic and political
power, against which the small individual, entrepreneur or village community had to fight for the
maintenance of self-esteem, peace of mind, safety, nature or life-style. Risk issues were addressed both
among proponents and opponents to the idea of further investigations of the community. In the former
case, however, the "yes-group" voiced concern for the current community if no significant investments
or development occurred. In the latter case, risk was perceived in relation to the distant future regarding
responsibilities and the possibility of radioactive leakage or contamination. These opposing value
structures were much less obvious in Mala. When the discussion in Mala included references to history
and experiences, those were more often associated with pride of the mining and geological industries and
pessimism regarding any development of the tourism industry.

In their reflections of the situation in Storuman after the referendum, representatives from the opposing
sides to a large extent agreed about what had happened. The process had involved a massive amount of
information focused on technical details, increased knowledge about the issue, time had been too limited
to disseminate ideas, and local media had favored the no-campaign. It was also agreed that the issue had
increased the activity level of the community and that the result of the referendum was clear and should
be respected. The proponents critically reviewed their mobilization and information campaign and would
have liked to see more detailed presentations of consequences relative the two options of the referendum.
The no-group representatives felt they had achieved a good campaign, and an impressive demonstration
of the "little man's" power. Representatives of this group voiced concern about the unclear presentations
of current and future responsibilities as well as regarding the rules of the overall process of Sweden's
establishment of a final repository. These comments were summarized as proponents taking a more
local, and tactical, perspective on the issue at hand, advocating development and change, whereas the
opponents had raised more general and strategically important issues in the campaign. They had been
able to relate to the traditional life-style and risk averse sentiments of the local community by
highlighting local power structures, long-term risks, and uncertainties relative future responsibilities and
power structures.

The process preceding the referendum in Mala used almost four years, as compared to approximately
two years in Storuman, and whereas Storuman decided to have a local referendum about half a year
before the event, that decision was taken in Mala at the time of the decision to invite SKB to the
community. It seemed as if Mala had anticipated the demand of a referendum, as well as learnt to
emphasize the importance of a normal life after the event, from the process in Storuman. It was also a
smaller community, however, and avoiding major social conflicts became a common concern.
Furthermore, the referendum took place after the election to the European parliament and after the tenth
anniversary of the Chernobyl accident, events which had had an impact on the Storuman discussions.
The development of rather parallel campaigns in Mala provided a solution to both allowing discussions
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of the issue and avoiding confrontations and social conflicts. The interpretation, by the proponents, of
the question put forward in the referendum, i.e. that the issue concerned the investigation of the
community with respect to its feasibility as a place for a repository and not an acceptance of Mala
becoming the site for it, influenced the general opinion. A number of people found it logical to
investigate the area with respect to geological basic facts, establishing the feasibility before raising the
issue if Mala could accept becoming a possible site for the repository. Others wanted guarantees that a
new decision process, and even a new referendum, would be held to even consider further investigations
of the community. In line with the suggested interpretation of the question put to the referendum, people
voiced the argument that it was too early to become involved in specific, and technical, discussions
related to the repository. Such discussions should be held if further investigations were initiated. And
although the same information had been available in both Storuman and Mala, the criticism and concerns
related to the KBS-3 method and the risk-safety aspects related to the repository, which had been
thoroughly debated in Storuman, were less pronounced in Mala. Instead it seemed to be a commonly
held opinion that one has to trust the experts in doing their job, and if they make mistakes or otherwise
fail it is almost impossible as a lay person to spot and correct the basic technical calculations and their
implications. What a lay person can consider, however, is the overall idea of hosting a repository and
what it might imply for the area and e.g. future generations. Since there were no official decisions of a
new referendum given a yes-majority in the upcoming referendum, some people would not risk allowing
the continuation of a process they feared could put Mala on the list of possible future sites for a final
repository.

4. DISCUSSION

The discussions and processes of Storuman and Mala thus involved several local differences, but also a
number of similarities. Both processes signaled a gradual change from representative democratic rules to
accepting public demands for direct democracy. The developments were initiated by decisions in the
municipal councils and boards, but very quickly involved larger groups of the community. Lessons learnt
from the process in Storuman and Mala involve the loss of ordinary political power to a rather undefined
process of direct democracy. The current and often overwhelmingly positive discourse related to public
participation processes, especially among social scientists, seems to have failed to recognize the negative
outcomes of empowering self-defined "interest groups" or "stake-holders". At the current stage there are
no guarantees that "the public" is actually involved to a larger extent in this way. And there is no
guarantee that certain individuals or specific interests cannot place themselves in several of the
strategically critical contexts to underline their position. The advocates of the current development
towards "direct democracy" have also neglected the overall political implications of defining and
separating one single issue for a complex local political engagement, e.g. with respect to the different
political parties' overall aims and tools for implementing the ideas on the basis of numerous risk-benefit
considerations. In sum, it is due time for a general and thorough discussion of the forms and optimal
organization for increasing decision transparency and an extended public participation in decision
making.
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