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Abstract

Public acceptance is one of most serious conditions for nuclear power introduction or
successful operation of nuclear power plants. After restoring it's independence Lithuania has
inherited large nuclear power plant with RBMK type reactors widely known as Chernobyl type
reactors. Several small case studies of dealing with media on nuclear matters are presented and efforts
to adopt an active attitude on different levels are described.

1. INTRODUCTION

Though the first Soviet design nuclear reactor of RBMK type was successfully built
and put into operation in Leningradskaya Nuclear Power Plant, after ill-fame accident of 1986
all reactors of this type, including two RBMK-1500 reactors of more modern design operated
by Ignalina Nuclear Power Plant in Lithuania (hereinafter - INPP or Ignalina NPP), are
referred to as Chernobyl type reactors. It is only one of examples of cliches that are
consistently used by international media.

After restoration of independence of the Republic of Lithuania in 1991 when INPP
went to the ownership of Lithuanian state not only its benefits, like relatively inexpensive
electricity, were inherited, but also its problems, like spent fuel and nuclear waste
management, nuclear safety and radiation protection issues, and especially correction of
negative post - Chernobyl image of nuclear power in general and RBMK type reactors in
particular. Though said reactors were built at a time when nobody felt a need or obligation to
listen to the opinion of general population on nuclear issues, its operation in different
conditions of independent Lithuania has also raised a lot of issues of dealing with media,
population, local and foreign organizations. We do not have any finished recipes, but analysis
of several small case studies could be of interest to the other developing countries with
ongoing and future nuclear programmes.

2. OUR EXPERIENCE - CASE STUDIES

2.1. From smouldering to high flame - two hot issues put together

In winter 1994 there was an event where two areas of very high public interest -
potential danger from nuclear power plant and forecast of future - met together. During public
lecture in Lithuania well known Russian astrologer made a prediction of large scale accident
in Unit 2 of INPP. Every piece of media put it on their agenda and unfavourable psychological
climate was created in the country. Meanwhile Director General of INPP found a constructive
way to relieve a tension - he had invited said astrologer for a tour around the power plant and
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asked for possible provision of further details about the place and character of impending
accident. When report that not even minor further revelations were made was published
tension went down immediately. But this action by Director General also had two unforeseen
developments. First - the ambition of the Head of national regulatory body was badly touched.
He was even suggesting that the Government should take some punitive action against
Director General for dealing with such unreliable source of information when he should rely
on qualified experts of regulatory body. Second development - one French newspaper
published an article informing its readers that Russian astrologer has been hired as adviser on
nuclear safety matters by managers of nuclear power plant in Lithuania. Nevertheless the
attitude of the Ministry of Energy was undoubtedly positive.

2.2. Lack of information creates a misunderstanding between neighbouring countries

In 1996 Head of the Parliament of Lithuania received a very emotional letter from his
counterpart in neighbouring Belarus with description of numbers sufferings of the citizens of
this country from Chernobyl disaster and requirement to do everything possible to stop
construction of a new nuclear facility, not less dangerous than the nuclear power plant -
intermediate spent fuel storage - in Lithuania near the border of two countries. We understood
immediately that it was our mistake - preliminary information about said storage was not
distributed as widely as possible so our neighbours have not been informed that construction
of this storage meant taking spent fuel from more vulnerable position inside the storage pools
in reactor buildings of nuclear power plant and putting it on the same site into much safer
position - into thick walled cast iron containers that would not be damaged even by direct
crash of small aeroplane. A single letter from the Ministry of Energy with detailed
explanations resolved the issue but it was also good lesson that it was better to take a course
of prevention of misunderstanding than to have to justify oneself.

2.3. International media deaf to a different opinion

At the end of 1996 very comprehensive safety analysis report (its volume is about
6000 pages) on Units 1 and 2 of INPP was concluded by a large team of international experts
[1]. Many recommendations for safety improvement were provided and main conclusion was
made that after implementation of these recommendations there will be no reasons to not
operate the plant on safety issues. But in March 1997 well known newspaper "Financial
Times" published an article with the heading "Lithuanian N-plant unsafe, say experts" [2] and
provided their own conclusions that not only INPP should be closed in nearest future but
because the vice-president of large Russian energy utility Rosenergoatom was a member of
report evaluation team the report will have implications for early closure of RBMK type
nuclear reactors in Russia. The letters of protest to the editors from the experts who had
prepared the report themselves did not have any effect. So this is an area in which we are
willing to learn an experience of the other countries.

3. POLICY OF TRANSPARENCY

3.1. Government level

3.1.1. Legal framework

Public relations arising during the use of nuclear energy for generation of electricity
and heat in the Republic of Lithuania are mainly regulated by the Law on Nuclear Energy,
adopted in November 1996. Said Law provides that nuclear facilities in the Republic of
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Lithuania shall be owned by the State and nuclear fuel shall be owned solely by state
enterprises of the Republic of Lithuania. So at present Ignalina NPP is 100% state owned
enterprise and the Ministry of Economy plays a role of formal founder of power plant. Law
also provides that in making a decision on the construction of a specific nuclear facility, the
Government of the Republic of Lithuania shall take into consideration not only economic and
public needs, the principal characteristics of the use of natural resources and their impact on
the environment, nuclear safety and radiation protection guarantees but also the opinion of the
local authority on whose territory the intended facility will be sited.

3.1.2. Active position

During transition period toward regaining the independence several local politicians
have created substantial political capital by fighting against "Soviet time monsters" like NPP
and hydro - pumped storage. Sound economic analysis made later proved that these
"monsters" were extremely helpful for revival and restructuring of national economy. The
construction of power facilities was renewed and political figures that had no positive ideas
only the mood for fighting have lost their attractiveness. But the same card is still played
outside the country. During preparations to the elections of new Parliament at the end of this
year in neighbouring Latvia articles about green leaves of cucumbers becoming yellow during
one day with wind blowing from the direction of Ignalina NPP and similar kind started to
appear in Latvian newspapers.

Seeking to disprove deliberate misinformation and to dispel unnecessary fears because
of ignorance the Government of Lithuania has adopted an active position. In 1993 State
Scientific Programme "Nuclear Power and Environment" was approved and during five
following years the scientists from different national scientific institutions took an active part
in the investigations of possible effects of INPP on the environment and population, including
NPP staff. Five volumes of scientific report were published [3]. Though general attitude of
population in surrounding regions to further operation of RBMK units while paying serious
attention to safety improvement was found to be moderately positive (29% - for, 25% -
partially for, 11% - against, 15% - undecided, 20% - did not answer), the results of concluded
population poll provided new evidence of the lack of proper information. Though no evidence
of any influence of possible radioactive emissions to the health of workers or surrounding
population was found, it appeared that 77% of polled persons believe that nuclear power plant
poses substantial threat to environment and 73% - to the health of population. 23% of polled
persons even believe that operation of NPP made a serious influence on the climate in all
territory of Lithuania, 27% - that it increased water contamination. The importance of relevant
information is once more shown by the fact that only 7% of polled plant staff believe that the
plant poses threat to environment and 40% of polled inhabitants of Visaginas city, where most
staff members live, believe to increased health hazard [3, vol. 5., Ch. 2.2],

As one of substantial steps for education of population programme of studies on
environment and ecology oriented towards the students of secondary schools was prepared
and started [3, vol. 5, ch. 2.3]. It included preparation of educational programmes, purchase
and installation of necessary hardware, establishment of summer schools for students,
seminars for teachers, publishing series of guiding materials, etc.

Currently the Government is going to approve a new State Scientific Programme
oriented to further studies of nuclear facility's impact and education of population.
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3.2. Ministry level

During the last two years interest to Ignalina NPP by local and international media
increased very much because of the formally expressed intention by Lithuania to join the
European Union. Though the legislation of the Union allows for its members to define their
nuclear policy by themselves, ensuring, of course, the necessary safety level, there were
numerous declarations by politicians of the European Commission that operation of the
Ignalina NPP can be serious obstacle on the way of Lithuania towards European Union. The
reason is that in the meeting of seven leading world nations (G-7) in 1992 under the influence
of recent Chernobyl disaster RBMK type reactors were assumed to be not upgradable to the
minimum necessary safety level and despite numerous later investigations of their real safety
level by various international teams, earlier adopted opinion is still alive among many
politicians. Of course, the decision on the closure of nuclear units should be made by
politicians, and Lithuanian Law on Nuclear Energy provides that such decisions shall be
adopted by the Parliament. But we stand strongly in the position that these decisions should
me made on the base of safety, technical and economic issues but not on emotions. Currently
nuclear is the cheapest way of producing electricity, many additional safety measures
including modernisation of accident localisation system were implemented and new
comprehensive Safety Improvement Programme SIP-2 is on the way [4].

For better information of media and population on nuclear issues the Ministry of
Economy has adopted the policy to inform the media about forthcoming events in advance. It
allows the journalists to be present during most significant meetings, seminars, discussions
and short communications on smaller ones are directly distributed by corresponding staff of
the Ministry itself.

This spring before the distribution of the draft of updated National Energy Strategy the
material on technical, economic and political issues of INPP closure was prepared by the
Ministry for distribution to governmental organizations and the embassies abroad. The draft
itself was not only distributed for comments to interested national organizations and public
bodies but also sent to European Commission. As a result several meetings and discussions
with high level officials of G-7, European Commission, European Bank for Reconstruction
and Development followed.

Currently updated version of booklet on nuclear safety issues is prepared for print by
Lithuanian Energy Institute. It will be distributed for main governmental and public bodies.
Further analysis of economic and social losses in the case of premature INPP closure is
performed. We hope that these documents will be helpful in finding mutually acceptable
policy on nuclear issues for our society and politicians.

3.3. Power plant level.

For ensuring better communication with the population in July 1995 using the
experience and direct assistance of foreign organizations Public Information Centre was
created at Ignalina NPP. Preparation of information strategy and purchase of part of
equipment was financed by European Bank for Reconstruction and Development. Main task
of the Centre is to inform the visitors about the operation of power plant and to provide
general information on nuclear energy and effects of radiation.

During three years of its life Public Information Centre has had about 12 thousand
visitors. The figure is not very high but the staff is really happy to accept young people whose

315



general interest can later develop into willingness to have a corresponding education and
career. Especially popular with the visitors are monitors with direct view of reactor hall,
turbine hall, control room and spent fuel ponds.

4. CONCLUSIONS

Nuclear power is always under the very close watch by the media. Pro-active position
of governmental institutions and plant public relations personnel can exclude many cases of
misinformation, misunderstanding and unnecessary attention. Nevertheless when unforeseen
situations happen a lot of ingenuity is needed. Special attention has to be paid to provision of
comprehensive advance information on new developments to neighbouring countries.
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