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Abstract

Nuclear power was welcomed from the outset because it promised highly economic and
convenient energy, especially electricity. Even today, nuclear projects espoused by developing nations
can stimulate enthusiasm and national pride. However, public unease concerning nuclear power safety
was magnified by the accidents at Three Mile Island in 1979 and Chernobyl in 1986. The perceived
problem of transport and long term storage of nuclear waste has added to public concerns, as has the risk
of the possible proliferation of nuclear weapons. Public information strategies must recognize and seek
to address these fears by pointing to the many cumulative years of trouble-free nuclear operations and by
stressing the strict rules and oversight designed to protect workers and the public from accidents and
radioactive releases. It is against this background that the following material has been compiled. It comes
from a variety of sources and reflects the experience mainly of industrialized countries that have national
nuclear programs. It is important to underline that it is descriptive rather than prescriptive in nature for
two reasons: first, the IAEA is essentially a forum for pooling collective knowledge in this as in other
fields; and secondly, the IAEA would not presume to offer a universal formula, since national
circumstances vary according to specific political, demographic, social and other factors. Hence only
certain parts of this paper may be of direct relevance to any given national situation.

1. ROLE OF THE IAEA

The International Atomic Energy Agency has a broad mandate to accelerate the
contribution of peaceful nuclear energy applications for the benefit of mankind. This said, it is
not the IAEA's role to market the nuclear power option to individual Member States. It can and
does provide objective, comparative data on various energy sources, covering their M l fuel
cycles, both in terms of economics and the impact on health, the environment and society as a
whole. It does so to provide a basis on which individual states can assess their energy strategies
for the future, recognizing that investments made today may involve assets with a life span of
30-50 years. If countries decide that they wish to have or to retain nuclear as one component in
their energy mix, then the IAEA stands ready to provide a range of support services including
site selection reviews, training, safety advice, visits by operational review teams on request and
basic information such as brochures1 and videos.

2. FUNDAMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR PUBLIC INFORMATION

The public may have little time or inclination to become familiar with issues like energy
choices. They do, however, readily understand basic economic and social needs as well as the

1 Examples (1997): "Sustainable Development & Nuclear Power" and "Choosing the Nuclear
Power Option: Factors to be Considered".
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negative effects of chronic shortages. Electricity is one such need. Hence, information efforts
related to the introduction or expansion of nuclear power, must clearly state the benefits of
meeting demands for electrical power, as an overall national priority and the penalties of her
doing so. It may also be necessary to explain how nuclear generation compares with alternative
forms of energy in its ability to meet large volume, baseload power needs typical of major
industries and expanding "megacities", and in terms of environmental protection against air
pollution. Describing the benefits of other peaceful applications of nuclear energy (e.g., in
medicine) may also be appropriate.

The reasons underlying a choice to include nuclear in a national energy mix must be the
basis for such an information effort. Such reasons may include the need to diversify energy,
ensure energy independence, promote technology and quality control in national infrastructures
and the desire to avoid environmental degradation by burning fossil fuels.

Ideally, an information campaign should be able to assume a reasonable level of
scientific awareness acquired by the population from the educational system. This is not
universally the case, however, but it is certainly worthwhile to educate younger generations,
tomorrow's electorate, to better understand these complex choices.

Seeing technology in action is also important. Opinion leaders (local officials, journalists
and teachers, for example) should be encouraged to visit existing nuclear facilities where
possible. When a national nuclear facility has been established, a visitors' programme and
visitors center can be valuable. Alternatives might include videos, static or traveling exhibits,
information offices, Internet web sites or a nuclear telephone "hot line".

Most opposition to nuclear power plants comes from pressure groups in society. While
these views require respect, it is not imperative to confront their public expression on every
occasion. The merit of engaging in an adversarial public discussion should be weighed carefully.
A better solution may be to involve scientists or academics with no link to the project itself.
Speakers engaging in public debates on nuclear matters must have the necessary background and
be prepared to cope with opposing views.

3. A POSSIBLE PUBLIC INFORMATION STRATEGY

Development of a strategy means defining goals and messages, who should deliver them
to whom, and how. Presenting nuclear-related public information is demanding and time-
consuming. It requires accuracy, honesty, openness, and clarity — an ability to translate
technical jargon into easily understandable language. If personnel do not have these skills, they
should be trained, and be able to train others. A first step is to appraise existing resources,
strengths, and weaknesses. For instance, are community and political leaders aware of the issues
at stake, and are they supportive, neutral or hostile?

Important messages to include in a public information strategy are :

How do nuclear power plants work?
- What are the economic features, with emphasis on advantages/disadvantages?
- What safety features are incorporated and are these sufficient for public safety?
- What are the features of such plants compared to more traditional forms of electricity

generation?
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- What environmental advantages are offered by nuclear power plants in terms of local air
pollution control, regional acidification protection or in the context of greenhouse gases
and possible global warming"?

- How do air emissions and water discharges differ from traditional plants?

In refining these messages, audiences should be addressed according to their expected
knowledge of the subject and specific concerns. Sensitive and patient approach is needed here,
with ample time always allowed for questions.

Important as potential audiences for a PI strategy are:

- the media (local, regional, national)
- local, regional and national politicians
- employees in the nuclear industry who serve as informal ambassadors
- labor unions
- the educational/academic community — professors, teachers, students
- economists and business leaders
- banks and financial institutions
- industries heavily dependent on electricity
- people living in the neighborhood of existing and future nuclear facilities
- consumer protection groups
- environmental groups
- women's groups
- police officials (since police may have to handle protests and should therefore be aware

of the issues at stake).

It is clear that these groups might be approached differently. However, standard
techniques such as seminars, meetings and briefings by qualified personnel would seem to apply
for all.

Communication is a two-way process. Hence, participants must be prepared to listen as
well as talk. This way the concerns of target audiences can be assessed and addressed with less
possibility of alienating them. Listening may reveal that concerns expressed are quite different
from those anticipated and may require rethinking the information strategy. Thus, while clear,
basic messages should be defined and prioritized from the outset, these may be modified in the
light of experience.

Media contacts are important because of their wide-array and number of contacts and
audiences, many of whom develop opinions largely based on what they see, hear and read. With
the media as with everyone, it is important to engage in full and open dialogue on all aspects of a
project to help build mutual trust and confidence. To be secretive, on the other hand, risks
disclosures that can undermine the success of a project at any stage. It is also a fact that media
publicity may affect political decision-making more than information specifically directed
toward government officials and elected representatives.

In general, it is advisable to emphasize needs and community and national benefits,
rather than dwelling on risks, which may tend to exaggerate their importance. This said, risks
should not be ignored, since such concerns are entirely legitimate. To help assuage doubts, a
citizens committee may be created composed of leaders from business, labor unions, the
scientific community, television shows, civic and women's groups, environmental organizations,
the academic world and former government officials. In certain cases, newspapers and
magazines may accept articles written by prominent contributors supporting the nuclear case.
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Placing paid advertisements in the printed media to underscore a point or allay doubts may also
be appropriate. Written information can be produced at various levels of sophistication from
cartoon-illustrated books for school children to simple fact sheets and elaborate, illustrated
brochures.

4. PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN DECISION MAKING

Public participation in decision-making differs between countries but there are some
pointers of general validity.

Clearly public participation takes place at two levels: the local and the national. The
issues are different at each level. At the local level, it is mainly a question of siting and licensing
a facility. At the national level, questions about, for instance, the safety or future of nuclear
power are raised. There are also differences in the roles played by elected representatives at the
local (or municipal) and at the national levels.

Some countries have experienced a widening gap between technological progress and
the ability — and willingness — of politicians to decide on such difficult questions as waste
sites or nuclear power programs. This leads to the question: If elected politicians are not able and
willing to tackle a complex issue at the national level, is volatile public opinion to be the arbiter?

Wide public participation at the local level provides a wealth of experience and many
countries require holding public hearings before permitting site use or construction. The forms
for hearings and their frameworks vary, but they are consultative and not decision-making. They
give the public an opportunity to express their opinions and objections so as to inform
authorities, who later decide on the site or license. The public normally has some degree of
assurance that its opinions and objections are considered in the final decision.

Experience has shown that the process may have some disadvantages, for example, it
may foster confrontational attitudes. Such drawbacks have led to the realization that consultation
can backfile. Some countries structure make use of public participation through elected
representatives or local committees with close and continuing contact with the electorate. The
experience of such committees in France and Sweden has generally been positive.

The nuclear industry and its installations—like any other industry or facilities—has
attractive points and drawbacks. It is the task of the public information personnel to explain both
aspects carefully and honestly. On one side, nuclear power is perceived as posing unique threats:
fear of radiation and its delayed health impacts in the form of cancers which may appear decades
after exposure. However, the same can be said about technologies like those of the chemical
industry. The unique aspects of nuclear power can on the other hand be interpreted positively,
through the stringent international and national principles for the protection of workers and the
public. They are advanced and conservative, but may be difficult for non-specialists to
comprehend. They are seriously looked upon as models for protection of the environment and of
the public in other industrial sectors, notably the disposal of hazardous wastes. In summary,
desirable ingredients for public participation are:

(1) Information must be two-way — telling and listening — before plans and positions are
fixed. It must be available to all without discrimination and be as complete as reasonably
possible.

(2) Transparency should apply to all information and all relevant institutions and to the
public consultation process itself.
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(3) A common understanding must be developed for discussions, for joint action in
problem-solving, and for decision-making. Imposition of a point-of-view by one side is
unacceptable, and solutions tolerable to all parties must be found.

(4) Consultation and participation should be seen to be fair to all parties. It must contain
possibilities to opt out, select among options or make changes.

When these elements are included, participation in decision-making will be genuine, not
one-sided. Media play an important informative and educational role; fairness, accuracy and
objectivity are desirable, but not always found.

Finally, for local public participation, some general guidelines of a practical nature can
be formulated:

(1) Public consultation should start early — not necessarily, but usually initiated by the
project originators — and before site analysis is final.

(2) Consultation could start by involving several municipalities, instead of the one
designated as the most promising site.

(3) Local social, economic and environmental concerns must be given due weight.
(4) Fulfilling formal, legal, public hearing requirements is essential.
(5) Costs for such a process may be high, but experience shows that another approach may

costs far more due to delays, resistance or even cancellation of a project.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Introduction of high-tech infrastructure projects is a major undertaking everywhere
today. It often produces the NIMBY — "not in my back yard" — reaction. To respond to such
fears, scientific and engineering expertise should be mustered, and communication and public
information must be initiated as equal factors from the start. In view of the public association of
nuclear power with nuclear weapons and a perception that nuclear technology is inherently risky,
this is especially true for nuclear facilities.

Keys to such a programme involve the following:

- determine attitudes in key sectors of public opinion, define target groups and develop a
communication strategy

- assure the availability of adequate resources, in terms of money, materials, manpower
and communicators experienced with public interaction, rather than those having a
profound grasp of technical detail.

A framework for the development of a strategy should include:

- a focus on society's need for energy and electricity,
a clear exposition of the specific benefits of nuclear components in the national energy
mix, such as financial, employment, enhanced technical and quality control skills, access
to technology transfer, protection of the environment, etc.,

- an ability to address public concerns about risks, such as safety and waste disposal,
- prioritizing messages and translating them into a working plan supported both by

national authorities and by major stakeholders, such as the electrical utility,
- working from the local level where the facility is likely to be constructed, to regional and

national levels.
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Within this framework, communication of tailored messages for different audiences can
meet specific circumstances and help ensure that the project as conceived can proceed with
minimal external opposition and disruption.

A final caveat: communicators can only convey what is being proposed. If the proposal
or the decision-making process, is flawed or unacceptable to the public for whatever reason,
even the best communications program cannot be relied upon to change their minds.
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