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Information is not Forever
J. Graham, ETCetera Assessments LLP

In 1968 AD, 25 BW (Before the Web), a fast re-
actor based on high-temperature gas-cooled silicon-
clad pebble-bed fuel was designed. Fuel was tested in
Mol, Belgium, and the work was done in cooperation
with the researchers at the Halden Test Reactor in Nor-
way. The design had great characteristics - its high tem-
perature gave it an efficiency that was 10% above that
of liquid-metal fast reactors and its silicon-clad fuel gave
great safety margins.

Today, US Nuclear Energy Research Initiatives is
funding research and design work at MIT on a new
pebble-bed design for the next generation of NPPs.
The danger is that the 1999 workers, in the year 6 AW,
know nothing of the earlier research and the testing.

In years past, the first research step was to look at
the "literature" through extensive searches of Abstracts
to see what had been published and what had been dis-
cussed at Technical Societies. Such information saved
heartbreak in reinventing things that had failed before
and gave short cuts to new work.

Now - what is different? The new researcher still
sifts through the archives to see what has gone before.
However, the archives are not large tomes of small type
summarizing published papers, they have become the
Internet — the web. What existed before the web al-
most doesn't exist. Information now appears to have a
time-zero. History in often is only six years long. The
UK-Belgian-Norwegian work was news to an MIT
manager.

There is another information problem that we need
to be aware of.

In this decline of nuclear enterprise research
projects have been cancelled. Major facilities, such as
EBR-2, have been closed. The paperwork is carefully
put into storage as the project team moves on or re-
tires. Then another government hand issues a notice
that old files must be cleared out in unused filing cabi-
nets. Information is not forever. Researchers of the fu-
ture are excused in thinking that their work is brand
new if there is no record of prior work.

It is a problem that was been recognized earlier so
that some information has been transferred to micro-
fiche, electronic files and now CD-ROMs to give them
a better chance of preservation. This introduces an-
other problem.

My first book is also protected on electronic files.
However, those files are in Super Scriptsit language,
which was used only on the TRS-80 computer in the

80's. To read the 'secure' electronic files one has to
also keep the software and the necessary hardware.

The latest software does not always read earlier
files. Machines using later operating systems don't rec-
ognize earlier software. For example, the latest MAC
OS 8.5 operating system will not recognize the stand-
ard web software - Netscape 4.0.2 Thus, protecting
previous information is a multi-faceted problem involv-
ing hard copies, electronic files as well as the appro-
priate software and hardware for the those files. I have
a recording of my Father speaking in the year of my
birth. Yet, the information remains sealed in the alu-
minium disc. It requires a bamboo needle to play and a
45-rpm gramophone machine to play it.

Books from the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries can be preserved and still only need a young eye
to read. Hard copy, although taking space, is still a
good way to preserve vital information. It lasts at least
as long as electronic images but it is difficult to search in
research mode. Museums have been involved in this prob-
lem for some time. They know that photographs fade,
magnetic tape prints through to adjacent tape, paper be-
comes brittle, reproduction machines die and even mar-
ble statues crumble.

So much expert information is being destroyed or
exists only in the heads of an aging population. How
is that to be preserved for the younger generation?

In summary, there are at least four problems:

• Understanding that information did not begin with
the web — there is prior knowledge,

• Preserving the expertise and knowledge of those
who will shortly not be available to the industry,

• Preserving information presently in many forms in
physical storage, and

• Funding this work — it is not negligible.

The first part of the solution is to make the problem
known. Administrators must be persuaded that the issue
is important and that money needs to be allocated to
preserving your nuclear heritage.

The second part of the solution is to make sure
that the young generation has access to older
information and knows how to use it.

A third part of the solution is to include this
subject - as a matter of international importance - in
technical conferences, to raise the profile of the issue.
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