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Abstract
Public acceptability has been the rock on which radioactive waste management plans
have foundered in many countries. As a response to this, public consultation,
information provision, and transparency have been recognised as necessary elements
for successful development and implementation of management plans. However, the
actual practice of public consultation, in many cases, fails to adequately incorporate
the significance of questioning the ways in which the problem is defined, the issues
that are important, and the overall 'framing' of the problem. Public framing
generally differs substantially from the way in which the problem is understood by
those institutions responsible for its management; further, there are differences in the
ways in which different publics frame issues. These public differences may or may
not be attributable to demographic factors, but are closely related to the problem
context - that is, the history of relationships, structural conditions, and the cultural
resources available to make sense of the issues. I argue that it is crucial that public
framing(s) are adequately taken into account in developing management initiatives,
so that policies reflect these different understandings, and thus have more social
purchase, in line with Grove-White and Wynne's argument that in order for
radioactive waste management to become a solvable problem, it is necessary to
generate social ownership of the problem. However, traditional, and even many
novel, consultation processes do not comprehensively address the issue of framing,
but eproduce assumptions about the nature of the problem and how it should be
addressed. These assumptions are present in, for example, the institutional
arrangements and scientific and technical agendas. I report on a project undertaken
this year with Nirex entitled 'The Front of the Front End' which used repeat focus
groups to directly elicit the ways in which different publics frame the issue of
radioactive waste in the current context of UK society. I present the method as a
useful practical and cost effective way of addressing questions of framing, and go
on to argue that not only is this essential as a first stage of developing policies, but
that framin- needs to be re-assessed over time to enable changes to be mapped and
incorporated into policy. The results of the study show clearly the use the general
public make of their particular cultural resources in arguing towards a position on
what the issues are and how they should be managed, including multiple references
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to other issues which are seen as similar or having similar components. The study
also showed a considerable degree of congruence between different groups,
providing a valuable starting point for the re-evaluation of UK radioactive waste
management policy. The findings are related to other contemporary studies in the
UK, which generally support the overall findings. A problem is identified, however,
in that responsible institutions, with their existing practices of understanding the
nature of the problem, can find it difficult to integrate the both the concept of framing
and the alternatives understandings of the problem which are articulated through
public deliberation.

Introduction

Radioactive waste management planning has proved to be intensively problematic in
most countries where implementation has been attempted. The nature of the problem
has come to be recognised as public acceptability, and the solution to lie in extending
public consultation, often in novel or customised forms. Whilst perceiving the
problem as public acceptability - rather, than, say the conflicting interests of
commercial organisations and the public they purportedly serve, or the failure of
many nuclear companies to demonstrate integrity - is itself questionable, gaining
acceptability trough consultation has become the norin.

A necessary development in the growth of consultation has been the shift away from
the 'decide - announce - defend' approach' (in some if not all quarters) where
decisions are made prior to seeking public views, and then consultees are essentially
informed of those decisions and asked for comment. Instead, there is a growing
movement towards early consultation, prior to the development of specific plans, to
find out public views on, for example, generic concepts and the actual means of
consultation that are seen to be necessary. The implicit or explicit intention is then to
incorporate pubic responses into the production of more specific proposals.

Although this is a welcome movement, I argue that it is still inadequate. The US
National Academy of Sciences have demonstrated how a key issue in disputed
environmental issues is the adequacy of the problem definition, or way in the issue is
'framed', a funding re-emphasised by the UK's Royal Commission on
Environmental Pollution. The concept of framing can be illustrated by asking the
question 'what is this about' and seeing that different groups respond in very
different ways. Radioactive waste can be framed as, for example, a technical
problem, a problem of scientific uncertainty, a problem of production, a problem of
conflicting values, a problem of the social relationships it engenders or requires, a
conflict over the meaning of risk, etc. Whether one framing is 'better' than another,
and/or which framing(s) should be incorporated, is itself a question of the democratic
legitimacy of decisions. During the preparation to the UK Consensus Conference on

1 Or, as it has been characterised, the 'decide - annouce - defend - abandon'
(DADA) approach.
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radioactive waste in 1999, for example, there was an attempt to delimit the
considerations of the panel to exclude the source of, and continuing production of,
radioactive wastes. That this was overthrown and that the panel subsequently
produced a recommendation on the continuance of production demonstrates its
significance and need for its inclusion. That the attempt was made, though, signifies
the continuance of a commitment to a framing of the problem that separates
production and waste management, and perhaps more importantly, presumes that
institutions have a greater right to define the appropriate frame than the public.

Often, though, the way in which a problem is framed is less apparent, as are the
policing mechanisms which reproduce particular framings. The implicit assumptions
in the selection and application of scientific and technical approaches are themselves
the product of particular constructions of the problem. Importantly, these framings
have implications in both the material and social conduct of management practices,
and in the inclusion and exclusion of different voices.

The necessity to construct the appropriate problem framing to enable public
acceptability means that consultation has to do more than take the DAD framework a
step or two backwards in the process to consult on the decisions which make up The
Decision. It means that consultation has to take a conceptual leap backwards in the
process of coming to a Decision, and consult on the fundamental premises faming)
on which that Decision, and the process of reaching it, are based. This is sometimes
referred to as the 'Front End' of consultation, as Elizabeth Atherton describes in this
volume. Yet even a Front End could arguably not go far enough, as there is always
the possibility of going further back to reach the components of which Front End
positions are constructed 2. This problem of infinite regress is perhaps best
exemplified in information: any information carries with it an implicit problem
definition in what it includes and excludes and in what is said, and how, about the
topics it includes. However neutral the intention, it is not possible to produce neutral
information'.

This said, it is possible to identify the different problem definitions of the different
individuals and groups concerned with radioactive waste management, particularly
those differences between public and institutional framings. To follow the logic of

2This is not to suggest that there are somehow deterministic 'underlying' positions,
which then generate particular framings. Rather, like the recent interpretations of the
surprisingly few components of the human genetic code, there may be some
deten-nining factors, but these are bound up with a host of interacting contingencies
which result in particular expressions of framing at particular times.
-3 A possible exception to this is those 'facts' which are commonly believed by all
members of the relevant community - in our case, statements such as 'the earth is
round (ish)' or 'gravity exists' are generally unproblematic. This argument rests,
though, on the premise that all facts are contestable, and whether or not they are
contested is in part a social process, as sociologists and historians of science have
demonstrated.
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the contention that radioactive waste management practices must be publicly
acceptable and that one cause of their unacceptability is that they fail to cohere with
public framings, those public framings should take precedence over those of existing
institutions.

The Front of the Front End Project

Understanding the need for identifying the ways in which publics frame the
radioactive waste problem prompted UK Nirex Ltd to fund the Centre for the Study
of Environmental Change (CSEQ at Lancaster University to carry out a project
entitled 'The Front of the Front End A. The methodology selected was to conduct a
series of focus or discussion groups.

The primary reason for using focus groups was that they enable participants to
engage with a subject - in this case, something that rarely impinges on their everyday
lives and on which they have little knowledge and few pre-fon-ned opinions - and
actively make sense of them. The deliberation that takes place in an appropriately
designed focus group reveals the ways in which publics think about issues, that is,
how they construct and frame them. However, using a focus - or discussion - group
in this way is a particular version of the general method. It is crucial, for example,
that at the start of a session the moderator avoids constructing the issue in any
particular way, and that they avoid giving verbal or visual cues approving or
disapproving elements of the discussion. Rather, the discussion space should be as
far as possible completely open to the claims, considerations and comments of the
participants. Nothing should be ruled in or out, or relevant or irrelevant.

Given the complexity of this process - focus group participants often 'try out' several
positions (in a sense, they rehearse the arguments) before reaching any form of
conclusion or adopting a position - each focus group ran for two hours on two
consecutive evenings. Eleven groups of approximately eight people were held,
covering a range of locations, both near to and distant from nuclear installations.
Participants covered a range of demographic variables (age, gender, income,
ethnicity).

The Publics' Framings

During the group discussions, participants were very obviously engaged in the
process of active sense making. By this I mean that, given that very few people had
considered radioactive waste as an issue previously, they were drawing upon the
resources available to them - things that they did, in some sense, know about or
believe in - to consider, weigh up, and make sense of radioactive waste. These

4The report of the study will shortly be available at www.nirex.co.uk.
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resources are deeply cultural in nature, and are evident in the implicit analogies used
in discourse. By examining the ways in which people make sense of radioactive
waste, it is possible to see the ways in which they are determining what it is about -
that is, the ways in which people are framing radioactive waste - and that these
framings are drawn from a host of cultural and social resources.

A selection of findings are presented here to illustrate both this claim, and the
associated statement that it is crucial to understand - and respond to - public
framings which differ from those of technical, policy and expert communities
(TPECs)'.

The first example is that the initial response to the tenn radioactive waste is to
understand it in relation to the separate terms of 'radioactive' and of 'waste'.
Radioactivity has well documented associations with fear, danger, pollution, leaks
and accidents, bombs, health risks, uncertainties and secrecy. It has an
overwhelmingly negative meaning for most people - radiation is a 'bad', not a good.
Characteristic ways in which TPECs understand radiation is as a controllable hazard,
as a physical phenomenon, and as something which has uses. The publics'
.perception' is in turn perceived by TPECs as irrational and/or ill-infonned, over-
stating the risks associated with radiation in relation to other, accepted risks. These
perceptions lead to exclusion or the assumption that what is needed is infon-nation 6 to

correct the 'mistaken' public view. However, if instead we take the public
association seriously and instead ask why people should feel so negatively about
radiation, we can see that it is perfectly reasonable to be afraid of radiation - it is
after all dangerous, and the majority of scientists adhere to the position that there is
no safe dose - and so on. Radiation is in this sense something we would be better off
not having - that is, it is a bad, and the less of it there is, the better. Additionally,
there is the analysis that radiation is not responded to purely as a physical
phenomenum, but as a complex with social, economic, physical, and political
dimensions. Thus, the mistrust and lack of confidence in commercial and regulatory
institutions (a mistrust in part generated by repeated claims of complete control and
safety which are then followed by reports of accidents and leaks) is part of the way in
which radiation is judged by the public.

In a very different vein, 'waste' is understood in terrns of the material wastes with
which people are familiar. References were made to, for example, landfill sites and
problems of toxic leakage, and forgotten hazardous wastes. By analogy,
underground disposal of radioactive wastes was seen to have similar problems of
leakage and forgetting. Waste was also understood as something which should be
reduced (again, as a 'bad') through minimisation, re-use and recycling. This

5Obviously, there are differences in framing within scientific, technical and policy
communities. However, there is also sufficient homogeneity to be able to present
them as a group when juxtaposed to the public(s).
6The belief that some form of public education or infon-nation provision will correct
the irrational position of the public is nown as the 'deficit model'.
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position then leads to questioning the purpose of and need for production of the waste
in the first place, as well as the search for ways of re-using or recycling wastes. The
idea of final disposal, adhered to in many parts of TPECs in relation to radioactive
waste, is thus rejected by a public who have adopted the premises of waste
minimisation and re-use.

A second example is in the way in which the idea of information is framed. TPECs,
as noted above, often utilise the deficit model, whereby the solution to public
misapprehension is 'correct' information. Information is thereby something which
can be correct, neutral, and somehow above and beyond the everyday social and
political influences which permeate our lifeworlds. In this, the TPEC understanding
of information draws on the associated construction of science as a neutral (i.e. not
socially or politically biased) way of understanding the natural world. The problem
is then one of incorrect infon-nation, misunderstanding, and disinterest. If only the
public knew what the TPECs knew, then they would accept TPEC policy.

By contrast, he public clearly understand infon-nation as something which comes
from a source, and thus something that depends on that source for its validity. Whilst
there is often a call for independent infon-nation, this is generally followed by the
recognition that there is no source of independent infon-nation (universities,
pleasingly and hopefully legitimately, are generally cited as the most independent
source, but even here the public recognise that much research funding comes from
external bodies and this compromises independence). The problem is one of a
recognition that the information presented reflects the interests and agenda of the
presenter, and that no information is ever neutral. The perceived interests of the
presenter are crucial: in the FOFE study, participants repeatedly stated that they
would trust information from environmental groups more than that from the nuclear
industry, not because that information was seen as more accurate (Greenpeace
'getting it wrong' over Brent Spar was a commonly cited instance of inaccuracy), but
because the environmental groups were seen as acting in the interests of the
environment, and this was their motivation for presenting infon-nation in the way
they do - that is, for the 'right reasons'. By contrast, industry was seen as motivated
by profit, and this unden-nined their presentation of information, regardless of
questions of accuracy.

Public frarnings can thus be seen to made up of the problem context, and that context
draws on a wide range of social and cultural experience. This contrasts with TPEC
frarnings, which tend to be bound by institutional practice and to operate over a much
narrower range of considerations.

Change and Iteration
Having to some extent represented the decision process as linear, I am now going to
introduce an iterative dimension. What is publicly acceptable changes through time
partly, at least, in response to further experience in both the personal and public
domains. The alteration in the public acceptability of nuclear power after Chernobyl
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amply demonstrates tis. The nature of the radioactive waste problem, with all its
uncertainties and inherent lack of complete controllability', means also that the
conditions for deliberation are liable to change, both as new nowledge emerges and
unpredicted events take place.

This changing context, and consequent changes of the nature of the problem, mean
that an iterative process of consultation and deliberation is needed. To encompass
dynamic public framing and consequent changes in acceptability, the public need to
be included in the ongoing processes of policy development and decision making.

The Problem of Institutional Responses
Whilst there is an ever-increasing amount of consultation, there is little evidence of a
parallel development in the ways in which institutions listen to and make sense of the
views expressed. The translation of public understanding into material that is useable
by institutions remains problematic. In some cases, it requires an enormous leap of
imagination to be able to see that some views could be 'taken into account'. In
others, the diversity of views means there is no clear path to follow. In part, though,
this is a problem of framing, and the ways in which institutions denigrate and devalue
public framings (for example, by stating that they are 'wrong' or 'misinformed'), as
well as the difficulty of integrating difference into established systems.

Nirex, for example, picked up retrievability as an important issue at the UK
Consensus Conference. They are aware of complexity of the concept, but are
(necessarily, given their expertise) taking an engineering dominated approach to
resolvin- it. Nirex are including the dimension of time in their work, in part at least
because answers to questions such as 'how long should wastes be retrievable' are
needed for engineering design. This is a pragmatic and valuable response, but does
raise the question of whether a deeper sociological understanding, and response, is
needed. In the Front of the Front End study, participants' answers to the question of
for how long wastes need be retrievable was 'until a pen-nanent solution/positive use'
is found - not something that can be measured in units of time, and not something
that is useful for engineering design. What is necessary is the step of translating
,unti a permanent solution is found' to 'indefinitely', which is a more workable
concept in terms of engineering design, implying, for example, the necessity for
maintenance.

If we look at the whole complex of radioactive waste, public acceptability and public
consultation, it is possible to see that, at least from an institutional perspective, the
problem of radioactive waste storage and/or disposal is a problem of public
acceptability. The Swedish, and now the Finnish, experiences are held up as models
of good practice in incorporating public consultation and generating acceptable
solutions. Yet to frame the problem as one of public acceptability reflects an
institutional - not a public - perspective. To the public the problem is not them -
how could it be when they have not been responsible for generating the wastes?
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Rather, the problem is one of the nature of radioactive waste, and of a lack of
confidence in the motivation and practices of responsible institutions. Thus, to
frame the problem in terms of public acceptability may be missing the point.

Only when institutions and public are attuned can there be the shared ownership of
the problem which is necessary to finding the best solution. If the responsible bodies
are addressin- the wrong problem, then the solution is unlikely to be publicly
acceptable.

Hunt and wynne 2000
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