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Abstract
Collective decision making in a democratic environment essentially is a process
of negotiation. This assumption, as well as the failure of the formerly used top-
down approach, led to a drastic change in the decision making process for siting a
low level nuclear waste repository in Belgium. In two prospective communities, a
local partnership was established between NIRAS-ONDRAF, the government
Organisation responsible for the Belgian nuclear waste, and representatives of the
local communities. These partnerships are intended to bring the decision making
process closer to the public concerned and to lower the threshold for active
participation. The final outcome of this decision making exercise is therefore a
mutual project, carried by both experts and local stakeholders, instead of an
expert project imposed on an unwilling community.

1. Introduction

Today, we live in what some call a "Risk Society." Progress and technological
development not only brought us prosperity, but also seem to have opened a modern
version of Pandora's box: global wanning, genetically modified organisms, mad
cows and "Frankenstein" sheep, chemical hazards and nuclear waste, ...

In the aftermath of the Enlightenment, which put man in the centre of both our
thoughts and acts, science is increasingly being questioned as the irrefutable motor of
progress. The rational model of "the moderns" no longer seems to have total and
unconditional support of the fon-nerly mute masses. Globalisation, mass
communication, ongoing democratisation of the educational system, information
highways etc. have narrowed the gap between the knowing elite of scientists, experts
and government administrators on the one hand and the governed, the lay people, on
the other hand. In ever more decision making processes, but especially those related
to the environment and public health and safety, increased public involvement
becomes apparent. It is through this increased involvement that the public became
aware of the fact that science alone does not have all the answers. Scientific facts
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turned out not to be as unquestionable as we might wish. It also became clear that
scientist face ucertainty and that there often is disagreement among fellow experts.

The central argument of this paper is that: "facts are not ust facts." Or, to put it in the
words of Alan Irwin . ..... science is not a storehouse ?f facts' ... nor is it a
prescribed 'method'for the acquisition of 'objective knowledge'. (1) Often facts
and (scientific) knowledge are social constructs, based on specific assumptions in a
laboratory context and open to interpretation. Moreover, the factual basis provided by
scientific experts is only one factor in decision making processes next to other factors
such as money, emotions, stakeholder pressure and mobilisation, strategic
understanding or diplomacy. Possible conflicts between experts and citizens can no
longer be put aside as "a consequence of either public ignorance or public
irrationality". 2) This calls for the revision of the science-centi-ed worldview, which
still dominates our thinking on decision making. Decision making in a democratic
environment is essentially a process of negotiation. In this decision making process
various interests a-re weighed one against the other. Recognition of all factors
involved is crucial in reaching a solution that is acceptable to all or at least to a
majority of the parties concerned.

With this in mind. a new concept has been developed for a very specific collective
decision making process on the siting of a low level nuclear waste repository.

2. Introducing a New Rationale in Collective Decision
Making

Until a few years ago, the actual siting procedure was seen as a mere technical
matter: find the ideal geological conditions for the implantation of a (low level waste)
repository site. This was conducted in view of the common good and with the best
interests of the public at heart. Somewhat to their surprise, scientists were quickly
confronted with a disagreeing population who seemed unimpressed by their scientific
and rational arguments, by their effort to pursue the "common good." As a result, the
communities ivolved were easily accused of being NIMBYists", acting upon an
irrational fear and purely selfish interests.

But was this indeed the case? Is it not possible that people reacted as much against
the way the decision was taken - without their involvement'? Would they have been
so unconditionally against it if their fears and interests had been taken into
consideration from the outset of the decision making process? Maybe, and then
again, maybe not. We believe that it is not just a question of personal and therefore
selfish interests against the common good. Personal interest are not identical o
selfish interests. People forge bonds and step into coalitions to realize themselves
and further their interests. Through participation and democratic institutions we
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make common cause: our interests become collective interests achievable through
collective action. 3)

If the interests of all parties are to be taken into account, all parties should be
involved in the decision making process. This is, however, not the easiest, nor the
fastest way to take a (collective) decision. Making sure that all parties have an
opportunity to speak their mind takes time. Moreover, it does not suffice to have all
these particular interests laid out so that one "rational planner" can make an informed
decision on what the final project should look like. No, all parties have to be able to
engage in a true negotiation process, in order to define for themselves what is their
general or common interest. This common interest is not a mere sum of all particular
interests, nor is it some abstract notion that transcends these particular interests. In
our view, the "common good" is the result of a negotiation between all parties (each
with their particular interests). It is both time and place related. A partnership serves
as an arena and as a facilitator for this negotiation process. Through dialogue, all
parties are invited to express their interests, fears and values, to listen to the views of
other parties and to come to terms on what this particular group of citizens, in this
particular community, at this particular point in time defines as a common goal.
Depending on the project and the number of interested parties, this can become a
time consuming process.

It is also vital that all participants recognise this process as being one of negotiation.
This does not only mean a "mind shift" for most experts, keen as they are on their
-rational and scientific" way of solving problems. It also implies the understanding
by the public of the fact that science does not hold the one key to the one and only
solution. Existing interest and pressure groups (unions, environmental organisations,
citizens action groups, etc.) have to revise their strategic thinking as well. For
environmental and other activist groups it is no longer possible to claim that "their"
scientists or experts are right and have all the answers. They have to engage in the
negotiating process to convince other parties of their views and interests, to seek
alliances and even, like all others, to cut down on initial demands. In the Belgian
context, interest groups like trade unions have a long tradition of negotiating and are
privileged negotiating partners of both public authorities and enterprises. The
involvement of all parties concerned often means that these organisations have to
share the floor with other interests, which makes it more difficult to achieve their
objectives.

In both case studies that are subsequently discussed, it became clear that the
introduction of this new rationale is not self-evident for the parties involved.
Therefore it is important that trough "trail and error" and test cases like these,
people learn to understand this new rationale as a way to achieve "the common
good."
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3. Local Partnerships: A Case Study in the Communities
of Mol and Dessel

The above stated assumption that true collective decision making can only be brought
about by involving all parties concerned, as well as the failure of the formerly used
top-down approach, led to a drastic change in the decision making process for siting
a low level nuclear waste repository in Belgium. The new approach took the form of
local partnerships, a kind of decision making process that focuses primarily on
enhancing transparency and public involvement.

3.1. Local Partnerships in Theory

Local partnerships have been established between NIRAS-ONDRAF, the
government rganisation responsible for the Belgian nuclear waste, and
representatives of the local community concerned. This representation has to be as
broad as possible assembling not only local politicians, but also delegates from
environmental, cultural, (socio-) economic and other locally based organisations. The
local character of these organisations is important. The siting of a low level nuclear
waste repository might concern us all, the actual implementation on one particular
location is something that concerns primarily the people living or working next to it.
Other organisations and administrations (on regional and national level for instance)
can play an advisory role, without having a vote when it comes to the actual decision
making. This role. nevertheless, allows them make their interests and concems
known.

Through these partnerships, the NIRAS-ONDRAF experts (as well as other experts
invited by the partnership) enter into direct dialogue with the local community. In
different working groups (not only open to the above mentioned partners, but to all
interested members of the community), all aspects of a possible repository (for
example the concept of the repository itself, its impact on the environment, health
and safety related issues, etc.) are being discussed. Each partnership receives an
annual budget from NIRAS-ONDRAF in order to work independently and, for
example, seek the (independent) expertise they need.

The partnerships are intended to bring the decision making process closer to the
public and to lower the threshold for active participation. By entering into dialogue
with the local community, the concept-designers have an opportunity to better
explain their project to the local stakeholders. Questions and reactions from the
public, however, may require them to be more creative and to rethink certain aspects
of their initial concept or project. The outcome of this decision making exercise is a
mutual project, carried by both experts and local stakeholders, instead of an expert
project imposedon an unwilling community.
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This mutual project consists on the one hand of a repository, and on the other hand of
an accompanying local project that seeks to bring added value to the community. In
this way, all stakeholders have the opportunity to be involved in the development of
the technical project and to determine the conditions for accepting such a drastic
intervention on their territory. These "conditions" will be more than just technical
and safety measures. They constitute a global project (in one way or another related
to the disposal site) from which the entire community benefits and which serves as a
forrn of compensation for this waste repository.

3.2. Local Partnerships in Practice

In the municipalities of Dessel and Mol a local partnership has been founded. These
took the forin of a non-for-profit rganisation with a particular legal structure. A
general assembly, consisting of a balanced representation of all interested local
organisations, acts as guardian of the decision making process. The assembly decides
on the general outline and on the final concept of the mutual project. For the day to
day management, the general assembly elects an executive committee, which takes
intermediate decisions on budget spending, coordinating working group activities,
supervising the project coordinators, etc. Two project coordinators handle
administrative and communication tasks, as well as the rganisation and support
(both logistically and scientifically) of the working groups. The working groups
discuss all aspects of the project (both the concept of the repository and the
accompanying local project) in detail. They consider relevant existing research, they
evaluate the need for additional studies, they invite independent experts, etc.
Gradually, the working groups work out the mutual concept, which will be presented
first to the committee and then to the general assembly.

If all partners (or at least a majority) in the general assembly come to an agreement
on a mutual project, the proposed project will be presented to the municipal council.
The municipal council will then decide whether or not the municipality is a candidate
for a repository site. The existence of a broadly supported mutual project could ease
this political decision. Of course, it remains possible that the partners in the general
assembly come to the shared conclusion that a repository site is not acceptable (on
technical or other grounds). Such an outcome, however, also helps the municipal
council to come to an informed decision on a possible candidacy.

394



GENERAL ASSEMBLV (/-30 members)

NIRAS-ONDRAF LOCAL PARTNERS
municipal council
municipal administration
social and cultural organisations
environmental organisations
economical organisations

EXECUTIVECONIMITTEE (/-]Omembers)

PROJECT COORDINATORS 2)

IF

WORKINGGROUPS (10toll5mernberseach)

Implantation & Local Development Environment& Safety
Design Health

develop concept and develop local project assessment of impact safety assessment,
implantation of that creates surplus of disposal site and disaster planning,

disposal site value local project on impact on regional
health and level,

environment

Figure The Structure of a Local Partnership

Apart from being a forum for negotiation and project development, a partnership also
serves for communication purposes. Since it is impossible to involve everybody in a

negotiation process of this intensity, it has to be accompanied by a solid, preferably

highly interactive communication. Throughout the process, the members of the

community that are not directly involved in the partnership, have to be kept informed
of the 'wheeling and dealing' of the partnership. This allows them to intervene in the

course of the process (and not just at the end, like with a traditional public hearing).

There are two main communication channels from the partnership to the local

community (and vice versa). On the one hand, the partners are inten-nediaries

between their members and the partnership. Each participating rganisation can

choose the communication channels it prefers to inform its members. On the other

hand, the partnership itself (mainly trough the project coordinators, the executive
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com-mittee and the chairperson of the general assembly as spokesperson) pursues an
active communication policy, directed at the whole community.

4. Some Preliminary Conclusions

So far, only partial and preliminary conclusions can be drawn from the experiences in
Dessel and Mol.

As we mentioned before, even if all parties are aware of the new rationale behind this
process of collective decision making, this does not necessarily mean that they act
upon it. In order to make sure that all parties involved have an equal opportunity to
participate troughout the process, it is important that some key players (members of
the executive committee, chairpersons of the working groups, the project
coordinators, ... ) take up the role of "guardians of the process". These key players
are not necessarily formally designated.
Also, communication has proven to be of great importance. In both partnerships, the
executive committee felt the need to have some "real output" before the partnership
could go public. Such a "closed partnership" would not have enhanced transparency
and public confidence. In the mean time the partnerships made some real efforts in
communicating with the public.
NIRAS-ONDRAF experts felt the need to provide members of the working groups
with as much information as possible about the subjects they had to discuss, in order
to reduce the differences in the level of knowledge of the participants. This
particularly was the case in the more technical working groups. To a certain extent,
this was necessary. Since technical knowledge, however, is not the only factor of
importance in the decision making process, people do not need an information
overdose. Often a very basic understanding of the concept at hand will suffice to
make an informed decision.
Most working groups, made progress in reaching a consensus on the general
direction of the project. At this level at least, this way of preparing a collective
decision, therefore, seems to have a fair chance of success.
Experience in Mol and Dessel has shown that for members of the public it is
sometimes difficult to accept the fact that science does not always offer a clear cut
and totally objective solution. This was particularly the case at the outset of the
partnerships. Throughout the process, whilst being confronted with sometimes very
differing expert views, many participants realised that there is indeed space for
negotiation and local input, also in technical matters.

At this point, it is too early to say whether our project will lead to a general shift in
the rationale of collective decision making. The only thing we can be sure of, is that
there has definitely been an increase in public participation in this particular type of
collective decision making. Besides, more efforts, at least on the local evel, have
recently been made to make sure that this increase in public participation is being
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accompanied by an enhanced transparency, not only within the partnerships, but
towards the general public as well.
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