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The ability to generate electricity from nuclear sources derives from the same human
need as that which gave rise to the invention of the wheel, the first deliberate use of fire
and the first harnessing of an ox to a plough - the need for technology. The first human
who turned from hunting to ploughing began to change the Earth's environment. He
was the first agricultural pollutant. We could not undo him, even if we wanted to. For us
he is a hero, not a criminal, because he represents the beginnings of civilisation.

We in the nuclear power industry consider ourselves to be at the forefront of civilised
progress. We form a highly structured, highly regulated society with clear, rigid rules
about how to operate a nuclear facility. We know how the atom is split; we seem to
know everything there is to know about the effects of radiation; and our range of
precautions is vast. We are reasonable, rational people with reasonable, rational
intentions.

Yet, all too often, even we ourselves don't believe our public relations statements about
nuclear power. Why is this?

Let us approach the question by considering Gdel's Theorem.

G6del's Theorem is extremely complicated mathematically, but for our purposes can be
simplified to the maxim that one cannot validate a system from within that system - just
as one cannot measure the outer dimensions of a house while one is confined to the
inside of the kitchen.

Scientists, especially those in the fields of astronomy and nuclear physics, have long
realised the implications of G6del's Theorem. The experimenting scientist can no
longer be considered to have an entirely detached, objective overview of his experiment:
he
himself is one of the many variables that may affect that experiment.

As the physicist Joe Rosen puts it, 'Objective reality, which science guides us to believe
in, itself lies beyond the domain of science... because it cannot be proven."

What the physicists have known all along, we communicators for the nuclear industry
have yet to discover. We have forgotten that we too are "confined to the inside of the
kitchen" - that we too belong to the human race and are as emotionally frail as those to
whom we communicate.
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For human beings are emotional creatures. They are surging collections of
psychological hungers wrapped up in a terribly thin layer of epidermis. The parts of
human beings that are purely rational are minute, and deeply buried beneath a
bewildering array of electrical impulses that tell us more about how cold or hungry we
are than they do about how to split the atom.

How can we, as communicators, still use words like "minor" to define a certain class of
nuclear accidents? In our "objective" opinions, the contamination from an accident may
be minor. But in the emotional opinions of our fellow human beings, any contamination
whatsoever may represent a disaster of life-threatening proportions. No
communications methodology can claim to be objective, let alone effective, if it uses
words like "minor"
and "incident" to describe something that is emotionally terrifying.

So, if we are going to communicate about contamination, let us communicate plainly
about it. Let us not communicate in the "objective" jargon that relies on terms like
"minor incident". What does "minor incident" mean to the emotional public? That only
two people died instead of seventy? If the contamination really is minor, its radiation
levels are too low to harm people. Let us state plainly, then, that "radiation levels are
too low to
harm people".

The people to whom we must communicate look to us, who officially know everything
about our industry, to comfort and reassure them. And we forget that we can only
comfort them by addressing their emotional needs, not by demonstrating our chilling
"objectivity".

Let us try something completely new in communication. Instead of looking for
incremental rules which will help us marginally diff erentiate the way we communicate
about minor or major incidents, let us leapfrog across "objectivity" to meaning and
relevance. If we truly believe that nuclear energy is a good thing, this leap should not be
difficult.

Finally, if we as communicators are not prepared to be meaningful and relevant - not
prepared to leapfrog beyond weasel terms like "minor incident" - what does that say
about the kinds of people we believe the nuclear community to be? Are nuclear people
a group apart, divisible from the rest of the human race by their evil?

In fact the nuclear community is a living, laughing, normal part of a whole society; and is
moreover a good contributor to the technological progress that society demands. When
we ourselves recognise this, we will start to communicate nuclear issues in the same
language as the rest of society. We will start to speak plainly and convincingly, and our
conviction will leapfrog our audience into being able to believe us.
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