
XA04C1323

TRANSPORT - MOUNTAIN OR MOLEHILL?

THE TRANSPORT OF SPENT FUEL -
HOW A MINOR INCIDENT BECAME A MAJOR ISSUE

by Karen Daifuku
Electricit6, de France

On May 6 1998 the national newspaper "Lib6ration" published a story revealing that
some of the spent fuel casks shipped from Electricit6 de France's NPs would arrive at
Cogema's rail terminal at Valognes with some surface contamination at levels above the
authorized limits. Even though the contamination never represented a health hazard to
either the population or to the operatives due to its very low levels, the story turned into
a communication crisis for the nuclear industry.

Mainly the criticism centered over the perception that there is a lack of openness in the
nuclear industry. In terms of communication, the main error committed by Electric de
France and others involved, including the safety regulator, was poor judgment. When these
measures showed inconsistencies, they were overlooked due to the very low levels of
contamination. And yet, when they were reported by the press, it appeared as though there was
a conspiracy to hide the truth. The following explain the facts, the pitfalls, and the lessons
learned so far, and the reforms which are being considered at Electricit6 de France, within the
French nuclear industry and particularly the institutional reforms which will affect the entire
governmental oversight of the nuclear energy system.

Where progress needs to be made, is in the anticipation of potentially sensitive topics or
small incidents which opponents can seize. Some of the solutions are to set a better system of
monitoring events in order to anticipate rather than be in a position of damage control. It is
also a question of being able to prioritize the information. Being transparent and open is a
must, however, it does not mean necessarily reporting everything without prior evaluation.
Because, the risks of saturating the media without prioritizing events or following-up can
and will lead to confusion, misunderstandings and a crisis waiting to happen.

In terms of the media, first, the information was reported by the French news wire on April
27, 1998 where it was stated that Mrs. Voynet, Minister for the Environment was not satisfied
with the nuclear industry's explanations concerning the levels of contamination on the rail cars
use to ship spent fuel from nuclear power plant to the La Hague (France) reprocessing center.
Nine days later, the French national newspaper "Lib6ration" had a damaging article based on a
report furnished by Mycle Schneider of the Word Information Service on Energy (WISE), a
well-know anti-nuclear group, as well as an interview with the Minister of Environment
Dominique Voynet where she placed Electricit6 de France in the "hot seat". Until that story,
few papers had picked-up the story from the news wire. It was not, until that point, a
significant event.

However, in the news articles that were published within the following two months,
Electricit6 de France was seen by the media as the main culprit. Thus, the company's image
was deeply affected.
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Overall, Electricit6 de France's policy of openness was totally discredited by the media due
to the "silence" observed by the company on the issue of the contaminated transportation of
spent fuel in not reporting the contamination levels to either the railroad company, or to the
general public. The media did not accept Electricit6 de France's explanation, that as the level
of contamination on the rail cars did not present any health hazards, the company did not think
it necessary to communicate. In view of the press, Electricit6 de France has to be totally
transparent at all times and does not have the right to determine when and how transparent it
should be. By acting the way it did, Electricit6 de France has ruined its carefully built image.
One positive point though, is that once the story was out, senior executives were very quick in
taking responsibility by going on national television with "mea culpas". The fact that
Electricit6 de France quickly admitted its istakes can and should help in the rebuilding of a
positive image, provided the company demonstrates it has learned from its errors and rebuilds
good relationships with the media. This crisis shows the fragility of such a relationship.

The other major consequence, which goes beyond the damage to the company's image, is the
what this communication's crisis did to the image of nuclear energy. The media gave the
impression that the nuclear industry works in secrecy and manipulates public opinion.
This has helped expand the idea fostered by the government and environmental groups that
there should be an independent body to monitor the nuclear industry. The investigations
of the contamination problem also revealed that the regulator had been somewhat lax in
inspections. As a result a parliamentary commission concluded that it was time to make some
reforms in the system.

A consensus has been established around themes that were mentioned by the Minister of the
Environment Dominique Voynet, that is openness and the credibility of all those involved in
the nuclear industry. They are necessary and virtually obligatory for the "survival" of
nuclear energy as seen by the press.

When all the factors are examined, it seems clear, with hindsight, that it was a
communications crisis waiting to happen. For instance, some people were intent in making the
contamination a major issue when in fact when the story first broke on the news wires, few
newspapers and television networks picked it up. It was not until the cover story in
"Lib6ration" and with the content of a confidential report was revealed that Electricit de
France was put in a defensive position with little room to maneuver. The debate was quickly
centered around the question of openness and re-focused the debate on the future of nuclear
energy. It is important for Electricit6 de France to know one's opposition, providing clear
information. But this communication crisis also showed how important networking is, at al
levels, but especially the continuous effort Electricit6 de France needs to make towards
journalists, not only in keeping channels of communications open, but also better explain
situations which can be complex, requiring that a technical problems should be exposed in
lay ter . In this particular example, at the local level, power plant managers did just that in
their respective regions with local elected officials. The benefits of such actions were
immediately tangible because they were then reassured that the contamination levels were
insignificant even though they were above the authorize levels and never posed a threat to the
population.

As of July 6 1998, the transport of spent fuel has gradually resumed in France. As of the
end of 1998, all of France's operating nuclear power plants have shipped spent fuel from
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their sites to Cogema's reprocessing center at La Hague. The French regulator and safety
authority DSIN and OPRI have made systematic controls on every site before shipment began.

Last July, Jean-Yves Le D6aut, Chairman of the Parliamentary Commission for Scientific and
Technological Choices issued a report which suggests that a law that compels the nuclear
industry to be transparent and open is necessary in order to achieve true credibility with
the legislature and ensure its durability. The report also recommended the creation of a
independent agency (nongovernmental, non-industry sponsored) for radiological protection
and nuclear safety. This agency would include the areas of expertise handled up until now by
the Institute of Nuclear Safety and Protection (IPSN) and the Office for Radiological
Protection (OPRI).

As a result, on December 9 1998, the French Government endorsed most of Mr. Le D6aut's
recommendations by announcing the creation of an independent nuclear regulatory agency
and the authorization to build two underground laboratories for the research on disposal
of high-level and long-lived waste. The regulatory agency will be lead by five members,
three of which will be named by the government and one each by the Senate and National
Assembly respectively. There will also be a government representative named by the
Environment Minister. However, contrary to Mr. Le D6aut's recommendations, radiological
protection will be the responsibility of OPRI, under the Ministry of Health, whose budget will
be doubled. IPSN will become an independent government agency and sever its ties with the
French Atomic Energy Commission (CEA). These decisions are expected to be voted on in
Parliament during the first trimester of 1999. It is expected that other decisions will follow,
including some on waste storage.

In conclusion, despite the best laid out plans, events can take one by surprise as illustrated in
the transport of spent fuel issue. So, it is now a question of anticipating better, putting in
place an improved alert system, monitoring events and being able to make the proper analysis
in order to prevent benign situations from getting out of hand. Adaptation to an ever
evolving environment is another important factor. Knowing your opposition, not just those
that are familiar like clearly identified foes such as environmental groups, but also groups or
individuals that can be in the mainstream of society, including members of the government.

Last, but not least, experience has showed that openness is the key to a relationship of trust
at all levels, with the general public, politicians and the media. It does not mean total
disclosure at all times because of the risk of overwhelming one's target audience with
information without them being able to either evaluate its importance or sometimes fully
comprehend it if it is complex. As for the media, it is crucial to built a strong relationship with
journalists. It is a painstaking operation not only necessary but crucial. Following-up is a
must as it permits to make sure there are no misunderstandings and helps put information into
the proper perspective.
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