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Belgonucleaire's emergency exercises;

report on communication experiences

Sabine Van Depoele, Belgonucleaire

The purpose of this presentation is not to have a theoretical explanation about risk
communication but rather to give some practical communication hints we learned from
the Regional Emergency Exercise Belgonucleaire had a few months ago.

Belgonucleaire fabricates MOX fuel since 1973. MOX is an abbreviation of Mixed
Oxide, a mixture of uranium and plutonium oxides. It can easily replace the uranium
oxide fuel commonly used in nuclear power plants.

This fuel is produced at Belgonucleaire's plant at Dessel, which is located in the
vicinity of other Belgian plants related to the nuclear sector.

Every year Belgonucleaire organises an Internal Emergency Exercise and every 3 years
a Regional Emergency Exercise. The purpose of this Emergency Exercise is to make
sure that Belgonucleaire is capable of successfully handling in cooperation with the
other plants in the nuclear sector, the authorities and security teams a hypothetical
crisis scenario.

The scenario elaborated this time was that due to a tear in a glove some radioactivity
was emitted and because the filter system failed some of this radioactivity came into
the air. Some contamination could be measured.

The goal of this Emergency Exercise is multiple:

- To bring under control and to master an emergency situation, which can suddenly
or gradually arise, by coordinating and eventually providing intervention teams
and action means in order to restrict as much as possible the adverse consequences
of the situation on the site and on the environment.

- To emit an imediate warning to and to protect the employees and the visitors
present on the site.

- To communicate essential information to the security service and co-ordination
centre of the government in conformance with the emergency plan for nuclear risks
on the Belgian territory.
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Communication plays a vital role in this emergency rganisation plan.

It concerns contacts with the authorities (at federal, regional and local level), the
nearby-located plants, the support- and emergency services and last but not least with
the media.

In case of an incident or accident an emergency room is immediately set up on the site.
One of the main tasks of the staff in the emergency room is to inform the General
Management at the headquarters in Brussels. The communications officer in Brussels
will in co-operation with the general management establish the press contacts.

In addition a communication cell was set up at the Dessel Town Hall.

This was done for 2 essential reasons:

- journalists like to come to the place of the incident. They prefer first hand
information and like to have pictures and/or interviews with the people involved.

When an incident or accident has happened it is not possible to come to the site.
Therefore it is useful to have a contact with the journalists on a neutral place away
from but nearby the place of the accident.

- Even though it is the responsibility of the authorities to inform the population,
additional information from someone from the plant itself can be very helpful.

The government has to inform via the media the general public. Especially,
information which has legal or political implications should be handled by the
appropriate authorities. In other words the company can't inform the media about the
consequences of the incident to the public and the environment. Belgonucleaire can
only give information about company related aspects.

This means that press material can be published in advance and held for a crisis. We
prepared such material including fact sheets on generic safety issues, photos, maps,
biographies of key officials etc.

An established relationship with all of the organisation's stakeholders based on
credibility and trust is the best insurance policy for handling communications during a
crisis. This is indeed a process we work on the whole year round.

A proactive communication policy is necessary because communication at the moment
of the accident is, given the stress, very tough.

The primary objective of risk communications is not to change public opinion about
the extent of the risk but rather to build trust about the corporate commitment to
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contain and control it. Efforts to educate about systems which control and reduce risk
and work to contain it can give the outsider confidence.

Such communications tell the audience that the corporation is not minimising the
concern but actually shares the concern. And a company which is perceived to share a
concern about risk is a company which the public is more likely to trust to deal with
the accident effectively.

So Belgonucleaire tried to follow the basic rule of crisis communicatons.

This rule of risk communications is to devise a message as soon as possible which
answers the question: ,What are we going to do about it?" The more a communicator
can focus attention on solving a crisis problem, the more likely he might be able to
convince the audience that the crisis will pass and the company can be trusted.

A similar principle also applies to risk communications. The most credible message the
public can hear from a corporation is not that the risk is small but rather that the
corporation is working hard to manage and minimise it.

Unknown risk impact
Volun involuntary

Space fight Nuclear war
Working in a chemical plant Nuclear power

Living near a chemical
plant
Food poisoning
Asbestos

Smoking House fire
Flying Common cold
Driving
Trampoline
Skiing

Known risk impact

If a risk is perceived as unknown, unseen and unfamiliar, it is far more likely to create
threat and therefore become unacceptable.

The lesson of the matrix is the power of the emotional dimension. Risks in the upper
right quadrant are inevitably overestimated. Scientific risk assessment may show
several of the risks in the upper right quadrant to be far less probable than some in the
lower left, but the public perception will simply not reflect that reality.

Public perception about risk does not follow logical patterns.

102



Normal communication procedures do not seem to function.

The most useful risk comparisons are those which compare a company's risk statistics
to allowable government standards.

So, in our scenario the emission of 100 Bcq was compared with the government
standard of 37 Bcq. Even though you give objective information by comparing two
standard elements people like a comparison with a controlled, familiar risk.

Sometimes is was hard to keep in mind that a risk comparison should always stay
within the same quadrants of the matrix.

We also leamt from the exercise that it is very difficult to ensure that the authorised
spokesperson has to be the only person who can issue press releases or speak with the
media.

Journalists come to see you, several of them like a quick answer on the phone etc. This
means that communication must be managed by several persons who should have,
during these hectic moments, a very specific task such as contact with the emergency
room, the general management, the journalists on the spot and the ones on the phone.

The media is most likely to cover the human side of the story not the statistical side.
The media is interested in a strong statement, in the politics of a risk issue rather than
in the science of the risk issue.

We prepared a lot of material, to meet the reporters' needs. But they keep insisting on
the human side.

Therefore it is important to act and think like a person before you serve as a
spokesperson. Gauge the emotions of your audience and recognise that the company is
creating uncertainty in their lives. Speak sympathetically and never use logic to combat
an audience characterised by outrage. When an audience is outraged, listen.

An essential part of a successful risk communications programme is the ability to start
your risk discussions with an audience, which is already well aware of the economic
and social benefits of a company and its products.

Communicators dealing with risk issues must build these equities now and continue to
do so, since new issues can surface at anytime. But benefit communications must
always be on a separate track from risk discussions.

A community's willingness to tolerate the risks of a plant will be strongly influenced
by public feelings about the contributions of that facility to the community and the
value of the company and its products to the broader society. There is a continuous
participation of Belgonucleaire in the social and cultural life of the community of
Dessel in visible community priorities.
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Even though we are aware that it is a crucial element an emergency exercise can't
evaluate how beneficial these contributions are.

For the media and for the public, the corporation will be one of the least credible
sources of information on its own product, environmental and safety risks. Both these
audiences will turn to other experts to get an objective viewpoint.

Communicators should consider a programme of briefings of key outside experts who
carry weight with the media and the public as credible sources of guidance on risk
issues.

To ensure that some of these third party experts become enthusiastic supporters
Belgonucleaire made them part of the corporate communications mix.

At the moment of the accident it was important, but almost neglected, that these third
party was personally briefed by company officials on basic risk information on the
corporation's key messages. To the extent that some of these third parties seem to
respond positively to the corporate perspective, one should (with their permission)
encourage reporters to call them for commentary.

The ultimate aim of any communications plan, particularly in a risk situation, is to ease
fears and return the situation to a pre-existing steady state of equilibrium.

So, what is necessary is a sense of some form of control, a mastery of the situation that
itself will create confidence. This does require that the corporation respond positively
to the spirit of disclosure, and be willing to listen and respond positively to public
concerns.
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