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There is widespread conviction among the professionals working in the nuclear
sector that the image of nuclear energy held by the general public is poor. In Spain
we insist time and time again that an overwhelming majority of people consider
nuclear energy to be dangerous, contaminating and relating to war. Depending on
individual experience, we even go as far as to venture percentages of acceptability.
When asked to explain the reasons for this, some claim that the cause of this
attitude of rejection is to do with wastes, others that it is fear of radiation, and so on.
Most of these claims are ,subjective perceptions" based on our own personal
contacts and experiences.

With a view to establishing a reliable analytical basis and thus be able to carry out an
objective study of the problem of public perception of nuclear energy in Spain, the
Forum of the Spanish Nuclear Industry commissioned a group of external
consultants specializing in this type of studies to carry out a survey designed to
provide information on the causes underlying the rejection of nuclear energy and its
measure. This survey is one of the first performed in this country since the decision
was taken to use nuclear power in the nineteen sixties.

The universe of the survey, performed by way of telephone conversations, included
2,000 eoRle aged between 15 and 60 years. Of the total number of interviewees,
twenty-five percent (500 people) lived in areas surrounding a nuclear power plant,
but were required not to have any direct professional or family ties with the plant. In
addition to the 2000 telephone interviews, the study included also a qualitative
investigation based on open interviews and focus groups.

The results of the qualitative study were used to design the contents of the survey,
reflecting issues of maximum concern and items relating directly or indirectly to
nuclear energy. In general, the image detected during the qualitative phase is that in
spite of its being technologically advanced and professionally directed and managed,
nuclear energy arouses fear and mistrust.

The structure of the survey was based on overall issues: the concerns of Spanish
society. Twenty-four percent of the interviewees claimed that the environment was
one of the three most important problems. Spontaneously, without the need to
choose from among previously wtten responses, six percent of the interviewees
considered that nuclear power plants posed a threat for the environment. Twenty-
three percent of the population spontaneously mentions nuclear power when asked
to list the sources of energy used in Spain. This percentage almost doubles when
the same question is asked in areas surrounding nuclear power plants.
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When analyzing different energy sources on the basis of their advantages and
disadvantages, paradoxical conclusions are reached. Forty-eight percent of the
interviewees do not know or do not answer when asked about the advantages of
nuclear energy, while only nine percent do not know or do not answer in relation to
its disadvantages. Furthermore, fourteen percent answer that nuclear energy has no
advantages.

The disadvantages mentioned by twenty-eight percent of the population centre on
the issue of pollution - without specifying the type of pollution - and thirty-five Percent
refer to the risk of radioactive releases. It is curious to note that nuclear energy is
associated with atmospheric pollution, but this is only one of the key issues that
underline the lack of knowledge existing with respect to an energy source that
provides a third of the electricity consumed in Spain.

The information and communication work carried out by the nuclear industry since
the country's first nuclear power plant went on line in 1968 has had obvious positive
effects on public opinion in the areas surrounding the plants. Comparison of the
replies provided by the general population and those from interviewees forming part
of populations living close to nuclear power plants clearly demonstrates that opinions
are directly related to the greater or lesser degree of ignorance of the subject. For
example, the results of the study show that only ten percent of the general population
considers nuclear power to be the most necessary energy source, or even essential.
This percentage increases to twenty-four in areas surrounding nuclear power plants.

As regards knowledge of the uses to which nuclear power is put, it is surprising to
note that forty-five percent of the population does not know or does not answer. This
percentage decreases, logically, to twenty-seven in nuclear areas. Among those
claiming to know various uses of nuclear energy (only ten percent of the total), there
is an equal percentage share for electricity generation, military use and medicine,
each with seven percent.

Knowledge of the location of Spain's nuclear power plants provides equally curious
results. Seventy-five percent of the population claims to know that there are nuclear
plants in Spain, but twenty-eight percent does not know or does not answer when
asked where these installations are. An anecdote worthy of mention is the fact that
two percent assures that one of the nuclear power plants is in Torrej6n de Ardoz (a
town close to Madrid with no nuclear plants but with an American military base).

Undoubtedly, many analyses might be performed on the basis of the results of the
survey. Evaluation of the data obtained allows the following conclusions to be
drawn:

• Only eight percent of the interviewees claims to be ,pro-nuclear, i.e. in
favour of new nuclear power plants being built if there were a need to
extend the current generating capacity.

• Twenty percent of the population respects the assumptions made in the
Spanish nuclear moratorium: they consider that the plants currently in
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operation should not be closed down, but at the same time that no new
plants should be built.

• A similar proportion, nineteen percent, thinks that the current plants
should be closed, in spite of their recognizing that these installations are
necessary and contribute to electricity generation.

• Twenty-four percent is in favour of gradually replacing the nuclear power
plants with other energy sources.

• Finally, twenty-nine percent, the highest proportion in these five segments,
thinks that the currently operating plants should be shut down. This
includes two percent of the population that openly claim to be actively anti-
nuclear in their approach.

There can be no doubt that the survey provides results which are quite close to what
the majority of us subjectively felt to be society's understanding of nuclear energy-
related issues. The future of the Spanish nuclear industry requires that there be
policies of communication and education aimed at providing objective information on
nuclear energy in an accurate and responsible manner. We would like to see the
next survey show more positive results, but this depends to a large extent on the
efforts made by the nuclear sector itself.
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