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Survey on the awareness of Czechoslovak students

on energy and the environment

Presented by Jaroslav Blažek, Nuclear Information Centre, Prague

The Nuclear Information Centre in Prague took part in the

international project surveying the knowledge and opinion of

secondary school students. The survey was performed on the

initiative of the Japan Atomic Energy Relations Organization

(JAERO). It took place in June 1992 simultaneously in seven

countries: Japan, France, Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, the

United Kingdom and Czechoslovakia. The survey was aimed at

finding out the level of acquaintance of secondary school

students with issues of the environment, and at determining the

attitude of the young to nuclear power.

In Czechoslovakia 1030 students aged between 15 and 18 took

part in the survey, this in the following localities: Prague,

Ostrava, Bratislava (large towns), České Budějovice and Mochovce

(localities where nuclear power plants under construction are

situated), Třebíč and Trnava (localities with nuclear power

plants in operation), and Příbram (small town). In Prague

a sample of 300 students was selected, in the other places

samples of about 100 students. Of the questioned, 430 were boys

and 600 were girls; 330 students came from the Slovak Republic,

700 from the Czech Republic.

The questionnaire contained 17 basic questions and a number

of more detailed questions. Because of the amount of evaluated

answers not all results are given here. The complete evaluation

of the survey was handed over to JAERO.
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In the first, part oi the questionnaire the students gave

answers about their most favorite and least favorite subjects at

school, and about the course they want to take after graduating

from secondary school. The favorite subjects greatly varied; an

interesting coincidence, however, was revealed in the matter of

least favorite subject: 90% of the students specified mathematics

and physics. With sporadic exceptions, in the Czech Republic all

students want to enter a university; in the Slovak Republic, by

contrast, the majority wants to take a job after graduating.

All students answered with yes the question whether they

have ever heard about problems related to energy (including

nuclear energy) and the environment.

They expressed their idea of the relationship between the

standard of living and energy consumption as follows: 74% think

our standard of living can be improved without increasing energy

consumption; 24% think an increase in energy consumption is

inevitable because we want to improve the standard of living; on

the contrary, 1% agrees with the statement that a decrease in our

standard of living is inevitable because we want to reduce energy

consumption; and 1% thinks both the present standard of living

and the present energy consumption are satisfactory.

As an answer to the question about what type of energy

should be more utilized in the future, 55% of the students

specified solar energy, 29% prefer the energy from ocean

currents, wave power and oceanic temperature differences, 7%

support nuclear energy, the same percentage prefers geothermal

energy and only less than 2% are for further development of

fossil fuels such as oil, coal and natural gas. It was thus shown

that the students did understand the question in its global,

world-wide sense - having no sea, Czechoslovakia can hardly

develop marine energies.
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The students expressed their opinion on nuclear power in

Czechoslovakia as follows: 41.2% - it should be decreased; 35% -

the status quo should be maintained; 11.4% - it should be

increased. The remaining 12.4% did not know how to answer. There

were no differences between boys and girls in the answers, but

there were differences between regions. The largest proportion of

voices in favour of nuclear power came from Prague, Příbram and

Třebíč (the region of Dukovany), the majority of opposers from

Slovakia, mostly from the environs of Jaslovské Bohunice. 43% of

those who are in favour of a further development of nuclear power

substantiate their opinion with the fact that nuclear power

produces no gases causing acid rain or global warming; 12.5%

trust in nuclear power because they believe we have excellent

technology in our country; 8.5% think the safety measures taken

in our country are sufficient; the same percentage feel that

nuclear power generation is safe; and 4% pointed out that no

serious accident has occurred in our country.

Those who believe that nuclear power in our country should

be decreased give the following reasons: "because in other

countries accidents have occurred at nuclear power plants - 40%;

"I feel nuclear power generation is unsafe" - 34%; "technology in

our country is not yet advanced enough" - 16%; and "because

nuclear power generation is said to be unsafe" - 6%. Sporadic

were the answers "it seems to me that nuclear power plants might

be faultily controlled" and "new types of fuel replacing coal

have been developed, so we don't have to rely on nuclear power".

None of those questioned believes there is no world-wide trend to

promote nuclear power.

Of those who feel that the status quo of nuclear power in

Czechoslovakia should be maintai-ned, 67% believe the main reason

is new types of energy, eg. solar energy, not yet having

a reliable technical foundation and their supplies not being

stable; 22% see the reason in the feasibility of combining

nuclear energy with other energy sources; and 10% argue that
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nuclear power plants have been approved by law and have long been

in operation.

Of the iive statements regarding the utilization of energy

resources, from which the students had to choose the three

closest to their opinion, the explicit winner was "Those

resources should be utilized which in power generation least

pollute the environment". Two runners-up with equal occurrence

were the opinions "Those resources should be utilized which are

anticipated to provide the cheapest energy in the future" and

"Those resources should be utilized which require the least

energy to extract the energy". In comparison with the most

frequent opinion, the following opinions came up three times less

frequently: "Domestic energy resources should Be effectively

utilized so that unemployment is decreased and the economy

activated" and "Regardless of whether the energy resources are

domestic or from abroad, those resources should be utilized which

currently provide the cheapest energy".

Radioactive pollution due to accidents at nuclear power

plants was listed by more than half of the students among the

three most consequential environmental changes.

Three questions of the survey concerned the accident at the

Chernobyl nuclear power plant. The responding students, however,

were about ten years of age at that time, so their answers were

vague. Most often they learned about the accident from their

parents, a little from their friends, almost nothing at school or

from the mass media. The reason for this is evident - at that

time information of this sort was kept secret. The majority

cannot assess their concern immediately after the accident; here

evidently the greatest influence was the position of their

parents at that time. The majority expressed their concern of

today by the statement "I am not too concerned".
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The other questions probed into the general level of

knowledge oi the students questioned. Thus the question about the

mechanism oi power generation in a nuclear reactor was answered

correctly in 83% of cases (ie., by fission of uranium); 6%

believe that electrons impact with uranium to generate heat; 5%

think that uranium reacts with hydrogen to generate heat; and 3%

each think that uranium combines with oxygen or with water to

generate heat. No relation was found between the answers to this

question and the opinions on nuclear power generation.

When the students had to choose two kinds of material they

believe to contain natural radioactivity, they chose the human

body (almost all of them), two thirds specified iron, water or

plastics; surprisingly, the least (a half) specified granite.

The students also had to choose the source of radiation to

which, in their opinion, they are exposed most over their whole

life. 27% believe this to be nuclear power plants under normal

operation; 23% think this source is concrete and other building

materials; 20% blame the radiation sources used in hospitals for

medical purposes; only a few (8%) believe it is the food we eat,

or a flight on a plane (2%). 20% don't know how to answer the

question.

As an answer to the question about the sources from which

the students gained the most of their knowledge about nuclear

power and its generation, most often radio and television was

given, then school lessons, less often magazines and weeklies.

About 8% mentioned a family member and newspapers. More than one

answer to this question could be chosen.

Very interesting - and most amusing for the person

evaluating the survey - was the last question according to which

the students had to express freely their opinion about energy and

environmental problems. Dismissing jocular answers, only very few

students answered that they are not interested in such things.
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The majority expressed themselves very seriously, some widely

dilated on the answer. Unfortunately all opinions cannot be

reproduced here; a brief picture can be given by the following:

- Energy consumption is inevitable. Such sources have to be

searched for that don't pollute the environment.

- The environment is in great danger. If we don't immediately

start working towards its rescue, things will turn out badly

with us.

- Nuclear power plants are:

a) a clean source that spares the environment; I agree with

their utilization but they must be at the highest technical

level;

b) very dangerous and I am very afraid of them, they should

all be immediately shut down.

- Energy should not be gained to the detriment of the

environment. Power generation, ecology and economy must be

in well-balanced harmony with each other.

- The utilization of water energy and solar energy should be

extended.

It follows from the survey that the young people of

Czechoslovakia are not indifferent towards environmental issues.

The majority of students has a global view of the problem, they

take a "world-wide" approach, not a narrow, regional one. They

feel the need - and express it - that "something has to be done

about it, and this as soon as possible". On the other hand, many

of them also admit that their daily energy consumption is

probably high. As concerns the opinion about nuclear power

generation in Czechoslovakia, one third of those questioned

agrees with preservation of the current state, only 11% feel it

should be increased. These are largely Czech students. They see

the greatest advantage of nuclear power generation in the fact

that no greenhouse gases and no SOz are produced. On the other

hand, 41% demand a decrease of nuclear power generation;

surprisingly these are mainly residents of the neighbourhood of
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the power plant at Jaslovské Bohunice. They mainly express fear

oi an accident. The statements of some are evidently influenced

by antinuclear campaigns (eg., "nuclear power is the most

expensive and most dangerous way of heating water", etc.).

The key role in the formation of an opinion about power

generation and the environment plays the level of knowledge. The

young have gained the greater part of their knowledge on nuclear

issues from television and magazines, school comes second. At

their age school should be first. Another point is correct

information: so the belief greatly surprises that "nuclear power

plants are so dangerous because they produce acid rain and

nitrates"! This opinion occurred only in Slovakia, and not only

once. Other answers clearly showing the level of knowledge on

nuclear issues have already been cited above, so the opinion,

eg., that the largest part of the exposure of an individual to

radiation is due to nuclear power plants in normal operation!

Symptomatic is the fact that the students see freons and

nuclear power plant accidents (and not global warming or

shrinkage of untouched nature) as the most serious danger to the

environment. They are quite clearly influenced by the fact that

the ozone hole is widely discussed by the mass media and that the

opponents of nuclear power use to overemphasize the danger of

accidents. When the question was formulated in another way they

were well aware of the harm to the environment which is due to

the combustion of fossil fuels.

The response of the students to the survey was very

positive. They expressed their satisfaction with the fact that

there is someone after all who is interested in their opinion.

They considered the survey to be useful and necessary.

From every survey of public opinion, conclusions are finally

drawn leading to measures to be taken in the future. From this

undertaking among young people, the importance of education and
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information activities can explicitly be concluded. Today's

students will grow up to become those who will make decisions on

power generation and the environment; therefore, the correctness

and completeness of information they get makes a great

difference.


