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Summary

• UK CEED organised a consensus conference to debate radwaste disposal. It lasted from 21-
24 May 1999. Among the witnesses cled to give evidence were UKAEA, BNFL, Nuclear
Industries' Inspectorate, Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions, Friends
of the Earth and Greenpeace.

• The end result was a report produced by the panel of members of the public, recording their
views and recommendations. Conclusions are attached.

What is the nature of the process?

What is a Consensus Conference? Often described as 'an exercise in democracy', a
Consensus Conference is a forum at which a Citizens' Panel, selected from members of the
public, questions 'experts' (or 'witnesses') on a particular topic. The Panel then assesses the
responses, discusses the issues raised, and reports its conclusions at a press conference.
These conferences are especially suited to dealing with controversial issues of public concern
at a national level, which are often perceived as being too complex or expert-dominated. A
distinctive feature of this approach is that the Citizens' Panel is the main actor throughout: it
decides the key aspects of the debate, including the choice of questions and selection of the
witnesses, and formulates its own conclusions. They undertake a high workload during the
four days, and at the end, the Panel produces a report outlining its conclusions and
recommendations, which is circulated to key decision makers in the government and industry
and to other interested parties.

Although a number of countries on the European continent have considerable experience of
this type of forum, it is a relatively novel in the UK similarly referenda). Indeed, this was
only the second such conference - the previous one held in 1994 to tease out issues (as
perceived then) relating to genetically-modified food.

Aims of the Consensus Conference

• To contribute the views of informed citizens to the policy-making process for radioactive
waste management;

• to gain an appreciation of the way in which the issues are framed and prioritised by the
public;

• to identify key issues of concern as seen by the public and to recommend a process by
which they might be examined and resolved;

• to expand the availability of reliable and high quality information for the public;
• to stimulate wider and better informed public debate on the issue.
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This Consensus Conference was not:

• A replacement for the normal democratic decision-making processes - it is intended to
enhance existing structures;

• about making detailed technical judgements on the treatment of radioactive waste or the
merits of alternative repository sites;

• intended to give a view that is representative of the whole UK population;
• a public relations exercise on behalf of the nuclear industry or the anti-nuclear groups.

Who is fundin the Conference? The idea of holding a national Consensus Conference on
Radioactive Waste Management in the K originally came from within the UK Centre for
Economic and Environmental Development (UK CEED). UK CEED was responsible for
securing funding for the project, the majority of which is from public sources - through a
Public Understanding Grant from the Office of Science and Technology and from the Natural
Environment Research Council. The remainder of the funding has been provided by NIREX,
the company responsible for implementing national policy on the disposal of intermediate
level radioactive waste in the UK.

Who are the Citizens' Panel? The Citizens' Panel is a group of 15 people from all regions
of the country, reflecting a range of different backgrounds. The Panel is not intended to be
statistically representative of the UK population, nor should its findings be taken as being
representative of public opinion - rather, the Panel represents a genuine cross-section of the
public who will give their opinion on the issues as they seem them, as members of the public.
None of the Panel members have had any significant prior involvement in the area of
radioactive waste management.

Who were the witnesses and what were the questions?

Here follows a copy of the programme.

Question One: What do you see as the primary advantages and disadvantages of deep
disposal? What do you see as the primary advantages and disadvantages of shallow/surface
storage?
Witnesses:
Dr Alan Hooper, Nirex
Mr Peter Beck, Royal Institute for International Affairs
Dr Kathleen Sullivan, Freelance Research Consultant
Mr David Holmes, British Geological Survey
Dr Rachel Western, Friends of the Earth
Mr Claes Thegerstrom, SKB
Question Two: What is the current/future policy with regard to monitoring companies other
than BNFL who produce radioactive waste?
Witnesses:
Dr Steve Brown, Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions
Mr Stan Gordelier, UKAEA
Mr Robert Smith, Environment Agency
Mr Laurence Williams, Chief Inspector of Nuclear Installations, Nuclear Installations
Inspectorate
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Question Three: Currently, what Research and Development is there into nuclear waste
treatment?
Witnesses:
Mr David Bonser, British Nuclear Fuels plc
Mr Peter Beck, Royal Institute for International Affairs
Dr Kathleen Sullivan, Freelance Research Consultant
Mr Malcolm Grimston Imperial College
Question Four: Would privatisation mean that an integrated approach to dealing with the
problem of radioactive waste management will be more difficult? How can you guarantee that
shareholders' profits will not become more important than preserving current safety standards?
Witnesses:
Mr David Bonser, British Nuclear Fuels plc
Mr Brian Hibdige, Engineers and Managers Association
Mr Claes Thegerstrom, SKB
Question Five: What is the current/future policy with regard to informing the public about
radioactive waste?
Witnesses:
Dr Steve Brown, Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions
Lt Col Murphy, Gosforth Parish Action Group
Sir Francis Graham-Smith, Nuffield Radio Astronomy Laboratory, Jodrell Bank
Mr Gordon Thompson, Institute for Research and Security Studies
Question Six: What benefits do we gain from importing spent fuel for reprocessing?
Witnesses:
Sir Francis Graham-Smith, Nuffield Radio Astronomy Laboratory, Jodrell Bank
Ms Helen Leiser, Department of Trade and Industry
Dr Francis Livens, Department of Chemistry, Manchester University
Dr Derek Ockenden, Former BNFL Research Chemist
Dr Kathleen Sullivan, Freelance Research Consultant
Question Seven: What is your opinion on the continuation of nuclear power? What are the.
financial, environmental and social costs?
Witnesses:
Mr Alan Martin, Alan Martin Associates
Mr Jeremy Western, British Energy
Question Eight: Who supervises the military? How do we deal with decommissioned
submarines? What research into 'lost' waste is currently being made (eg in the ocean, on
Ministry of Defence land)?
Witnesses:
Dr John Connor, Chief Environment Officer, Ministry of Defence
Captain Mike Graves RN, Ships Support Agency, Ministry of Defence
Captain Peter Hurford RN, Chairman, Naval Nuclear Regulatory Panel
Question Nine: What are your opinions on the current terminology used for the classification
of radioactive waste?
Witnesses:
Mr Colin Duncan, British Nuclear Fuels p1c:
Dr Kathleen Sullivan, Freelance Research Consultant
Dr Helen Wallace, Greenpeace
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Comments on the Proceedings

• There was one clear anti-nuclear panel member who already seemed well acquainted with
key 'greens'. All the others seemed more open-minded, either slightly anti or slightly pro.

• As the event wore on, the tactics of the 'green' groups became obviously more and more
irritating to the panel members.

• From private conversations with panel members and from observing the proceedings:

Kathleen Sullivan was chosen by the panel as an apparently independent
consultant. She appeared as a witness on several questions. From the outset it was
clear that she was a rabid anti-nuclear. There is no doubt the panel felt cheated.

The 'greens' treated audience questions as the opportunity to make long
statements and irritated the panel. In one extreme case the organisers turned the
microphone off but the questioner still insisted on continuing.

'Green' witnesses did not keep to the panel question they were supposed to be
answering. By Day 2 one of them was told bluntly, either answer the question or stop
talking.

• The panel clearly misunderstood some of the witness's evidence. It is a complex and
difficult subject.

Comments on Tactics

• Rachel Western (FoE)/Kathleen Sullivan asserted in their evidence that the FoE had forced
the industry to admit during a previous public enquiry that the repository would leak. I don't
think we spotted this early enough. In truth, of course, the whole repository safety case has
always assumed that the engineered barriers would not last forever.

• The 'pro' lobby missed an opportunity to enlighten the panel on one major point. They failed
to correct the misconception that, if the engineered barriers had failed, then so had the
repository.

• 'Industry' witnesses and audience members played closely by the rules, in marked contrast to
the 'anti' witnesses.

• The 'greens' tried to broaden the issue as much as possible. Their objective was to show:

there was no safe disposal possible; wastes should be kept above ground on
the sites where they were produced.

therefore we should not allow the generation of further wastes.

therefore we should close all nuclear facilities, civil and military.

It is probable that this lack of focus counted against them.

73



• In his response speech Charles Secrett (Director, FoE) deliberately bent and extended the
panel's conclusions as far as he could to agree with the FoE position. You could see from the
body language that the panel felt abused; the CEED chairman commented on this. It is not
clear why he did this; possibly to persuade Michael Meacher they had reached different
conclusions, perhaps to persuade the press.

• Secrett also, where he could not bend the conclusions, openly disagreed with the panel
recommendations in a tone which suggested that the FoE were not willing to listen.

• In contrast, the industry reply (David Bonser, BNFL/Chris Murray, Nirex) chose to play a
much softer line, avoiding open disagreement. This seemed to go down much better.

• In summary, I concluded that the 'antis' behaviour was often more directed at making a lot of
noise than winning.

Key Points from Speeches of Response (to the Report)

Michael Meacher - SecretM of State for the Environment

He promised that the Report would be studied very carefully. He had seen the response to the
House of Lords report, and committed to a government 'green paper' by the end of the year. He
agrees with underground storage - with monitoring, since material will remain 'live' for a very,
very long period, until the next ice age. He agrees that an independent body should select the site
but stated that it is an acutely political issue. He sees the options as: Sellafield where it can be
accepted, or persuading some other community which would be very difficult. He noted that
reprocessing is a much more sensitive issue (and would possibly ignore it?). ILW waste has now
accumulated to a colossal scale.

Lord Flowers

He repeated much of what is the earlier House of Lords report. Surface storage is necessary in
the interim in any case. Panel do not like the word disposal since they want monitoring. He
played down transmutation.

Prof Sir John Kreps, CEO, National Environmental Research Council,

Four words in report that matter: science/risk/openness/independence. Should repeat the
process, either with this or other panels, to maintain momentum. In a moment of levity he stated
that from the point of view of geology, the London deep clay zone would make an ideal disposal
sites. Technically he is correct, but the suggestion was greeted with laughter!

Charles Secrett, Director, FoE

Dealing with nuclear issues is extremely tricky and made much of public values (maybe because
facts are inconvenient?). Feels the Report is good, with common sense shining through. He was
pleased to see no deep repository (they did not say this) and no backfill. But he did disagree by
saying that existing reprocessing contracts should be honoured. He said the Report's
weaknesses are that it did not disallow radwaste transport, or insist on on-site storage, etc.
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Conclusions

1. Overall, the process worked better than some had expected. Although some of the
conclusions were not perfectly logical, in the space of time available the panel did a good job.

2. The ample time for debate revealed the 'green' position to be shallow - strong on repetition
and weak on evidence, with bigotry occasionally showing through.

3. This panel claimed they would like to continue to be involved, although this could be because
this was their 'fifteen inutes of fame'. A number expressed the view (possibly with some
justification) that in the real decision-making process, the Consensus Report would be
conveniently disregarded.

4. Media coverage was disappointing. A short story in The Times was factually incorrect; the
best report appearing in the Guardian.
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