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The majority of public communication experts almost unanimously claim that modem media,

unlike science or technology, measure their success by the ability to draw immediate attention of the

public and to maintain its interest in a certain selected event. The rules are quite different from those

in reliable science or technology. Anti-nuclear movements have been able to pass their message in the

form perfectly matched to media expectations. Unfortunately, this is not the case with nuclear

industry spokesmen, who are restrained, aloof and quite often afraid of the media as well as of their

bosses. Sometimes they happen to be arrogant, incompetent and taciturn. This black-and-white

picture does not always or everywhere give an adequate description of the relationship between the

spokesman and journalists, as in reality we have to deal not only with the simple distinction between

proponents and opponents of nuclear power.

In Poland, the relations between the nuclear community (and its spokesmen) and the media are

rather special, as the nuclear energy industry does not exist. Since the withdrawal from nuclear power

plant construction in Zarnowiec (in 1990), which was forced by firrn public opposition against the

application of Russian technology in Poland, nuclear community relations with media have been

focused mainly on convincing journalists that it is necessary to familiarize the public with ionizing

radiation. All sociological studies indicate that Poles associate the radiation (and nuclear energy) with

hazards for human health and environment. The situation is further complicated by the fact that

Poland borders Russia, Lithuania and Ukraine, i.e. the countries where RBMK reactors are in

operation, which - especially after the Chernobyl disaster - has been the reason of grave public

concerns. The fears of radiation hazards probably account for the aversion of the majority of Poles to

nuclear power in our country and for their susceptibility to various unfounded (and often improbable)

rumours of nuclear accidents in the neighbouring countries (see PIME-97 communique by this

author).

A way to overcome the fear of nuclear is to demonstrate the benefits gained from nuclear

technologies and to show by personal testimony that nuclear reactors are no more dangerous than

other industrial facilities are. Journalists have a special role to play here, as their readers, listeners and

viewers trust them more than representatives of nuclear sector. Thus, before journalists decided to

persuade the public, it was necessary to persuade the journalists themselves. While seeking

journalists' co-operation, efforts have been taken to avoid the istakes and attitudes mentioned
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earlier. The process started with establishing personal contacts with the journalists, trying to win their

confidence and to meet their needs and expectations.

Visits to nuclear power plants (NPP) and to nuclear research centers organized for the

journalists proved to be very useful. The facilities visited included nuclear power plants in Loviisa,

SosnovyJ Bor, Mochovce, Rovno, Brockdorf and Ignalina and the research centers in Dubna (Joint

Institute for Nuclear Research), Geneva (CERN) and Hamburg (DESY). A total of about 100

journalists from news agencies, newspapers, radio and television participated in those visits. The

visits resulted in over 150 various publications (articles, notes, correspondences and interviews) and

in about 50 radio and television broadcasts.

The journalists visiting nuclear power plants focused mainly on the safety of the installations,

working conditions, the scope of modernization and potential risk for Poland (some of those NPPs,

e.g. Ignalina, Rovno, Mochovce, are sited less than 250 km from the Polish border). In case of some

influential media those visits created a friendly - or at least not hostile - climate for nuclear energy

sector. Journalists got acquainted with nuclear industry, they understand it quite well and - most

importantly - they are not fearful of nor prejudiced against ionizing radiation and its applications. It

seems that if the program of NPP construction in Poland were to be launched, the group of journalists

shaped and educated by such visits and other NABA activities, could be very helpful.

This statement may be confirmed by the fact, that after the announcement (in November 1999)

of the preliminary guidelines for the national energy policy up to year 2020, the media responded

with a few articles written in a very matter-offact manner, objectively, presenting the grounds for

introducing the nuclear option into the Polish electricity generation system. A sample of the relevant

headlines is given below: ,Poland will need nuclear energy", ,Nuclear Poland", ,Atom needed",

,,Government don't exclude, that NPPs will be constructed".

However, the implementation of a governmental power program, which includes the nuclear

power option, depends on the economic growth and is rather remote in time. This may be the reason

for a relatively calm media reaction to the announcement of the dawn of nuclear power era in Poland.

The debate on the siting of a radioactive waste disposal facility are much more heated. Expert

studies and analyses indicate that for future waste disposal sites should be looked for in the central

part of Poland, where loam and salt deposits are found. Unfortunately, despite economically

motivating press announcements, the municipalities which have been preliminarily selected as

possible sites, one by one refuse their consent to such a project. It is the local media which seem to

deter the inhabitants from taking positive decisions. This fact may demonstrate that the more specific

and realistic the project is, the more difficult it is to gain acceptance for it. Moreover, the power of the

NEWBY (not-in-my-backyard) syndrome in Poland is still enormous.
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Contacts with the media should not be limited to instances when something is happening,

when decisions are being taken. The spokesperson of a governmental agency or industrial company

should co-operate with the media on day-to-day basis. In case of the Polish NAEA journalists are

invited to press conferences, to more interesting seminars, scientific conferences, and meetings with

experts (domestic and foreign). They are supplied with written information on major events in

nuclear and radiation protection sectors. The spokesman, as well as the Agency management, are

available for comments on or explanations of all issues interesting to the media.

Certainly, contacts with the media also involve disturbances. Some information published in

printed form, or in electronic media, is misrepresented or even distorted. Journalists are not always

interested in the events, which do not fall into the ,news" category. Moreover, the spokesman

maintains the contact with a rather narrow group of journalists. There is the lack of broader contacts

with the television and environmental media, however some efforts to establish closer relations with

those groups have been undertaken. Sometimes we should excuse the errors, lapses or inaccuracies

made by the journalists who are important to us. Some experts are very strict and reproach media

representatives for slightest transgressions, thus discouraging them from dealing with nuclear issues.

Another serious problem, affecting the co-operation between the nuclear community and the

media, results from the inconsistency of views (lack of unanimity) within the community itself Some

frustrated scientists are not always honest, they fight against each other and present quite divergent

opinions (e.g. on linear and no-threshold hypothesis, the impact of Y2K bug on nuclear safety, and

others). Such behaviour undermines the authority of both the community and its spokesman.

Finally one should mention the role of coincidence, or rather the role of political or

technological events, unfavorable for nuclear power industry (e.g. in Tokaimura). The evident rise in

distrust towards the nuclear industry caused by the incident mentioned should be balanced with

something positive. In our case it means efforts to publicize and popularize a method of purification

of flue gases from coal-fired power plants, which uses electron beams and is currently implemented

on industrial scale and to bestow the prestigious title of Golden Engineer 1999 on one of its authors.

From my personal experience I can say that the following factors are important in the contacts

with the media: prompt, accurate and specific answers, the respondent's authority, honesty,

truthfulness and knowledge, and - as far as possible - Jace to face" communication. The ability to

supply additional background information is also valuable, as well as that to communicate in a

language easily understandable to non-specialists.
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