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Being Open and Honest - A Hard Pill to Swallow?
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In the beginning the UKA-EA's Dounreay site was the envy of the world as the first
ever large-scale experimental fast reactor, known as the Dounreay Fast Reactor
(DFR), became operational in the Highlands of Scotland in 1958. Nuclear scientists
from around the globe watched in envy as Dounreay established for itself a reputation
for developing the prized new technology.

Newpapers at the time described the reactor, housed in the famous sphere, as the
'Dome of Discovery'. There followed the Dounreay Materials Test Reactor (DMTR)
and thereafter the Prototype Fast Reactor which supplied power to the national gnid in
1975.

Dounreay could do no wrong. Pioneering research was proving highly successful,
there was an air of excitement among the hundreds of young scientists on site,
employment was plentiful for those local to the area and there was talk of free
electricity for the whole of Caithness.

However, things started to turn sour. The Government of the day had second thoughts
about nuclear power and financial cutbacks for Dounreay research were announced.
In 1968 the DMTR was closed down. In 1977 DFR suffered the same fate and in
1994 a formal ceremony was held to begin the shutdown of PFR. Instead of being a
site of huge scientific significance Dounreay now moved into decommissioning mode
- a development which was not well understood.

Slowly the strong commitment to Dounreay shown by the local community started to
ebb. There were job losses, money was short, there was concern about leukaernia
clusters in the area, radioactive particles which had appearing on the foreshore since
1984 suddenly became of huge public issue, the use of subcontractors on site
disaffected UKAEA employees, the privatisation of parts of the business lowered
morale on site and the so-called Dounreay Shaft became a very large political football.

Well-orgamised and well-fimded protest groups (of Scottish and international ogin)
decided that Dounreay was a good target for their activities particularly since foreign
spent fuel was being transported to Dounreay site for reprocessing (this commercial
business actually helps offset the cost of decommissioning to the taxpayer) raising
nuclear waste storage issues. To compound the problems NIREX appeared in
Caithness to survey the area as a possible contender for a deep repository.



TURNING THE TIDE

It was recognised that things had reached a very low ebb. A range of PR initiatives
had to be put place on the site itself, within the local community, in Scotland as a
whole and where necessary to a wider UK and European audience. How employee,
public, political and media relations were being handled had to be reassessed.

However, in fighting back Dounreay could not be seen to lower itself to the level of
some of its detractors. The LTKAEA had to maintain a statesmanlike role in all the
issues relating to Dounreay. However, it had to get off the 'back foot'. The statesman
had to move up a gear from 'reactive' to 'proactive.

However, this gear change required to be thought through. A powerful base had to be
built for it. Strong, positive, believable, new messages had to start going-out from
Dounreay. Transparency was required. Such significant changes required backing
from the very top of the rganisation. Dounreay was given that backing.

It was agreed that 'Open and Honest' would be adopted by management at Dounreay
as the phrase to describe the new approach. It was recognised that adopting such a
policy could very well be painful. It has been.

SO WHAT DID WE DO?

• Market research was carried-out in Caithness and Sutherland to discover what
the local population actually thought about Dounreay. This confirmed that
Dounreay management were not trusted.

• Members of the workforce are being given media training to provide Dounreay
with a stronger voice and a 'rapid response team'.

• Anyone asking to view the site is given access and local journalists are being
regularly briefed.

• Regular briefing papers for stakeholders and in fact, any interested party are
made available regularly.

• Strong links have been forged with union representatives through the
Communications Department.

Management and unions now 'ointly attend all Scottish party political
conferences. There is a display of unity.

• Taking the message 'on the road' is encouraged.

• Dialogue between Dounreay and objectors has been established.
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WHAT HAVE WE GAINED?

• The Open and Honest policy has assisted in improving media relations.

• To a great extent it has disempowered objectors. The messages are coming from
Dounreay management who are seen to be in charge of the site and not through
'leaked documents and secret reports'.

• Visibility in the local community has been increased.

WHAT MORE MUST WE DO?

We have learned many lessons and are now seeing the benefits, but we must
continue to be pro-active.

We will do this by continuing to build relationships, by ensuring the flow of
clear, accurate, timely information, by creating a dialogue with our critiques and
by empowering our workforce as ambassadors.
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Young Generation


