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Let the allies work for you
The opponents of industry, and most Green campaigning groups, thrive on controversy.

Opponents of industry, and of the nuclear industry in particular, can expect to find a more receptive
public audience than do the companies they attack. Therefore, there is little to be gained by industry
entering into direct conflict, or even high-profile debate, with opponents.

Industry spokesmen do not rate as being trustworthy in the eyes of the public. And it does not pay to
directly attack the credibility, however justified such criticisms are, of the likes of Greenpeace.

In a polarised debate, if your company is seen to be partisan and the opponents to be neutral, the
public will gravitate towards the opponents. The way forward is to influence the forces which ran help
industry establish the middle ground to dissipate the tension.

The problem for industry is not so much that it has opponents, but that it does not have enough third
party advocates to mediate in disputes. Therefore, the first step is to identify the key issues facing a
company or industry. The second, is to work with credible people and organisations to establish
independent mechanisms which can prevent an unfavourable climate building up around those
issues.

The art of dealing with opponents, is the art of identifying such mechanisms (people, organisations
and professions) to influence an increasingly cynical and distrusting public. These opinion-formers
should be the main focus of a communications strategy designed to counter opponents. They are the
conduit through which to influence public opinion in general.

For instance, the debate surrounding the incidence of leukaemia around nuclear sites cannot be
answered by the industry using the facts, scientific evidence, or by entering into a noisy dialogue with
opponents. However, the medical profession, along with scientists working outside the nuclear
industry, is in a position to shift public concern away from nuclear sites.

BNFL has promoted research into leukaemia by independent bodies. The results of this work
discredited the view that sites such as Sellafield were responsible for the so-called Ieukaernia
clusters. This has resulted in the debate becoming less polarised. The media is not so interested in
the issue. This issue no longer offers fertile ground for opponents and its impact is much reduced.

When there is a whole community of third party advocates which can explain an issue in its broader
context, a company or industry can take a low-profile. No news can often be good news.

In today's society the values people hold cannot be ignored. To continue in business, industry has to
be acceptable to society. Otherwise politicians, thinking short-term about their popularity, will become
hostile to any particular activity an industry might launch.

The lesson of the Brent Spar oil platform must not be forgotten. The world's largest company, with all
the facts, scientific evidence and resources at its disposal, lost the battle to dump the platform at sea.
It was beaten by bad science, lies and emotion, in a polarised debate. Most European governments
opposed Shell because their publics did: some with bombs.

The lesson is that the public likes to feel in control of developments, progress and industry. It does not
trust industry. If an industry or company does not have an effective screen of third party advocates to
answer public concerns, the opponents will win the day.

The public will listen to the more credible voices in society, such as, academic institutions, the
medical profession, representative bodies, the media and the like. If the public feels that it has been
consulted and that the issue is "under control" there will be little ground for polarisation. The sr-are
tactics of extreme opponents will not work.

In the modern world, when peoples lives are often out of control, people need to be reassured that
society is managing issues, industry and development. That reassurance must come from holding a
dialogue.

It is impossible for the public to love industry; it is not necessary, and perhaps it is not even desirable.
But the public must accept industry. The public must feel it has a stake in it. That can only happen if
industry is accountable. And the public will only acknowledge that if third parties actively mediate in
any given controversy. The third parties need a stake in our activities, too. In essence, that is what
constitutes credible dialogue.
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