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The Role of t)inion Research in Communications Programmes

Background by Tom Curtin

First, I would like very befly to put Nirex in context. Nirex is a company financed by the UK
nuclear industry to dispose of intermediate and some long-lived low-level radioactive waste. The
company has no responsibility for high-level radioactive waste.

Most low-level waste is disposed of at a shallow site owned by Btish Nuclear Fuels, one of Nirex's
shareholders. It is expected this will have capacity well into the next century. At present, all of
Nirex's shareholders are state-owned, although privatisation of certain parts of the industry is under
consideration.

At Nirex, we use opinion research in a number of ways:
as a map'to guide communications programmes
to set baselines and targets
to isolate issues of concern to our publics

The Company carries out market research covering three key audiences:
the general public
politicians
journalists

The General Public

Through the industry rganisation, Nlrex has access to opinion research on a UK-wide basis. This
shows that radioactive waste is not high amongst the list of concerns on an unprompted basis.
When asked: "What do you yourself feel are the most important problems facing Britain today?"
Nuclear waste does not appear in the top ten concerns. "Only 1 of the sample cite nuclear waste
as such a problem, and this does not vary between sub-groups. Even those who are "not in favour"
of nuclear electricity are no more likely than others to mention nuclear waste spontaneously as a
concern'.

Even when respondents were asked specifically about types of pollution of concern, nuclear waste
disposal figured sixth in the list, with only 7 stating it gave them most concern, and 21% listing it
as another type of pollution also causing concern. Car exhausts/traffic was top of the list, with 45%
and 67%, followed by industrial/chernical pollution, 14% and 40%, then air pollution, destruction of
the ozone layer and sea/river pollution.

However, when asked about aitudes to specific environmental problems, nuclear waste disposal
was rated as an extremely serious problem by 58% and quite serious by 36%. The comparable
figures for destruction of the ozone layer were 46% for both categories, for greenhouse effect/global
warming, 37% and 53%, and for acid rain, 32% and 59%.

But more important to Nirex and its plans are the people in Cumbria - the county in the north west
of England where the company is investigating a site to test its suitability for a deep underground
repository. The County is the planning authority. Focusing down further, the aitudes in the district
of Copeland where the repository could be located, are also of keen interest.

Nirex conducts its own opinion polls, but also has access to those undertaken by both Cumbria
County Council and Copeland District Council.
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The most important communications issue currently facing Nirex is the increasing public awareness
of the rganisation without a corresponding rise in understanding of what Nirex does.

At the end of 1993, 88% of Cumbria residents were aware of Nirex. Yet despite this very high
public awareness, 40% of residents didn't know what Nirex does (even when prompted). In fact,
50% of respondents believed a decision that the repository would go ahead had already been taken.

We have just completed another survey in the Copeland Council area near Sellafield. The top line
results are encouraging, even though I must stress that different sample sizes are involved:

Attitude towards a repository (Copeland only)

1992 1994

Completely oppose 16 14
Tend to oppose 20 21
Don't know 14 8
Tend to support 31 38
Completely support 19 20

The support is encouraging, but leaves no room for complacency.

As to local concerns, the research showed that the most important action that Nirex could take to
make the repository project safe would be to "Monitor carefully all the time". This was supported by
nearly twice as many respondents as the following two items: "Barriers that will contain the
radioactivity until any eventual leak is safe" and "a clear, well c;mmunicated van in the event of a
real emergency".

We have tended to concentrate our efforts in the Copeland area and this is reflected in the figures.
However, when we asked about a rock laboratory which the Company proposes to build, there was
much misunderstanding. Ahough intended purely as a research facility, many people believe that it
is an actual repository as the table shows:

Awareness of Proposed use of
Rock Characterisation Facility TOTAL Copeland Other Areas
Unweighted base: 489 117 372
(All aware of RCF) % % %

The disposal of radioactive waste 78 71 74
Assessing the suitability of
Longlands Farm as a permanent
radioactive waste repository 56 64 54
Scientific research 38 55 34

From this opinion research, we can help guide our future communications programmes.

Journalists

Last year, Nirex took part in a poll among journalists who specialise in environmental matters.
25% of the journalists questioned in 1994 considered Nirex was causing a major amount of damage
to the environment, compared with 4 in 1990. This would seem to reflect their views on the
business which we are involved in rather than what we actually do - drilling boreholes into the rock
would not seem to rank among the 20th century's great environmental crimes.
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32% claim to rate our press relations in 1994 as very/fairly good, but 29% rated them as very
poor/fairly poor. Perhaps, the most worrying statistic from all of our points of view is the fact that
93% find voluntary environment organisations the most useful source of information on companies
such as ours.

Unprompted, the environment journalists rated nuclear waste 20th in a list of the most important
environment issues. Their main concern was air pollution 54%). When the issue was prompted, the
response was very different. To the question, how serious a problem do you think each of the
following is for Britain, for disposal of nuclear waste, 61% said very serious and 75% very/fairly
serious, and for the treatment and storage of nuclear waste, 43% very serious and 75% very/fairly
serious, with 25% saying not very/not at all seious for both categories. For comparison, 54%
thought air pollution very serious while 96% thought it very/fairly serious.

We obviously have much more work to do amongst this group to dispel ignorance of what we do.
Programmes are already in place.

Politicians

Let us now look at some top4ine results of research Nirex conducted last year among 100 Members
of Parliament (MPs) - the lower of the two main legislative houses in the UK. We asked MPs how
familiar or unfamiliar they were with the activities of each of the following organisations?

Table 1.
very quite not very very
familiar familiar familiar unfamiliar

Greenpeace 23 64 10 1
Nirex 9 38 44 6
British Nuclear

Fuels pic 23 54 20 1
Friends of the Earth 24 60 12 2

As you can see, the results are not very encouraging, particularly when compared to those of the
pressure groups.

Then we asked, how favourable or otherwise are your impressions of each of the following
organisations?

Table 2.
very fairly fairly very
favourable favourable unfavourable unfavourable

Greenpeace 13 38 33 13
Nirex 1 46 35 9
British Nuclear

Fuels pic 10 48 28 8
Friends of the Earth 16 44 29 8

Here, the Company does better, but given that many of the respondents had earlier admitted they
were not overly familiar with our activities, the results are still worrying.
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Then, we asked how effective or ineffective are each of the following organisations in
communicating with you as a Member of Parliament?

Table 3.
very quite not very not at all
effective effective effective effective

Greenpeace 23 59 14 3
Nirex 3 34 51 8
British Nuclear

Fuels p1c 14 54 27 2
Friends of the Earth 21 59 18 1

The figures, I think, speak for themselves.

The simple and obvious conclusion is that a strong communications programme is vital if we are to
keep politicians informed. Because if they are not informed they cannot make measured judgments
on our programmes.

And, if we do not supply good relevant information, then those who oppose the industry, in particular
the green groups, will be able to advance their positions without opposition.

Also by not communicating, we are paradoxically giving strong messages which could be interpreted
as:

that we do not think politicians are worth communicating with;
that we are secretive and refuse to communicate;
that those who condemn us are, in fact, correct in their assertions.

The opinion research also sets baselines from which we can monitor the progress and success of
our communications programmes.

CONCLUSION

For Nirex, opinion research is a map. It guides our communication programmes in dealing
with our key audiences. Without it, we would be driving blind.

Opinion research allows us to isolate key issues for communication.

It also allows us to measure performance and to see which initiatives are successful and
which are not.

The broad solutions we are putting in place to address the issues raised in our opinion research, are
beyond the remit of this paper.


