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1. Introduction
According to Swedish law the producers, nuclear power plant owners, are 
responsible for the disposal of radioactive waste.1 In order to fulfil that requirement 
they started the Swedish Nuclear Fuel and Waste Management Co (SKB).  
 This paper is about the siting process of high-level nuclear waste (HLNW), 
focusing on consultations with organisations as part of the environmental impact 
assessment (EIA). In 1992, SKB started its search for a site (deep bedrock) for the 
HLNW. Today, site investigations are being carried out in Oskarshamn and 
Östhammar, two municipalities that already host nuclear facilities.  

The aim of site investigations is to produce data based on studies to 
determine the feasibility of building a final repository that can meet environmental 
and safety requirements. The collected material is presented in an environmental 
impact statement (EIS). The EIS is part of the EIA.2 After site investigations are 
completed, SKB sends an application to the government following the requirements 
in the Environmental Code and other relevant laws. If the application is accepted, a 
detailed characterization is carried out. If everything goes according to plan, SKB 
will start depositing waste around 2017 and continue for about 50 years.3

According to the Environmental Code, the exploiter (SKB) is required to 
hold consultations with individuals who might be specifically concerned about the 
intervention. Who should be seen as concerned is not clearly defined in the law, but 
people living near the planned facility and environmental organisations are 
mentioned.4 During the consultations, the facility’s siting, extent, and design and its 
environmental impact, as well as the content and design of EIS should be covered. 
The EIA takes place alongside SKB’s technical and geological investigations. To 
conclude, the aim of the EIA is to, through dialogue between concerned parties, 
ensure that the applicant has developed a satisfactory proposal where all relevant 
questions have been taken into account.5

1 SFS 1984:3
2 SFS 1998:808 Chapter 6, 5 § 
3 SKB (2003a) & (2003b) and www.skb.se (2005-05-20)  
4 SFS 1998:808 Chapter 1 & Chapter  6, 4 § & 10 § 
5 SFS (1998:808) Chapter 1, Chapter 6, 3 §, 4 §, 5§ & 10 §, Chapter 12, 6§ and SOU 
2002:46 p 45ff 
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As shown above, the exploiter is largely able to design the consultations and 
the EIA according to its own preferences. It is therefore of interest to study how SKB 
organises their consultations, what happens during them, how different actors try to 
impact the proceedings and what kinds of dialogues take place. The Swedish siting 
process is worth studying because Sweden, together with Finland, is the country 
which has come closest to presenting a complete siting programme.  

2. Questions and Material 
The questions this paper seeks to answer are: How is the agenda for the 
consultations set? Which actor(s) are defined as speakers vs audience? What is the 
character of the discussions at the consultations? 

These are answered by means of a description and analysis of three 
consultations with organisations about alternative methods. Representative selections 
of the presentations and of dialogues at the meetings are presented and analysed. The 
selection is made with respect to what presentations led to input from the audience 
and how many comments an actor made. The main sources used are SKB’s official 
protocols from the consultations, observations, SKB’s reports on how to carry out 
the EIA-process, and the Environmental Code. 

3. Analytic Framework 
3.1 Boundary Work and Expertise 
The actors’ attempts to influence the consultations are analysed in relation to how 
they draw boundaries. By drawing a boundary between science and non-science, 
between scientific and political questions, actors can win the right to define a 
question and gain support for the definition. Such activities are called ‘boundary 
work’. The concept can be used to empirically study how boundaries are created, 
sustained, and transgressed. Attempts to draw boundaries are only successful if other 
actors are convinced that the boundary is correctly drawn. An actor’s success with its 
boundary work simultaneously implies that other actors fail in their attempts to draw 
boundaries, and that their work, results and arguments are classified as irrelevant.6

The boundary work concept can also be used to define actors as experts vs 
non-experts. This boundary is often justified with non-experts lacking enough 
knowledge to participate in decision-making. According to Collins and Evans, an 
expert is any person who has achieved knowledge and has experience of a certain 
issue or subject. Collins and Evans claim that actors should be included in technical 
decision-making on the basis of their knowledge. The consequence of this expert 
definition is a taking sides for all actors with expert knowledge, laymen or not, being 
ascribed the same level of legitimacy.7 To conclude, it is a sociological task to study 
why certain boundaries gain support and what consequences such boundaries have 
on the societal involvement of an issue. 
 The conditions for actors to define an issue are also a question of 
democracy. One aspect of democracy is what issues are included on the political 
agenda vs what are excluded. Another aspect is which actor(s) have the opportunity 
to include their preferences in the agenda with the aim of impacting the decision, i.e. 
who are seen as legitimate decision-makers. By getting answers as to which actor(s) 

6 Gieryn (1999) pp vii-xii, 1-35 & 336-362. Gieryn studies boundary work in relation 
to science, while others applied the concept on the boundary between science and 
politics, see for example Johansson (2004). 
7 Collins & Evans (2002) pp 237f, 249ff, 255f & 270
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that are seen as legitimate decision-maker(s) and how much weight is accorded to 
expert knowledge, it is possible to draw conclusions as to what kind of discussion the 
actors are aiming for. The kind of discussion that is preferred affects the tactics 
actors choose in their information work and what actor(s) are seen as legitimate to 
deliberate with.

3.2 Deliberative Democracy  
The main characteristic of deliberative democracy is public participation in dialogues 
that precede political decisions. A deliberation also requires citizens who are willing 
to challenge actors that traditionally deliberate about an issue by participating in 
public dialogues. A third requirement is an arena in which to meet and deliberate.8

One version of deliberative democracy can be called ‘participatory 
deliberative democracy’. Firstly, this version requires discussions between the 
political and the civil societies and that the outcome have an impact on the decision. 
In the case of the HLNW, this means that input from the public must be visible in the 
EIA to be able to say that the decision of where to site the repository is an example 
of deliberative democracy. Secondly, the arguments used in the discussion do not 
have to be scientifically or rationally based. This means that entering a discussion 
with a skeptical attitude, and questioning and challenging expert arguments and 
experts’ trustworthiness is seen as legitimate. Thirdly, it is not acceptable to exclude 
any arguments beforehand.9

Another version can be called ‘rational deliberative democracy’. Here 
actors’ ability to formulate rational arguments, i.e. arguments based on expert 
knowledge and/or scientific results, is emphasised. Secondly, rhetorical skills is 
preferable. Thirdly, previous knowledge and/or education about the subject discussed 
are preferred. This version frequently leads to the discussions being carried out in 
typically scientific and academic arenas, which can make it difficult for the average 
citizen to participate.10

To conclude, deliberative democracy is a process where affected actors try 
to reach decisions based on discussions. On the one hand, this model gives actors 
with superior rhetorical skills and/or knowledge of the issue the opportunity to 
exclude less skilled debaters from the discussion. On the other hand, this model can 
give actors greater opportunities to partake in decision-making processes from which 
they usually are excluded. If the requirements mentioned above are not fulfilled, the 
conversations are examples of debates rather than deliberations.

4. The Consultations: Description and Analysis 
The paper focuses on three consultations, two with local organisations in 
Oskarshamn and Östhammar, and one in Stockholm with national environmental 
organisations. These consultations are studied as separate events as well as a series 
of consultations.11

8 Dryzek (2000)  
9 Dryzek (2000) pp 1-8 & 81-111 
10 Elster (1998) 
11 The consultations were addressing local, regional and national organisations, but 
other actors like nearby residents, local politicians, and local government officials 
were invited. 
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According to SKB, the main aim of consultations is to collect opinions, 
necessary for the development of the EIS.12 A second aim, which is not stated in the 
reports, but is mentioned at the consultations, is to inform the concerned actors about 
SKB’s work and interpretation of the company’s opinion as to what is safest way to 
dispose the HLNW. The third aim, also articulated at the consultations, is to win 
support for SKB’s plans among the actors participating in the consultations. The 
theme for the consultations in this paper was alternative methods. The consultations 
are summarised in a consultation report. In the report, SKB describes how the 
company has taken the comments into account. The report is based on the notes from 
the consultations with different actors. The consultation report is attached to the 
EIS.13

4.1 SKB’s Consultation with Local and Regional Organisations in Oskarshamn 
(2004-04-22)14

At this consultation, five people from SKB held presentations. In the audience, 
representatives of the local branch of the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation,
nearby residents, a local politician and the municipal project leader could be found. 
In total 23 people participated in the meeting.  

In accordance with the agenda15, the meeting started with an introduction 
by the local manager of the site investigations in Oskarshamn. The second 
presentation was held by the Manager of the Office of Environmental Impact 
Assessment16. The manager starts by describing the purposes of the consultations 
and continues by encouraging the audience to ask questions. The rest of the 
presentation covers subjects like SKB’s programme for the HLNW, and the KBS 3-
method17, among others. The Manager also says that the results of the investigations 
show that the bedrock in Oskarshamn is suitable for hosting a final repository.

The third presentation is held by an engineer who works with technology 
and security. The presentation is about alternative methods for the handling of the 
HLNW. Two of the methods mentioned were transmutation and geological 
depositing. The last method is divided into: KBS 3, horizontal deposition in long 
tunnels, WP-Cave, and deep bore holes. Based on available research, SKB has 
decided that KBS 3 is the most suitable method, to finance research on 
transmutation, and to follow the development of the deep bore holes method. 

This presentation leads to three discussions with the audience. The longest 
discussion starts with the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation asking why SKB 
is financing research on transmutation. It would be better to spend the money on 
deep bore holes. In support of their opinion, the Society refers to KASAM18. The 

12 SKB (2003a) & (2003b) pp 3, 9, 22 & 34f. SKB exhibited a selection of 
alternative methods in connection to the consultations. SKB encouraged the audience 
to take a look at the exhibition.  
13 SKB (2003b) p 37 
14 Observation (2004-04-22) and SKB (2004-06-21)  
15 SKB (2004-04-14) 
16 Hereafter referred to as ‘the Manager’. 
17 The KBS 3-method means that the HLNW is encapsulated in canisters made of 
steel and copper. The canisters are deposited in deep bedrock (400-700 meters) and 
surrounded with benonite clay.  
18 The Swedish National Council for Nuclear Waste (KASAM) is a committee 
attached to the Ministry of the Environment. 
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engineer replies that SKB is of a different opinion and has great expectations of the 
method. The Society is not convinced and the engineer gets a bit irritated. The 
Manager says that the authorities demanded that SKB continue to follow the 
development of both transmutation and deep bore holes. The engineer adds that there 
is hardly anything new to learn about deep holes. The Manager joins in saying that 
the strongest objection to the method is inadequate safety. An older man in the 
audience comments on the dialogue by saying that other countries spend a lot of 
money on transmutation research. The SKB personnel quickly mention France, 
Japan, and Belgium. In the end of the meeting, the Manager picks up the thread 
about transmutation research vs deep bore holes again. An SKB geologist adds that 
the company already has enough information to draw conclusions about deep bore 
holes. 

Several examples of boundary work can be found at this consultation. The 
Society starts a struggle over the view of different methods for the handling of the 
HLNW. SKB’s objection to deep bore holes as a more interesting alternative than 
transmutation is an example of the company drawing a boundary around the first 
method. This episode is also an example of participatory deliberative democracy, 
since the Society initiates a dialogue with its question and comments. The Society’s 
reference to KASAM and research results, indicates a rational deliberative 
democracy. The man who comments also becomes an active participant by 
supporting transmutation research and SKB’s work. The comment is also an attempt 
to draw a boundary around deep bore holes, i.e. to dismiss this method. 

We are now behind schedule and some people leave. Before she leaves, one 
representative from the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation opposes the 
disposition of the meeting by saying that SKB’s disposition is too one-sided, as it is 
more an information meeting than a consultation with opportunities for dialogue and 
development of comments. This critique can be interpreted as an attempt to 
challenge the agenda handed out by SKB. In addition, the critique is an attempt to 
get better, or equal, access to raise their preferred issues at the meeting, i.e. a request 
for a participatory deliberative democracy.  

At this consultation, examples of boundary work, attempts to redefine the 
agenda as well as a request for more participatory consultations can be found. 
However, no actors in the audience got a chance to raise their preferred issues on 
even terms with SKB.  

4.2 SKB’s Consultation with National Environmental Organisations in 
Stockholm (2004-05-04)19

At the consultation, five people from SKB held presentations. In the audience were 
representatives of Friends of the Earth, the Waste Network (Avfallskedjan), and 
KASAM, among others. In total 19 people participated.  

Before the meeting started, SKB asked if the agenda sent out with the 
invitation could be accepted.20 After the acceptance of the agenda, SKB held three 
presentations that were similar to the ones given in Oskarshamn. During the 
presentations, the audience was told that based on the preliminary results, SKB’s 
conclusion is that bedrock conditions in both municipalities are suitable for hosting a 
final repository.  

19 Observation (2004-05-04) and SKB (2004-06-30)
20 SKB (2004-04-28) 
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After the presentations, a long discussion about what should characterise a 
consultation starts. The Waste Network criticises SKB for holding overly long 
presentations and not leaving enough time for input. According to the Waste 
Network, consultations should be an exchange of opinions. A representative of 
Friends of the Earth adds that the agenda is set by SKB only, and that there was too 
little time for questions because the presentations took more time than planned. Two 
representatives of Friends of the Earth suggest that all actors should be allowed to 
hold presentations on equal terms, since the environmental organisations are well-
informed about the HLNW issue, having followed it since the 1970s. One 
representative also wants to present opinions from experts who have come to 
different conclusions than those SKB refers to. If the organisations were allowed to 
present these conclusions, more opinions on how to take care of the HLNW would 
be taken into account before the decision. Also, if any actor(s) could hold 
presentations, there would be an opportunity for better dialogue. The Manager says 
that input from other actors is taken into consideration, but opposes the claim that the 
organisations are well-informed. Instead, it is important to have basic knowledge 
about the nuclear waste issue before participating in discussions. This means that 
SKB has to find a delicate balance between information and discussion during the 
meetings. However, the Manager promises that there will be more time for 
discussion in coming consultations.  

The discussion about the design of the consultation is firstly an attempt to 
challenge the boundary between lecturer (SKB) vs audience (the other participants at 
the meeting) drawn by SKB. Secondly, this episode is an example of attempts to 
define how to organise the consultations and what the terms of participation should 
be. On this point, the environmental organisations win some sympathy and more 
time for future discussions is promised. If SKB keeps the promise, the organisations 
can be said to have achieved some support for their view of what a deliberation is. 
Thirdly, the request to present opinions from alternative experts is an attempt to 
redefine which expert knowledge is relevant to the HLNW issue. Fourthly, SKB’s 
dismissal of the request to hold presentations is an indirect attempt to play down the 
importance of alternative opinions on how to handle the HLNW. Fifthly, the request 
for expanded opportunities for discussion is a desire for a participatory deliberative 
democracy.  

At this consultation meeting, examples of boundary work about different 
kinds of expertise, and lecturer vs audience can be found. There are also examples of 
organisations trying to alter the terms of dialogue in order to achieve deliberations 
about the HLNW issue.  

4.3 SKB’s Consultation with Local and Regional Organisations in Östhammar 
(2004-05-13)21

At this consultation SKB held three presentations. The audience consisted of 
representatives for the Opinion Group of Safe Final Repository (OSS), Energy for 
Östhammar (EFÖ)22, a local chapter of the Swedish Society for Nature 

21 Observation (2004-05-13) and SKB (2004-06-29)  
22 OSS is a local group whose main aims are to investigate SKB’s work in 
Östhammar’s municipality, to give input to the EIS and to provide information about 
the nuclear waste issue. Reference: oss.avfallskedjan.se/ (2005-05-23) EFÖ is a local 
group which aim is to get the final repository in Östhammar’s municipality.  
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Conservation, and local politicians, among others. In total 33 people took part in the 
consultation.  

The meeting starts with SKB handing out a sheet of suggested topics and 
the agenda for the meeting.23 The Manager starts by saying that any questions from 
the public are welcome as these are an important part of the EIA, and that SKB’s 
presentations will be shorter at this meeting because of the criticism that there was 
not enough time for input at earlier consultations.  

The second presentation, about alternative methods, is held by an engineer. 
This presentation is similar to the ones she held in Oskarshamn and Stockholm, 
though a bit shorter. A local politician wants to know how SKB can be sure what the 
problems with deep bore holes are before the company has examined it as thoroughly 
as the KBS 3-method. The politician claims that methods can only be compared if 
the same amount of time and money are spent on them. The engineer is obviously 
irritated when replying that SKB has access to knowledge about deep drilling for oil. 
The politician keeps saying that it is impossible to compare two methods based on 
unequal levels of knowledge. The engineer replies that she does not understand his 
point. This episode is not noted in SKB’s minutes.  

Firstly, this episode shows different opinions about the level of knowledge 
about the deep holes method and the knowledge requirements for comparing 
methods. SKB clearly tries to draw a boundary around further research about deep 
bore holes. Secondly, it is an example of an attempt to define knowledge about one 
method as more relevant than knowledge about another. Thirdly, it is an example of 
an attempt by the politician to deliberate with SKB. The attempt partly fails as the 
actors were talking at cross-purposes. A deliberation requires openness to the other 
actor’s definition of how much research is needed in order to compare the methods 
and what knowledge is relevant to draw conclusions about the most suitable method.  

We are behind schedule, which might be due to the number of discussions 
during to the presentations, and it is time for open discussion. A representative of 
OSS24 asks if the group may hold a presentation and gets permission from the 
Manager. 

OSS’ presentation covers the KBS 3-method, how alternative methods are 
presented, and other aspects of the HLNW issue. OSS also raises several critical 
questions and claims that SKB is not following the environmental requirements in 
the EC-law. A representative of EFÖ objects to several pieces of the presentation 
saying that OSS is not reliable in its analysis of the law and of how SKB is handling 
the nuclear waste. The Manager says that SKB will respond to OSS, but not at this 
meeting. The presentation held by OSS is not in the minutes. 

OSS’ presentation is an example of a breakdown of the boundary between 
the lecturer (SKB) and the other actors as listeners. However, it is important to 
remember that the presentation is not in the minutes, which can be seen as an attempt 
to play down what was said during the presentation. At the same time it is an 
example of a more participatory meeting than the earlier consultations. SKB’s 
acceptance of OSS’ request, and its not criticising what was said, can be seen as an 
acknowledgement of the expertise held by OSS. That acknowledgement was, 
however, challenged by EFÖ. The fact that SKB did not answer OSS’ questions 
immediately at the consultation can be seen as an example of a monologue held by 
an organisation within the boundaries of an agenda set beforehand by SKB.  

23 SKB (2004-04-27) 
24 This man represented the Waste Network at the consultation in Stockholm. 

7



280

This consultation is an example of a listener who becomes a speaker. The 
level of impact of OSS’ presentation is hard to judge as the presentation since not in 
SKB’s official minutes of the meeting. But until the EIA is closed, there is a 
possibility that the presentation had an impact on the decision-making process. 

5. Discussion of Results, Relevance for Theories and Wider 
Context
The analysis of the consultations show that the organiser of the meetings, SKB, is 
successful in drawing a boundary between themselves as lecturer and the rest of the 
participants as listeners, with one exception. At the final consultation in Östhammar, 
OSS was allowed to hold a presentation. This is an example of an organisation 
gaining access to the agenda, and a request for participatory deliberative democracy. 
The permission to hold a presentation can be connected to criticism of the previous 
consultations in Oskarshamn and Stockholm. At these consultations, environmental 
organisations requested opportunities to set the agenda without success. These 
consultations can therefore mainly be seen as information arenas for SKB rather than 
arenas for deliberation. 

At all the consultations, different actors tried to place the deep holes method 
on an equal footing with the KBS 3-method without any success. There are also 
examples of how SKB tried to play down the alternative expert conclusions that 
organisations wanted to raise by saying that the organisations did not have enough 
knowledge to participate in the discussion on equal terms with SKB. This is an 
example of one actor showing a preference for a participatory deliberative 
democracy and another for a rational deliberative democracy.  

To conclude, the consultations are firstly important to study in order to get a 
picture of how actors try to draw boundaries about the decision of where to site the 
Swedish HLNW. The results of the paper are secondly of importance for further 
studies of the siting process of HLNW, as well as the EIA-process, because of the 
final conclusions as to which actor(s) that got support for their attempts to impact the 
decision, which actor(s) that had access to the discussions, and the character of the 
deliberations. Thirdly, the design of the EIA is an interesting example of a process 
that opens up for more participative deliberations in advance of important decisions 
than is usual in a representative democracy.  
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