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WHAT MAKES FOR ROBUST DECISIONS AND THE INVOLVEMENT OF ALL 
OF THE STAKEHOLDERS IN THE DEBATE? 

Yves LE BARS 
CEMAGREF, France 

So that decisions will be robust and proof against conflicts of interest and changes of administrators 
and policy-makers, it is essential that they are reached through a process that involves stakeholders 
and allows time for debate.  

The first point that I would like to note is that in the culture of many countries the concept of public 
policy, in the sense of defining a policy agenda, is not that straightforward. Secondly, drawing on the 
work of the "Forum on Stakeholder Confidence" (FSC/NEA), I will look at what goes into the mix, 
based on a number of different examples: processes, actor structures and behaviour. Lastly, I will give 
a few rules for conducting public debates.  
 
 
1. Public policy is not so straightforward 
 
As in many other countries, public policy is not a principle of French culture. I will show what I mean 
with a sketch of three periods from the post-war history of France. 
 
1-1 Our public policy structure bears the marks of post Second World War conditions: the Cold War 
and the severe shortage of basic goods. At the time housing, energy, transport, telecommunications 
and even healthy food were scarce, leaving us lagging far behind the standard of living in North 
America, which was then considered the benchmark. In a case such as this, to ensure that basic needs 
are met, it is efficient to hand over decisions to an expert, who then becomes �the decision-maker�  

In this model the «expert », often an engineer, is justifiably the person to plan and decide what action 
is to be taken: he is qualified to do what is expected, he is responsible for integrating all aspects 
(technical, economic and social) of the options he decides on. 

In a situation like this, there is no need to have a public policy: it�s an agency structure (the CEA, a 
State body) that says what the public wants. The expertise of the decision-maker is what gives policy 
its coherence.  

Needless to say, in France at any rate, this attitude to decisions reflects an older culture, a political 
tradition in which an enlightened elite, be it royalist or republican, is seen as the vested representative 
of the public interest and therefore plays a major role in public affairs. This very role makes the elite 
stronger and more resistant to change.  
 
1-2 Once basic needs have been met, society�s expectations become more complex, the service 
dimension assumes greater proportions and there is a social reluctance to accept the technical expert�s 
preferred choices on transport, energy, urban planning and environmental pressures. Conflicts arise 
between groups of stakeholders. Decisions become more complex. The expert loses a degree of 
control over them. People want to have a choice and several experts may be called before the decision-
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making body to defend the options they have chosen. The risks in one expert opinion are countered by 
calling on a second expert opinion. (A. Hatchuel, 2001). It is difficult to pinpoint exactly when this 
period began, but the social upheaval of 1968 and the energy crises of 1973 may have contributed to 
this trend.  

Compared with the previous model, this form of decision-making recognises that there may be more 
than one solution to a problem and organises information on each one of the potential projects.  
 
1-3 Several factors have brought us a stage further, with the inclusion of stakeholders in the decision-
making process. The expert and the decision-maker have had to let �the others� into the decision-
making system. It is now a three-way process and the concept of the �decision-maker� is shifting 
towards that of the "facilitator", who leads the process of inventing a collective future.  
 
Why this shift in paradigm?  
 
In the first place, health and environmental crises created a climate in which the legitimacy of new 
independent stakeholders who were capable of initiative was recognised. For instance, people 
suffering from AIDS may be regarded as �the problem� but they also claim credit for being �the 
solution� to the disease, too. They initiate solutions and are active players in therapeutic mechanisms. 
Transport users are self-proclaimed stakeholders in transport policy and communities which host 
waste storage facilities are actors in their own environment and development, etc. Bertrand Colomb, 
Chairman of Lafarge, got it right when he said, « Who is it who authorises us to operate a quarry? 
Officially, of course, it�s the Prefect, but in actual fact it is the people living in the neighbourhood of 
the quarry ». Government does not have all the leverage. Decentralisation policies have given more 
autonomy to local authorities and the privatisation of firms, along with the globalisation of their 
business, have reduced the influence that government can exert over the choices they make.  
 
Secondly, the nature of the collective issues has changed and society has become more complex: it is 
no longer a matter of meeting a clearly identified need, but of coming up with an answer that is 
acceptable to all, that is implemented by relatively independent actors and, let us hope, is consistent 
with established public policy. It issue is not about �catching up� with the US any more, but of 
inventing a future of our own.  
 
Lastly, the nature of the risks and even the unknowns that we have to face are changing. We are now 
hearing about �bio-social risks� (A. Hatchuel 2001). The long-term management of radioactive wastes 
is one of these; others include Genetically Modified Organisms (GMO), Mad ow Disease (BSE), the 
Acquired Immune Dificiency Syndromes (AIDs) and widespread pollution by new chemicals, such as 
pesticides. These have attendant effects on health and the environment, doses are low, but the 
economic actors dealing in these substances are powerful.  
 
As Jacques Theys has said out: "it is not a dialogue between experts and policy-makers any more, at 
the least, it is a three-way dialogue between the experts, the public and the decision-maker�. 
 
 
2. Framing public policy 
 
Moving on now from �analytical� to "normative" considerations: what lessons can we learn for public 
policies, particularly where there are risks?  
 
Public policies must be developed on the assumption that they are to be implemented by several 
independent actors. It is the process for framing public policy that has to be put in place and 
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implemented. No-one can tell in advance what the outcome of the process will be, since it will often 
depend on further study, input from research findings and the interplay of independent actors. The 
administration and its public bodies are changing roles, and their relationship to policy is changing 
too: it is now to provide leadership for these processes, to guarantee the involvement of all the parties, 
including research potential, but without prejudging the results.  
 
The introduction of the precautionary principle makes the case for this approach even stronger. The 
precautionary approach calls widely on experts, researchers and technical experts to say what the 
dangers are, evaluate any potential impact in terms of risk and formulate potential solutions to reduce 
and eliminate such risks. However, as stated in Article 51 of the Law introducing the precautionary 
principle into the French Constitution, where there is any uncertainty, the measures implemented 
should be �proportionate� to the risk.  
This �proportionality� safeguard can no longer be left to the expert alone; it has to be negotiated in 
tandem with the development of the technical solution. This indeed calls for genuine interaction with 
the sectors of society concerned along with the involvement of experts and researchers. 
 
This modernisation of our decision-making process developed in response to the public�s enormous 
mistrust of policy-makers. This said, the need for a paradigm shift in our methods of decision making 
has not yet become standard practice. True, some municipal authorities in France have been pioneers 
in the field, as was the case in Grenoble, to name one, in the 1970s and 1980s. Governments in the 
North of Europe have a tradition of consensus building, as can be seen from the way they are making 
progress on the thorny issue of radioactive waste management (in Sweden and Finland). But in most 
countries, just how many government services are capable of leading a process that involves all of the 
stakeholders in addition to a whole range of experts as well as delivering decisions that are as robust 
from the social standpoint as they are from the technical standpoint?  
 
Even today, the organisation of public policy in France still bears the marks of last century�s shortages 
and the Cold War period of the 1950s, when the expert was the legitimate decision-maker. The 
willingness to explore alternatives to the solutions proposed first led to involving several experts. 
Finally, the emergence of new risks and the new aspirations of autonomous actors involved in 
implementing solutions, made three-way interaction a necessity.  
 
 
3. A few things that go into the making of robust decisions  
 
Drawing on experience from the many failures in radioactive waste management and on the GMO and 
pesticide situations, I will try to see what is needed for decisions to be made and what makes them 
able to stand the test of time, i.e. resistant to its uncertainties. This involves the process and the 
structure and behaviour of the actors involved: �Process, structure, behaviour� an approach on three 
fronts that is being developed by the Forum for Stakeholder Confidence (the FSC, set up by the 
OECD/NEA.  

This must be quite a universal idea, since I note that a French research institute, the �Institut de 
Recherches et d'Applications des Méthodes de Développement (IRAM)� has adopted it, too. Its 
�Thematic Note� on "Governance, the Gordian knot of micro finance?" published in June 2005 makes 
                                                 
1. Article 5. � Where the occurrence of damage, even if it is uncertain in the current state of scientific 

knowledge, could have a serious and irreversible impact on the environment, public authorities shall 
ensure, by the application of the precautionary principle and, in their areas of responsibility, by the 
implementation of risk evaluation procedures and the adoption of proportionate interim measures to 
obviate the occurrence of damage. 
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the distinction between structures (institutional, financial and ownership frameworks), organisation 
(procedures, information management), behaviour (actor profile and interplay). S. Pappalardo, director 
of AIDES -- a French association combating AIDS worldwide � struck a similar note when he pointed 
out how the fight against AIDS had challenged society�s methods of developing public policy � and 
not just in the area of AIDS � when it mobilised all the actors along with research and industry in an 
attitude of respect for the person.  
 
A stepwise process that makes it possible for experts and the public to interact is needed.  
 
A form of standard process has gradually gained ground throughout the world in an attempt to 
surmount the difficulties encountered in managing the most hazardous radioactive wastes.  

A stepwise process, with milestones, studies alternatives, including site definition, mobilises research 
together with an independent appraisal and provides forums for debate so that the all of the 
stakeholders can learn from each other. The French Law of 1991, the Japanese Law of 2000, and the 
Canadian Law of 2002 all feature most of the above characteristics. 
 
The mutual learning objective warrants further mention. 
  
When the process of policy development begins, each party has not necessarily clearly formulated 
what its own interest might be. Each has conflicting desires that it has to chose between ("heart on the 
left, wallet on the right", isn�t that how the saying goes?). It is the work that the process entails that 
will enable them, mutually, to formulate them more clearly. The process may lead to some form of 
consensus, but will not necessarily do so. Decisions will favour one interest or the other, one 
standpoint or the other, but they will have a stronger base and will be more robust. �We can take 
unpopular decisions, provided that we have discussed them at length beforehand� a former Director 
General of the CNRS used to say. 
 
Authors like Michel Callon, stress the need to take into account the experience gained by what he calls 
�field researchers� as opposed to �laboratory researchers�. What we have to manage to do is to really 
listen, beyond the bounds of what the technical experts know. In Canada, radioactive waste managers 
asked themselves "what does the experience of the aboriginal tribes have to tell us about the long-term 
management of radioactive wastes?"  
 
It is clear from policy difficulties with GMOs that a process of working with research and key 
stakeholders was sorely lacking. A number of scientists are now trying to avoid a repeat of this 
experience with nanotechnologies. 
Hence the question: what is necessary in the "pre-process definition phase"? There has to be some 
momentum for putting the issue on the agenda. What crises, forces in society, subversion or social 
awareness are needed to force an issue to be put on the agenda? 

The interplay between actors can block policy affirmation and the formulation process. In the case of 
radioactive waste, the current debate shows that defining �why we should take action today� is not so 
straightforward. Can EDF identify its long-term liabilities before going private? Can Areva improve 
its exports of power stations by showing that France has managed to solve the problem? Or is it a clear 
response to an environmental problem? Companies may also not wish to see the area they deal with 
dragged into the political arena (even and perhaps more so public sector companies, since they can lay 
claim to having a public responsibility).  
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In the case of GMOs, public debates have been organised (including a consensus conference and, more 
recently, a debate on field trials with vines), but not within the framework of a process with 
milestones.  
 
It would be better to designate a process leader. The limitations of central government sectors � taking 
the lead in the process ought to be one of their main responsibilities -- is a huge obstacle to getting the 
process for formulating public policy off the ground. There may be situations in which it is difficult to 
designate a process leader: for the moment this is still the case for soil contamination by the pesticide 
Chlordecone in Martinique and Guadeloupe. While this may not be a wide scale problem it is one 
where policy should be organised in phases, with due precaution, and should incorporate the results of 
research. Local action has been to high standard, prompted by the existence of regional pesticide 
pollution study groups (GREPP), which gather together all of the stakeholders, sharing information 
and job of defining action plans. In contrast, co-ordinating research with national decisions is a task 
shared by four ministries: an attempt to set up a single national secretariat failed, as each ministry was 
afraid that it would have to shoulder the responsibility, particularly the financial responsibility, for any 
consequences. An interministerial meeting, chaired by ministry cabinet officers, is held instead. 
  
As for radioactive waste in France (the situation is not the same as in other countries such as Canada 
and Sweden), the process is still proceeding without a clearly designated leader. In actual fact, the 
French parliamentary office for science and technology (Office parlementaire d'évaluation des choix 
scientifiques et techniques, OPECST) acted as the lead in liaison with the Ministry for Industry. The 
holding of a national public debate on this issue since mid- 2005 has given a higher profile and greater 
role as lead agency to the Directorate of the Ministry for Industry that is responsible for the problem.  
 
A structure for actors  

The process alone is not enough to guarantee confidence: the respective roles of the stakeholders and 
their behaviour are crucial.  

The process has to clearly define the responsibilities of all of the actors: in the case of technological 
risks these are industry, public research operators or consultants, the regulator, government, parliament 
and associations. The separation of the task of health risk evaluation by scientific specialists from the 
task of risk management by the public authorities and their regulatory bodies reflects this need for 
clarification.  
 
Regarding radioactive waste, the responsibilities of waste generators, operators, evaluation bodies, 
inspection and safety authorities as well as local authorities at commune and département level and 
central government must be clear, well-established and recognised: this objective is not always met, as 
can be seen from the historical entanglements (which have not yet been straightened out) between the 
CEA, a public research centre, and Areva, a world leader in the nuclear industry, of which the CEA is 
the �main shareholder�. 

Through their behaviour, the actors must apply themselves to respecting both the spirit and the letter 
of the process. In particular, they must make their objectives, methods, findings and the evaluations of 
their work accessible to all interested parties, while at the same time analysing through study and 
research programmes the pertinence of opinions expressed outside technical and scientific circles. 

The behaviour of the actors must reflect values such as rigour, openness to dialogue and willingness to 
listen. This is not always easy. Numerous criticisms, which were to a greater or lesser extent justified, 
prompted Andra (France� national radioactive waste management agency) to outline the values that 
guide its policy, applying the lessons it had learned from the past:  
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• exemplary science and technology: comparative studies, publications, a range of evaluations, 
explanation of uncertainties; 

• neutrality in local relations and availability to all of the actors;  

• full and reliable information on its activities, projects, safety regulations and the general operation 
of the Agency; 

• not overstepping the terms of the Agency�s mandate, even to be of service.  

As can be seen from this example from the radioactive waste field, a change of culture is being asked 
of experts and scientists in a policy formulation and implementation process that has changed radically 
since the 1950s.  
 
 
4. A few rules for conducting public debates 
 
Public debates are part and parcel of the decision-making process and mark the different stages of that 
long process: as I mentioned earlier, they are one of the prerequisites for effective results. This is not 
to say that public debate guarantees a consensus, rather that the mutual learning process makes the 
results robust.  

First, we will take a look at the past experience referred to earlier, then we will attempt to identify 
what goes into a constructive experience: the necessary conditions, methods and tools.  
 
First, let us look at the role of public debate in the past (radioactive waste, GMOs, pesticides).  
 
Regarding radioactive wastes, France has a local information and monitoring committee, (the "Comité 
local d'information et de suivi", CLIS) in the vicinity of its geological storage research laboratory. 
This is a local Forum comprising 100 people, designated by Prefectoral Decree, from associations, 
unions, chambers of commerce and industry, including local and national elected representatives and 
the administration, which is chaired by the Prefect. It has an administrative secretariat and a science 
secretary to assist it with its analyses. Its executive of 20 people meets every month and reviews the 
issues to be tabled on the agenda: it is not the operator who decides the agenda. It recieves 300 000 
euro per year for its operating expenses, training and independent analyses. It was criticised in a 
parliamentary report for being unduly influenced by criticism from the anti-nuclear lobby and people 
who were against geological storage. However, the CLIS did allow issues of concern to the local 
population to be addressed and was instrumental in Andra not overstepping its limits.  

On a national scale, there is no permanent framework for organised debate, with the exception of a few 
meetings on reports by the OPECST. In order to prepare for the 2006 deadline set under the Law of 
1991 for a strategic decision after 15 years of research, the government decided to hold a public debate 
in late 2005 under the aegis of the Commission for National Public Debate (CNDP). Arrangements for 
this debate are now under way and will combine meetings at the sites concerned (current storage sites, 
research site) with meetings in Paris. This is the first time that the CNDP has had to organise a debate 
on policy rather than on a project, in itself this is a sizeable challenge for French democracy. It is also 
the first time that the debate has been taken out of the hands of the traditional players in the nuclear 
field: ministerial offices are edgy and are interfering in ways that can be tiresome at times, industry is 
worried and the parliamentary members of the OPECST were opposed from the start. However a 
petition calling for a local referendum on the laboratory forced a debate on the issue. Lesson one: this 
type of debate is an on-going negotiation, organising it takes three to five people working full time. 
There are many reasons why it fails: withdrawal of one of the interested parties, takeover by 
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superannuated nuclear industry employees or opponents of the nuclear industry, loss of interest, 
superficiality, etc�  
 
GMOs are an easier case to explain: there is no established process for defining milestones, mobilising 
research or organising more intensive debate. Between the European Union, national governments and 
the involvement of local authorities, the division of roles among the actors is not very clear. The 
citizens� conference was a very interesting event which showed that the average citizen was capable of 
tackling this kind of issue. But their conclusions were not taken into account in any process.  
 
A law on transparency in the nuclear industry, drafted more than three years ago, provides for 
federating local committees (grouping interested parties together) in the vicinity of nuclear facilities 
and giving an official role to their national-level association. This model was recently extended under 
what is known as the �AZF� law on chemical risks, which provides for setting up information and 
monitoring committees for the chemical industry. Experience with pesticides and the GREPP, have 
already been outlined.  
 
These examples show that the process of preparing and implementing public policy requires a Forum, 
not a decision-making arena, where any subject can be raised without worrying about how 
representative the person�s views may be. Differing viewpoints can thus be made explicit, different 
arguments can be put forward and, something that is still a rarity in the nuclear sector, the interplay of 
the actors becomes more visible, a prerequisite for any arrangement, any compromise.  
 
A few conditions for a constructive debate can be singled out and these should be stressed although 
there are, of course, others.  
 
The first pre-condition for a constructive debate is that the experts, technical specialists or researchers 
involved in the issue must be quite clear that they, too, can be irrational.  

Claims that the �public is being rational� are rather more frequent than that the experts are. 
Nevertheless, when we see specialists in the nuclear sector becoming enamoured of their own 
technology or waste storage specialists becoming uncompromising supporters of storage �. 

When choosing a project or a strategy assumptions can be implicit (often, the specialists have not put 
them in words) and these have to be made clear. One of the advantages of a good debate is that it 
forces clarification of these issues. Sometimes, this is referred to as "stretching" organisations and 
technicians.  

The specialists� solution to a given problem will be different depending on whether they come from 
the �Promethean� school (they think that �human science and technology will always be able to 
handle it�), the naturalist school ("natural mechanisms can be used and under certain conditions can 
absorb the problem"), or whether the technician is more from a management culture or an investment 
culture.  
 
The second condition is the genuine participation of every person and every organisation. One 
engineer attending an international forum of local authorities concerned with radioactive waste 
management supposedly said: �I am not here to say what I think �. This is hardly a genuine attitude in 
a forum for debate that is not going to be taking any decisions. The credibility of the actors requires 
that their case be presented as clearly as possible: which brings us back to the previous point about 
assumptions. In and of themselves they may be quite acceptable, legitimate even, but they have to be 
stated as clearly as possible.  
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The third condition relates to the behaviour of experts and technicians or researchers, who need to find 
the right balance between "involvement" and "distance". This is a difficult balancing act: an all too 
familiar one for social workers who often have to deal with abject poverty. The support of a supervisor 
helps them to cope with their feelings of helplessness. In a public debate, part of a process in which 
decisions are taken by non-experts, but where experts play a key role, this need for balance between 
involvement and distance is not always easy.  
 
There are numerous methods and tools for public debate. Case studies can help to identify what 
works and what does not, but the context is always the determining factor. However, when a technical 
or scientific dimension is involved the methods established in Denmark can be cited. The "Danish 
Board of Technology" has developed methods appropriate for every situation at different stages of the 
project and policy process: ranging from the citizens� panel, which monitors the process through more 
traditional-style enquiries, to the citizens� conference.  

In France, the CNDP has developed its own methodology and its own rules. It can refuse to hold a 
debate when it considers that there are no good grounds for it and bars itself from expressing any 
conclusions on the debate, other than to state the points of agreement and disagreement it has noted. It 
requires the project owner to provide clear technical information and can dismiss anyone whom it 
considers to have failed to satisfy this criterion. An owner�s technical specifications together with 
actors� specifications (drafted by interested parties who so wish) are circulated at the beginning of the 
debate. The start of the debate is preceded by a crucial organisation phase. In the case of radioactive 
waste, this negotiation phase lasts twice as long as the debate itself.  
 
One key question: who will facilitate the debate? Process leaders or the project owner, an independent 
body, the public authorities? The attitude of relative mistrust or trust must dictate which option is used. 
In the case of risk management, in France and in Europe in general, mistrust of institutions slants the 
preference towards independent bodies, but do they always exist?  
 
Conclusion 
 
Each national situation is specific to the given country: any transfer of experience out of that context 
must be handled with extreme caution.  

This said, would it not be possible to keep some generic rules? For example on difficulties with 
process definition, the necessary clarity of the structure and respective role of the actors, particularly 
when they are public actors, the behaviour of experts and technicians involved which becomes an 
increasingly sensitive point the closer they are to process leadership.  

We can expect significant progress from comparing our experience � and managing dismantling is no 
exception to that rule!  
 
 
In France, a 1999 decree authorises the implementation of a Local Information and Monitoring 
Committee to be chaired by the Prefect of Department where an underground research laboratory 
(URL) project is implemented. 
 


