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Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to highlight how stakeholder input has shaped the work of the 
Canadian Nuclear Waste Management Organization (NWMO) in both process and content. 

In 2002, NWMO was mandated by the Government of Canada to undertake a study of different 
approaches for the long-term management of used nuclear fuel, and to recommend an approach to the 
Government by November 15, 2005. Public consultations are an important part of this legislated 
mandate. In inviting broad dialogue and feedback from the public at large, experts, and other 
communities of interest, NWMO intends that its processes, the study and its recommendations will 
reflect the values and perspectives of Canadian society. 

The organization has adopted a reflective study approach, through which it deliberately seeks 
public input at each stage of study. A continuum of engagement activities provides for dynamic 
interaction between the engagement processes and the research and analysis. The insights gained from 
engagement are integrated into the NWMO’s study, to continuously enrich the iterative learning 
process. 

NWMO has received a wide range of comments, insights and questions from face-to-face 
discussions, workshops, roundtables, written submissions and public opinion research. The sections 
that follow illustrate how this stakeholder input has helped to shape the organization’s public 
engagement plans, workplan and the focus of the assessment that is now in progress. 

Going forward, issues and comments provided by different communities of interest will assist the 
assessment of the management approaches and help design NWMO’s recommendation to the 
Government of Canada. 

1. Conversations about expectations  

A commitment to “listen and learn” has been at the heart of NWMO’s study process from the 
beginning. By listening, NWMO is seeking to understand the expectations and values of Canadians, so 
that they may be reflected in the substance and process of NWMO’s work.  

With its establishment in Fall 2002, NWMO commenced a period of face-to-face conversations 
with more than 250 individuals and representatives of organizations at local, provincial, national and 
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international levels. These included representatives of aboriginal organizations, nuclear power plant 
workers, youth, residents of nuclear power plant communities, environmental groups, industry experts, 
faith communities, business, government agencies and parliamentarians. In addition, public opinion 
research was conducted to help NWMO understand the views of Canadians. The purpose of this early 
outreach was to introduce the newly-created NWMO and to explore expectations about its mandate. 
Through informal discussions over a number of months, NWMO received many comments on how 
individuals and groups wished to be consulted and involved in the development of an approach to the 
long-term management of Canada’s used nuclear fuel.  

NWMO explored expectations about who should be invited into the study process 

Many emphasized the need for NWMO to consider the perspectives of a broad range of 
individuals and groups in the study. It is not acceptable to most Canadians for the NWMO to focus 
solely on experts – both experts and the public at large need to make important contributions to our 
work.  

• NWMO has developed a study plan that provides for engagement in the broadest sense. 
Participation is planned with citizens at large, with targeted groups such as reactor site 
communities and aboriginal peoples, as well as interested individuals who offer experience 
from a range of disciplines and backgrounds. 

• The study plan engages a wide range of experts who have been commissioned to prepare 
background papers, and to contribute to the methodology and assessment of management 
approaches. At the same time, the study plan provides for extensive engagement of Canadian 
citizens – through focused discussions with communities of interest, and invitations to the 
public at large to share comment and perspective. This is intended to enrich the study with 
perspectives and experiences of both the general public and those offering technical 
expertise. 

• NWMO encourages dialogue in multi-disciplinary settings, to enrich the consideration of the 
issues by enabling participants to listen to each other. Roundtables and workshops have 
drawn together participants from a cross-section of disciplines, to allow an exchange of 
views around key issues related to the study. 

NWMO asked about how best to provide information and opportunities for stakeholder engagement 

The management of used nuclear fuel is not an issue that Canadian citizens tend to think about on 
a daily basis. Public knowledge and intensity of reaction on the issue of managing nuclear waste 
continue to be low. However, when asked directly, citizens responded that nuclear waste management 
is considered to be an important issue, and people expressed interest in receiving information and 
learning more. Public opinion research suggested that there is only a moderate to low probability that 
citizens will actively seek out this information. There appears to be a preference for more passive 
means of receiving information that comes into their homes through newspapers, brochures, or 
television. 

• NWMO understands the importance of, and challenge associated with, informing interested 
Canadians throughout the study. In addition to making information available on the NWMO 
website, NWMO has provided notices of its discussion papers in some local and national 
papers, and works closely with some key media contacts to increase awareness of the 
NWMO study. NWMO continues to schedule frequent speaking engagements that allow the 
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NWMO President to address a wide range of publics, raising the profile of the NWMO’s 
work. 

• As NWMO prepares for the release of its next discussion document in 2004, 
communications planning will consider how best to make information readily available to 
the general public. Also under consideration, are opportunities to use national television 
broadcasts and “open house” meetings for purposes of furthering the dialogue around the 
issues. NWMO expects that through its focused work with nuclear host communities, 
suggestions will be raised around the most effective means of providing information to those 
communities.  

Stakeholders have requested factual, neutral baseline information. Provide the facts – and people 
will form their own opinions. The view expressed was the richer the baseline information, the more 
meaningful the input. 

• NWMO is committed to being rigorously neutral, to demonstrate to the public that it is 
neither advocate nor apologist for the nuclear industry. Recognizing the importance of 
providing objective, fair and balanced advice, NWMO seeks to publish factual information 
in its major discussion documents and fact sheets and background papers, all available on the 
website, and encourages submissions to provide a range of perspectives. 

The website is accepted as a very important and useful way of reaching out to Canadians across 
the country. At the same time, NWMO was reminded not to rely exclusively on the website to get the 
word out. Not all Canadians have access to, or refer to, the website for information. 

• Early in its mandate, NWMO designed a sophisticated website, to serve as the major 
repository for NWMO documents and to facilitate an interactive dialogue with Canadians 
from coast to coast. NWMO recognizes that it must be mindful that electronic 
communication will be accessible to some, but not all, Canadians. A toll-free number is 
available to take requests for information, and other vehicles for engaging the general public 
are under consideration at this time. 

NWMO received different perspectives from stakeholders on the most appropriate method for 
conducting consultations. Clearly, no one approach is appropriate for all. Some expressed interest in 
working with the NWMO to tailor information packages appropriately and assist the NWMO in 
convening local dialogue with communities and groups, including nuclear workers.  

• Nuclear reactor site communities made it known to NWMO early in the process that they 
would welcome an opportunity to advise on the engagement initiatives in their respective 
communities. NWMO has invited Mayors, local councils and community advisory 
committees to help shape NWMO’s consultations using preferred venues and consultation 
approaches. Aboriginal organizations expressed interest in designing and leading 
consultations within their respective communities. To facilitate this, NWMO is setting up 
agreements with these organizations to ensure that comments are provided throughout the 
study process. Through other regional and national dialogues, NWMO is learning more 
about the desired approach to engagement and information needs in different communities 
and regions. 

NWMO was reminded by stakeholders that financial support may be required for some interests 
to participate. Some identified a need to engage experts to help them understand the issues, so they can 
ask the right questions and participate in a meaningful way.  
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• NWMO recognizes that fulfilling its commitment to active engagement and inviting a broad 
range of perspectives will, in some situations, necessitate the provision of participant support 
through honoraria and/or travel expense reimbursement. Where some representatives, 
participants or organizations may not have the resources or expertise required to effectively 
engage in NWMO activities, the NWMO is committed to address barriers to engagement on 
an as-needed basis.  

NWMO was urged to seek out expertise in citizen engagement, and defer to professionals to 
develop and manage sophisticated, two-way dialogue with Canadians.  

• NWMO’s approach is to have most workshops, formal dialogues, and roundtables designed 
and facilitated by third parties with expertise in this area. 

NWMO research revealed that while a large percentage of people believe that the general public 
should be involved in the NWMO study, only a small percentage would personally like to be involved.  

• This suggests a challenge for the NWMO in engaging the general public in the dialogue. In 
the initial phase of its work, NWMO sought to benefit from the input of Canadians on a 
range of issues through workshops and dialogues to which different cross-sections of society 
were invited. In addition, an extensive program of national citizens’ dialogues was convened 
in locations across Canada, to allow a random selection of unaffiliated Canadians, chosen to 
reflect the regional demographics, to share their perspectives with NWMO as proxies for the 
public at large. As NWMO proceeds to table its assessment and draft recommendations for 
public comment, the organization will attempt to invite the general public’s views through a 
range of outreach initiatives.  

A certain level of skepticism was evident in NWMO’s early conversations regarding the impact 
that contributions of the public would have on NWMO’s study. People want to see that they have 
influenced the process and have had a meaningful impact on the outcome.  

• By integrating inputs of the public into each phase of the study, it is NWMO’s hope that 
Canadians will see their values and contributions reflected in the final report in 2005. For 
example, questions that provided the foundation for the assessment framework for the study 
flow directly from these early conversations with citizens. 

2. Suggestions on study design 

The NWMO is approaching the study as an iterative process of learning and response, allowing 
for adjustments along the way in response to expectations and needs of Canadians.  

NWMO invited comments on how it should approach the overall design of our study of 
management approaches 

Transparency was cited as a priority for the NWMO process. There is a high level of cynicism 
regarding the nuclear industry, and awareness of nuclear matters is low. From early informal 
conversations across the country, NWMO was told that whatever management approach is ultimately 
recommended, it must be the product of a fair and transparent study process. Early conversations  
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highlighted strong support for the notion of the NWMO “thinking out loud”. People wanted to observe 
and follow the thinking through of approaches, and reflect on the research, as it evolves.  

• As an organization, NWMO has committed to seek an open, transparent dialogue with all 
concerned citizens and communities of interest. NWMO believes that sharing information 
and encouraging an exchange of perspectives is fundamental to enriching the NWMO’s 
review and analysis of management approaches. NWMO makes accessible to the public on 
the website all of the information that NWMO creates, receives and analyzes in support of 
the study. Where third party submissions are mailed to NWMO, permission is sought to 
make those submissions public, to support an exchange of perspectives. Through the 
website, NWMO encourages transparency in the dialogue and debate, inviting public 
reflections prompted by NWMO’s research papers and submissions posted by the public.  

• Also in support of transparency, the NWMO’s Board of Directors requested that all minutes 
from Board meetings be posted on the NWMO website once approved. Similarly, the 
independent Advisory Council to the NWMO regularly publishes its minutes following each 
Council meeting. This commitment to transparency has been well received by NGOs. 

People wanted to know how NWMO was approaching its work and how and when they could get 
involved. NWMO was asked to share openly with the public its workplans, including key timelines for 
decision-making at each step of the study.  

• NWMO responded by scoping out a study plan for 2002 through 2005 that is shared 
publicly. Posted on the NWMO website, the plan makes transparent a roadmap and key 
milestones for the organization, providing clarity for individuals interested in following and 
participating in NWMO work. 

NWMO was requested to run an inclusive process – one that engaged broadly and communicated 
often with Canadians. There is interest in contributing to NWMO’s early thinking. Stakeholders 
requested that NWMO not wait for study completion to present them with a large final report for 
review. People need time to think about such complex issues, and provide informed, thoughtful 
feedback. NWMO was requested to analyze and consult on “bite-sized pieces” along the way. 
However to avoid “information overload”, NWMO was asked to develop user-friendly documentation, 
distributed in manageable amounts through the study period. There was interest in having written 
discussion documents distributed by NWMO as a tool for focusing dialogue and discussion within 
different groups and communities.  

• These comments influenced heavily NWMO’s study plan development. NWMO responded 
by adopting a plan in which its work is undertaken in a step-wise fashion. The NWMO study 
is being approached in phases, to allow information, analyses and thinking to be shared and 
considered publicly in a staged manner. NWMO decided to issue a series of documents to 
invite feedback at each stage. A first discussion document (2003), presented context around 
the issue, described some of the management options, and posed key questions for analysis. 
A second discussion document (2004) will share results of the preliminary assessment of 
approaches. A Draft Study Report (2005) will invite public feedback on draft 
recommendations and implementation plans, prior to finalizing the submission to 
Government later that year. NWMO has targeted to have at least 4-5 months for engagement 
following the release of each document. 
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NWMO’s stakeholders shared their expectations for the study of management approaches, 
emphasizing that the NWMO study process must be grounded in knowledge and expertise 

The assessment of management options must be based on the best science, knowledge, and 
experience available in Canada and worldwide. First and foremost, NWMO heard support for the 
involvement of Canadian and international scientists and engineers from the nuclear industry. The 
principles established by Canadian regulatory authorities are considered important, as is the work of 
international organizations with expertise in oversight of nuclear operations. Often reiterated, were 
expectations that Canada benefit from, and build on, the experiences and learning of other countries on 
the topic of nuclear waste management, as well as best practices in involving the public and 
communities of interest.  

• NWMO has engaged a large number of scientific advisors, and advisors on a wide range of 
technical, legal and management matters. Many accomplished Canadians are engaged in 
NWMO’s work, as are a number of individuals known internationally for their areas of 
specialized research. Recognizing a strong interest in looking to the experiences of other 
countries, NWMO has initiated background research to scope out international approaches, 
invited international advisors into the study, and participates where possible in international 
fora and technical conferences to support further information exchange.  

Members of the public expect that the study will seek out multi-party evaluation in conducting its 
work. Having expert panels to counsel, monitor and report on the study were some mechanisms that 
people felt would provide confidence in the study. 

• NWMO arranges for peer reviews for most of its commissioned background papers. A multi-
disciplinary group of experts has been appointed to lead the NWMO’s assessment of 
management approaches. Formal and informal reviews and panels are arranged around all 
key documents. 

NWMO was encouraged to involve some specific communities of interest. For example, there 
was strong support for involving people from communities with existing nuclear plants, to draw upon 
the special experiences and insights of people who live and work near nuclear facilities. NWMO was 
urged to engage aboriginal communities, and to do so at an early point in the study process to integrate 
perspectives and priorities of traditional knowledge in our work. NWMO was reminded that seeking 
the perspectives of youth will be instrumental in developing its study, given the implications of an 
approach for many future generations to come. 

• NWMO convened a Traditional Knowledge workshop early in its process, to initiate 
discussion on how NWMO’s study might be enriched by the learning of Canada’s aboriginal 
people, and looks forward to working collaboratively with Aboriginal peoples on the design 
and delivery of their own consultation processes. NWMO is engaging young people through 
such activities as presentations and dialogues on its first discussion document at a Young 
Nuclear Congress, and engagement of graduate students in consideration of the issues. 
Through e-dialogues, NWMO plans to continue to invite perspectives of youth. NWMO has 
responded to stakeholder suggestions that it engage in a very specific and special way with 
communities where nuclear reactors are currently located. These communities have worked 
and lived with a nuclear presence for a long time and can bring a special and experienced 
perspective to help inform the NWMO work. In initiating this work, NWMO brought 
together representatives from nuclear site communities across Canada, inviting an exchange 
of experiences from living in communities that have hosted nuclear facilities for many years. 
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3. Framing values 

Through meetings with stakeholders, NWMO heard that there is no one correct analytical 
framework by which to compare options. The framework for Canadians must be developed through 
broad consultation if it is to reflect accurately the values and perspectives of society.  

• NWMO has sought to identify a values framework that will underlie the study of 
management approaches. NWMO convened National Citizens’ Dialogues in early 2004 at 
twelve locations across the country, bringing together members of the public, randomly 
selected but representative of the local demographics of each area, as proxies for the public 
at large.  

• The identification of key values emerging from this work has assisted NWMO in 
understanding widely held values and principles that Canadians would like to see reflected in 
the NWMO study. This research also provides insights as to how Canadians approach, 
assess, and make tradeoffs around the complex issues associated with nuclear fuel waste 
management. 

• This input is used in different ways: 

− Key themes and values have been incorporated into the assessment of management 
approaches that is under way. 

− The values and comments shared through these dialogues will also guide the NWMO’s 
development of implementation plans for the management approaches. 

4. Exploring the fundamental issues 

NWMO invited citizens to help shape the questions to be asked in the analysis and to offer comment 
on how those questions should get answered in the course of the study 

Prior to commencing the formal study and in the course of NWMO’s early conversations about 
expectations, many flagged areas of priority that they felt should be carefully considered in the 
assessment of management approaches. Issues were wide-ranging, from health and safety, security and 
environmental protection; to matters of ethics and social justice and socio-economic and cultural 
impacts on affected communities. 

• With this input, NWMO shaped the foundations for the assessment framework: Guided by 
the comments provided through early meetings with Canadians, NWMO developed 10 key 
questions, proposed as the general foundation for the assessment of management approaches. 

NWMO published these 10 key questions in Discussion Document 1, entitled “Asking the Right 
Questions? The Future Management of Canada’s Used Nuclear Fuel”. The intent was to spark 
dialogue and explore whether Canadians felt that their priorities and key concerns would be captured 
in an assessment based on these key questions. NWMO convened a range of engagement activities 
over a five-month period to invite feedback on the questions proposed for the assessment. In 
discussions with different groups, views differed on the relative importance of the key questions, and 
suggestions were offered on desirable characteristics of a management approach. However, most 
participants responded that they were able to see their values and concerns reflected in the framework 
questions proposed for the basis of the assessment.  
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• Having tested and validated the key questions through engagement, NWMO adopted the ten 
questions for the basis of the assessment.  

• Using those questions, NWMO proceeded to design detailed assessment objectives and 
criteria. These criteria are presently being applied in the comparative assessment of 
management approaches. 

Using Discussion Document 1 as a tool of engagement, NWMO invited comment on a proposed 
set of technical methods proposed to be the focus of the assessment. While NWMO received a few 
submissions from individuals who felt that NWMO was too dismissive of a particular method that 
they would like to have studied further, overall NWMO received support for focusing the study on the 
three methods mandated in the Nuclear Fuel Waste Act, along with some other methods receiving 
significant international attention. There was strong support for learning more about opportunities to 
“recycle” or reduce the hazard of used fuel.  

• Having confirmed through dialogue with Canadians the range of technical methods 
appropriate for further study, NWMO has initiated a comparative assessment of those 
methods. 

NWMO sought feedback on the effectiveness and the readability of Discussion Document 1, so 
that the organization might learn and improve communications. Through targeted focus groups and a 
range of dialogue sessions, NWMO received positive feedback on the document overall and many felt 
it answered their initial questions. Opinions varied on the level of information that was desirable: some 
felt it was easy to read, was sufficiently detailed, and answered their initial questions; others were 
eager for more details and discussion about the management approaches, in order to start considering 
the relative merits of each. Some felt that combining French and English text in one edition created a 
cumbersome document.  

• NWMO has taken these comments into consideration in designing the format for the next 
Discussion Document. Discussion Document 2 will be released in formats that NWMO 
hopes will be appropriate for a wide range of audiences – providing a full account of the 
assessment, but referring interested readers to more detailed technical documents, or shorter 
summaries, as may be appropriate. Separate English and French editions will be produced to 
keep the document to a manageable size. 

NWMO’s next discussion document is targeted for release in Summer 2004. This document, 
“Understanding the Choices”, will invite public comment on: 

− NWMO’s preliminary comparative assessment of different management approaches; and 

− Principles to guide NWMO’s development of implementation plans for each 
management approach. 

Guided by this input, and the further issues and questions raised by Canadians, NWMO will then 
refine its assessment, design the governance and institutional features of each management approach, 
and develop its draft recommendations. 

NWMO is presently designing the next phase of public engagement that will commence with the 
release of this discussion document in August. Different models of engagement are under 
consideration to enable NWMO to share in an open and transparent manner the results of its 
assessment, and to broaden the engagement of Canadian in a dialogue on these important issues. 


