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Introduction

The nuclear debate can be caricatured as a batle between two diametricaly
opposed groups, who nonetheless seem to share a large number of features in

common.

The Advocates

The Opponents

Belief that major elements of the future are
predictable; certainty about generd
projections of various energy SOUrces.
(For example, renewables demonstrably
have the practica potentia to remain only
relatively minor players in world energy

supply).

Belief that mgor elements of the future are
predictable, certainty about genera
projections of various energy Sources.
(For example, renewables demonstrably
have the practical potentia to dominate
world energy supply).

Absolutely certain about the future role of
nuclear power (a mgor and important
one), and about issues such as nuclear
waste (not a difficult technical problem).

Absolutely certain about the future role of
nuclear power (no role at al), and about
issues such as nuclear waste (a technically
insoluble problem).

Arrogance born out of bief in infdlibility
of own andysis.

Arrogance born out of belief in infdlibility
of own andysis.

Beligf that the public is irrationaly
frightened of nuclear power. If only
people could be properly educated they
would become more pro-nuclear and
support the nuclear industry.

Beigf that the public is irrationdly
complacent about nuclear power. If only
people could be properly educated they
would become more anti-nuclear and
support anti-nuclear campaigns.

Characterisation of opponents as either
fools or ill-intentioned.

Characterisation of opponents as either
fools or ill-intentioned.

Belief that government is not to be trusted
to take wise decisons as it is too much
influenced by the anti-nuclear media and
pressure groups.

Belief that government is not to be trusted
to take wise decisons as it is too much
influenced by the nuclear industry and its
supporters.

There is an impresson, a least in some developed countries, that nuclear power is
especidly unpopular among energy sources. It is further assumed that unless and
until this unpopularity can be overcome, nuclear power will not flourish, even if
the case for it to do so on other grounds were to be strong. It has proved
paticulaly difficult in many countries to find new gtes for nudear fadilities. In
addition, there ae some fears about nuclear inddlaions in  neighbouring
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countries (for example, Audrian concerns about the Temdin plant in the Czech
Republic, and Irish objections to Sdlafidd in the UK). However, in its ealy
days, nuclear power was broadly accepted, often with enthusasm, in many of
those countries where it is now deemed unpopular.

Some of the factors behind the loss of public confidence in some developed
countries were caused directly by the industry itsef. The congruction times and
costs of many plants were far higher than projected. The peformance of many
plants was disgppointing. The accidents at Three Mile Idand and Chernobyl aso
sarved to exacerbate growing mistrust of the ‘nuclear industry’ and its often voca
supporters within governments.  This mistrust had its origin, a least in pat, in the
arogance and secretiveness of nucler spokesmen in many countries.  The
suspicion that the industry and its supporters were able, for example, to put undue
pressure on regulators further damaged their public credibility.  Critics of the
industry often had no apparent vested interest to do o, while the industry’s
responses incressingly came to be discounted — ‘they would say that, wouldn't
they? The passon which has surrounded the nuclear debate in recent years is to a
congderable degree alegacy of these factors.

At the same time, perceptions of the avalability of dternaives were changing.
When globa fossl fued supplies were under gpparent threat (notably in the 1950s
and agan in the ten years from 1973 onwards), nuclear programmes were
indituted in many countries with relatively little objection, a least by today's
dandards. The discovery of vast reserves of gas, as wel as ail, coupled with low
prices and the devdopment of the highly efficient Combined Cycle Gas Turbine
by the mid-1980s, reduced the apparent need for nuclear power in many
developed countries. (This perception is not shared in some developing countries,
notably Indiaand China, nor by Russia)

In redity, even within developed countries most people holding a view on nuclear
technology are prepared to accept strengths and wesknesses in both sides views.
Many of those who are not firmly committed to one Sde or the other of such
debates show willingness to move their pogtion, for example as new information
becomes available.

However, the level of emotion employed by the die-hards on both sides of the
debate is unlikely to be an ad to reaching careful and conddered decisions about
the future of nuclear power. Ultimately decisons must be teken, and those
decisonswill not satisfy everyone.

Public Opinion

Consderable caution must be exercised when interpreting ‘public opinion’.  The
very concept ‘public’ is of limited usefulness in a modern plurdigic society. The
population is better viewed as an interlocking pattern of smdler ‘publics; any
particular individud may, moreover, move from one ‘public’ into another, if, for
example, proposas are reveaed to construct amgor project near their house.

The results of opinion polls, therefore, are notorioudy dependent on the particular
question asked. They can adso be very voldailee A number of themes may,
however, be detected. Whether a particular person or group of people tends to be
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pro- or anti-nuclear & a paticular moment depends on a number of features,
induding:
perceptions of the ‘need’ for the technology;

perceptions of risk — nuclear power tends to be less popular in the immediate
ateremath of an accident, while people who ae more familiar with the
technology, perhaps through having lived near an operating plant for some
years, tend to be less worried than those who are not;

socid/poalitical/psychological  factors — political parties within a sngle country
can hold radicdly different views on nuclear technology; people whose jobs
depend on the locd nuclear facility tend to be more pro-nuclear than those
who do not.

It should be stressed, though, that these are at best tendencies — there is dways a
range of ‘opinions among people from the same country and agpparently very
gmilar backgrounds. Many developing countries have anti-nuclear movements,
even if they may be smdl, and environmenta pressure groups are incressngly
establishing themselvesin the developing world.

A number of specific explanations have been suggested for the gpparent specid
uneease fet about nuclear power in many countries. They include:

links to the military, both red (the devdopment of shared facilities) and
perceptud;

secrecy, coupled sometimes with an gpparent unwillingness to give ‘draight
answers  (in part, perhaps, because of links to military nuclear operations in
some countries, and in part because of commercid issues);

the higoricd arogance of many in the indusry, dismissng oppostion,
however wdl-founded or sincerely held, as ‘irrationd’;

the gpparent vested interest of many nuclear advocates, to be contrasted with
the gpparent dtruism of opponents who, for example, are often not funded to
take part in public inquiries,

the perceved potentid for large and uncontainable accidents, and other

environmental and hedth effects, notably those associated with radioactive
waste;

the oversdling of nudear technology, especidly in its ealy days and in
particular with regard to its economics, leading to a degree of disllusonment
and distrust;

a gened digllusonment with science and technology, and with the ‘experts
know bedt’ attitude of mind that was more prevdent in the years immediately
after the Second World War;

the wider decline of ‘deference’ towards ‘authority’ (including, for example,
politicians and regulatory bodies).

Perceptions of negative public opinion, whether judtified or not, can be extremdy
expendve for investors in nuclear power, and can even act as an absolute barrier.
Oppodtion to the congruction or operation of nuclear facilities could increase the
costs of nuclear-generated dectricity in a number of ways. There may be delays
during condruction or in achieving an initid operating licence, or interruptions in
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operation. Extra physica or operationa security measures might be demanded,
for example, in response to a potentia terrorist Studtion, even if there is no direct
evidence of a threat. Implementing such measures may be especidly codly if
they involve ‘backfiting an exiging dedgn. The cods of dte sdection,
evaduation and the licendng process itsdf can increase. The costs of trangporting
nuclear materials can escaate, because of increased requirements for security
againg protest, or the need to find new routes. The economic risk associated with
uncertainty results in demands for higher rates of return on investment, an
especidly serious issue for highly capitd-intensve technologies such as nudear
power.

In the most extreme cases, fears of public reaction can lead to a fully completed
plant being refused an operating licence, or for a government to take steps to
prevent nuclear congruction or to close down exiging facilities before the end of
their technicd lifetimes. Since 1978, for example, some 14GW of nuclear power
plants, and one MOX fud production plant, have been closed or hdted in
advanced stages of congruction for non-economic reasons in sx OECD countries
(Audria, Germany, Itdy, Spain, Sweden and the USA), some as a direct result of
referenda.  Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden have adopted forma phase-out
policies by law, Switzerland has adopted a ten-year moratorium on new
condruction in 1990, and Belgium has teken a policy decison to phase out
nuclear power. A number of countries which do not have operating nuclear power
plants, such as Audrdia, Audria, Denmark, Greece, Ireland, Norway and Poland,
have put in place legd or policy obstacles to nuclear power.

When it comes to consdering the effect that public opinion has on decison-
making, a further complication occurs.  Decison-mekers, naturdly, will in part
base ther decisons on ther perception of public opinion, in other words the
perception of a perception. There is some evidence that these second-order
perceptions may aso be subject to some systematic errors.

Opinion polling caried out by MORI suggests an interesting pattern  of
perceptions about public perceptions amnong opinion formers and decision takers.

Favourabletowards | Unfavourable | Neither favourable
nuclear energy towards nuclear | nor unfavourable/
industry energy industry don’t know
Public opinion 28 % 25 % 47 %
All MPs 43 % 44 % 13%
MPS' perception of 2% 84 % 14 %
nationa public opinion

These data imply that, at least in the UK (though smilar results have been found
in the USA), the perception of public opinion among decison-makers may not be
accurate, and therefore that the decisons being taken may be skewed by
assumptions that may not be true. Possble reasons include the attitude of certain
edements of the popular media and the grester effectiveness of anti-nuclear
pressure groups in organising letter-writing and other publicity campaigns.
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Observations of this nature emphasise the need to explore and evauate public
views a an early sage in the decison-making process. This is the am of some of
the innovative techniques discussed |ater.

It seems cdear that smply providing people with more factud information about
nuclear power is not an effective way of building support. The ‘raiondity’ of
physcad science and the rationdity of everyday life can diverge quite radicdly.
Churchill once sad that when deciding what weight to put on a Satement, he
would firs congder who was saying it, then how they were saying it, and findly
what they were saying. In everyday life, most of us seem consgtently to make up
our minds about many matters based on whether we like and, especidly, trust the
messenger, rather than on criticaly examining the message.  Dictation of policy
by politicians or technocras is no longer an option. The old ‘DAD’ modd
(decide-announce-defend) has been replaced by ‘DADA’  (decide-announce-
defend-abandon).

New Approachesto Decision-M aking

In many developed countries, atempts are now being made to develop more
democratic methods of decison-making, so tha those affected have a genuine
opportunity to change the course of mgor projects, and, in doing o, to share
‘ownership’ of the find decison and hence become more likely to accept it.
There lies within nucdler technology something of a dlemma  The highly
technica nature of much of the nuclear field would seem to suggest that decisons
should be taken by those with suitable experience and qudifications. The socid
implications of nuclear technology, however, imply tha a large number of
individuas and interest groups should have an input to those decisons.
Accommodating these two requirements into decison-meking is a condderable

chdlenge.

A number of trends have become apparent in many developed countries in recent
years. There has been a marked decline in ‘deference’ — people are much less
willing than once they were to accept the word of politicians, scientiss or
regulatory bodies on controversa issuess.  New methods of communication,
notably the Internet, have made large amounts of information avalable to
individuas who would not have had such ready access in the past. Most
developed countries are becoming far more plurdigic, with a wider range of
world views gemming, in pat, from greater ethnic, culturd and rdigious
diversty. In such circumstances, the scientific dispute over a particular proposa
often acts as a proxy for deeper-seated disputes about equity, power relationships
and decision-making processes.

Innovative decision-making techniques am to be:
informed - they seek an informed public viewpoint, not instant reactions,
deliberative - they produce views reached through interactive group
discusson;
independent - they can be independent of the bodies concerned with a fina
decision;
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inclusive — they seek to involve a wide range of interested parties, including
those who are sometimes disenfranchised or underrepresented by traditional
approaches.

Some examples of techniques to engage with the wider public include:
citizens juries,

consensus conferences,
interactive panels,
deliberative opinion palls;

research panels.

Table1—Key Features of Innovative Techniquesfor Public I nvolvement

Number of | Degree of Local/ Duration/ | Written | Cross- Report

people/ deliberation | nationa cost briefing | examine

collective witnesses

or

individua

view
Citizens 12-16 Low Locd One-off/ | Yes Yes Y es-hy jury
Juries Collective Moderate
Consensus 10-20 Very high Nationd | One-off/ | Yes Yes Y es-by pand
Conference | Collective High
Interactive 12 Low Locd Ongoing/ | Yes No Y es-by
Panels Collective Moderate researchers
Dedliberative | 250-600 High Local/ One-off/ | Yes Yes Y es-by
Opinion Pall | Individud Nationd | Very high organisers
Research 500-5000 | Low Local/ Ongoing/ | Yes Potentidly | Yes-by
Panels Collective Nationa | Moderate organisers

or

individua

Attempts are now beng made to evauate the success of these techniques.
Perhaps the sharpest unresolved issue is one of timescales, and the associated
question of cogts and who should bear them. There is suspicion among some
commentators that the whole exercise is amply a delaying tactic, an atempt by
those who oppose a particular technology or project to undermine its economics
by introducing long ddays during the planning, and possbly the regulatory,
sages. Thisisof particular importance in competitive power markets.

There is a find point. In a plurdisic society there will never be complete
agreement over mgor and controversa decisons such as the further development
of nuclear power, or the drategy for deding with radioactive waste. The find
decison will require politicd leadership, and the decison-maker must be clearly
accountable to the wider community, as wedl as to ‘Sekeholders. Some
commentators have drawn a digtinction between ‘consensus, used in the sense of
drawing in a wide range of interests and taking their views into account — a clearly
postive exercise — and ‘consensus in the sense of dlowing a wide range of
minority groups consstently to prevent mgor decisons being taken, which is less
clearly of benefit to society at large.
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