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WNA: Context is key to nuclear incident communication 

 

“In Japan we have seen a nuclear incident turn into a communication disaster,” said Agneta 

Rising, Director General of the World Nuclear Association. “Mistakes in applying and 

interpreting the INES scale have given it an exaggerated central role in coverage of nuclear 

safety.” 

A serious incident occurred last week when radioactive water leaked from a storage tank at Fukushima 

Daiichi. This was cleared up in a matter of days without evidence of any pollution reaching the sea, and 

comprehensive measures are being taken to prevent this happening again. However, news of the event 

has been badly confused due to poor application and interpretation of the International Nuclear Event 

Scale (INES), which has led to enormous international concern as well as real economic impact. 

INES ratings are intended for comparison of safety-related events at nuclear power plants in context, to 

draw distinction between events of real significance from lesser events. Repeated revisions by Japanese 

authorities have led to the opposite effect: giving the impression that INES is a ‘nuclear threat level’ that 

goes up and down to predict what might come next.  

“This cannot continue: if it is to have any role in public communication, INES must only be used in 

conjunction with plain-language explanations of the public implications – if any – of an incident,” said 

Rising. 

WNA urges Japan’s Nuclear Regulatory Authority to listen to the advice it has received from the 

International Atomic Energy Agency. “Frequent changes of rating will not help communicate the actual 

situation in a clear manner,” said the IAEA in a document released by the NRA. 

IAEA told Japan: “One possible communication strategy, rather than using the INES scale as a 

communication tool to rate each event in a series of similar events, would be to elaborate an appropriate 

communication plan to explain the safety significance of these types of event.” 

Since the leak was discovered, each announcement on INES ratings has been a new media event that 

implied a worsening situation. “This is a sad repeat of communication mistakes made during the 

Fukushima accident, when INES ratings were revised several times,” said Rising. “This hurt the credibility 

of INES, the Japanese government and the entire nuclear sector - all while demoralising the Japanese 

people needlessly.” 

“INES will continue to be used while international agreements between countries using nuclear power 

and the IAEA continue, but it represents only one technical dimension of communication and that has 

now been debased. Priority must be given to the context of a nuclear safety-related event and a focus on 

its effects, or not, on the public,” said Rising. 
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Background information: 

 

World Nuclear Association: 

http://www.world-nuclear.org/ 

IAEA factsheet on the INES Scale:  

http://www.iaea.org/Publications/Factsheets/English/ines.pdf 

Details of recent INES rated events: 

NEWS, the Information Channel on Nuclear and Radiological Events  

http://www-news.iaea.org/ 
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