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Stakeholder	involvement	in	NORM	issues	–	
public	communica=ons	

Envolvimento	de	stakeholders	em	assuntos	rela2vos	à	NORM	–	
comunicação	com	o	público		
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THE	PROBLEM	

“Precau2onary	 principle”:	 in	 dealing	 with	 poten2ally	
hazardous	 technologies	 the	 benefit	 of	 the	 doubt	must	
go	to	the	public	and	not	to	technologies.			
	
The	 combina2on	 of	 this	 principle	 with	 the	 uncertainty	
about	 health	 effects	 of	 low	 level	 ionising	 radia2on	
means	that	a	theore2cal	possibility	of	“a	small	dose	may	
cause	harm”	is	transformed	into	an	axiom	“a	small	dose	
most	definitely	will	cause	harm”.		
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THE	PROBLEM	(con=nued)	

à	Over-regula2on	results	in	billion	dollar	costs,	despite	
Linear-No-Threshold	dose	response	model	s2ll	being	just	
a	hypothesis,	not	a	conclusively	proven	fact.	

“Each human life hypothetically saved by implementing 
the US Nuclear Regulatory Commission’s regulations 
costs about $2.5 billion.  Such costs are absurd and 
immoral when compared to the costs of saving lives by 
immunisation against measles, diphtheria and pertussis, 
which in developing countries range between $50 and 
$99 per one life saved.” (	Z.	Jaworowski,	1998)	
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•  Deep	 mistrust	 between	 the	 radia2on	 protec2on	
profession	and	the	public.		

•  From	one	 side,	 those	who	have	 the	 knowledge	 are	
not	 trusted	 by	 the	 public	 to	 tell	 the	 whole	 truth,	
because	 they	 are	 seen	 as	 being	 mainly	 concerned	
with	their	jobs	and	funding.		

•  From	the	other	side,	the	general	public	is	considered	
by	 scien2sts	 as	 not	 being	 able	 to	 understand	
technical	 complexi2es	 of	 ionising	 radia2on	 and	 the	
effects	of	exposure.		

THE	PROBLEM	(con=nued)	
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Results:	
• Other	 professionals	 (o_en	 unfamiliar	 with	 relevant	
issues	 –	 psychologists,	 doctors,	 poli2cians,	 etc),	
“interest	groups”	and	the	media,	all	posing	as	experts,	
readily	fill	 in	this	communica2on	vacuum	with	minimal	
or	no	resistance.		

• Radia2on	 has	 now	 become	 a	 scarecrow,	 replacing	
werewolves	 and	 vampires…	à	Numerous	 comics	 and	
movies	 full	 of	 radioac2ve	 monsters,	 government	
conspiracies,	 evil	 scien2sts,	 contamina2on	 and	 world	
destruc2on,	all	associated	with	nuclear	disasters.		
		

THE	PROBLEM	(con=nued)	
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At	 the	 same	 2me	 radia2on	 protec2on	 professionals	
place	 emphasis	 on	 publishing	 in	 scien2fic	 journals	 and	
presen2ng	 findings	 at	 conferences.	 	 That	 leaves	 licle	
2me	for	communica2on	with	the	general	public.		
	
As	 long	 as	 researchers	 keep	 on	 concentra2ng	 their	
efforts	 on	 communica2ng	 only	 within	 the	 scien2fic	
community,	 they	 will	 con2nue	 to	 be	 seen	 as	 socially	
isolated	 “secret”	 socie2es,	 speaking	 in	 their	 own	
language	and	using	strange	equipment	for	unknown	(and	
therefore	poten2ally	harmful)	purpose.	

THE	PROBLEM	(con=nued)	
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Extreme	points	of	view	–	public:	

“I	 have	not	 consented	 to	any	addi1onal	 radia1on	exposure,	and	 I	
draw	no	personal	benefits	from	it”.			
The	 flaw:	 in	 a	 democracy,	 not	 everyone’s	 opinion	 can	 be	
conclusive,	 but	 everyone’s	 interests	 should	 be	 considered.	 If	
everyone	 reserved	 the	 right	 to	 control	 all	 decisions,	 no	 decisions	
could	ever	be	made.	
	
“No	nuclear	expert	and	no	industry	scien1st	should	be	believed	–	all	
of	them	have	vested	interests.”		
The	 flaw:	 the	 assump2on	 of	 bias	 on	 the	 part	 of	 others	 is	 itself	
biased.	
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Extreme	points	of	view	–	professionals:	

“Since	the	public	does	not	understand	radia1on,	the	public	should	
not	make	decisions	about	radia1on.”			
The	 flaw:	 	 the	 general	 public	may	 be	wrong	 and	 irra2onal	 in	 its	
fear	 of	 radia2on,	 nevertheless	 the	 public	 has	 the	 right	 to	 be	
wrong,	at	least	to	some	degree,	in	a	democracy.	
	
“People	 should	 accept	 low-dose	 radia1on	 exposures	 because,	 for	
example,	 they	 receive	 more	 radia1on	 from	 a	 year	 of	 frequent	
airline	flights”.		
The	 flaw:	 It	 is	 incorrect	 to	 assume	 that	 there	 are	 no	 ethical	
differences	between	involuntary	risks	like	those	from	a	‘radia2on’	
facility,	and	voluntary	risks,	like	flying.	
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We	are	not	helping	either…	

There	are	different	limits	and	thresholds	for:	
•  Workers	and	the	public,	
•  Nuclear	power,	medicine,	radon,	and	exposures	from	naturally	
occurring	radioac2ve	materials,		

•  Transport	and	processing/storage	of	the	same	material,	
•  Transport	of	the	same	material	(such	as	concentrates	of	copper	or	
tantalum	containing	uranium),	

•  Planned	and	exis2ng	exposure	situa2ons.	
	

Plus:	
(a) Radiological	units	are	confusing	(Sv,	rem,	RAD,	Gy,	Bq,	Ci,	cpm,	etc.)	
(b) People	are	not	comfortable	with	prefixes	(pico,	micro,	milli,	mega,	giga)	
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Think	about	your	words	

Always	check	if	a	word	can	have	a	
double	meaning	–	depending	both	
on	 the	 language	 and	 on	 the	 local	
culture 
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Reality	is	nothing	
Public	percep=on	is	everything	
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“Good”	radia2on	
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Reality	is	nothing	
Public	percep=on	is	everything	
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Even	beMer	radia=on…	
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Corporate	/	high	level	management	
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Some2mes	making	incomprehensible	statements	

“It is unlikely any progress [on climate change] would emerge from the 
Major Economies Forum by way of detailed programmatic specificity.”  
(Kevin Rudd, Australian Prime Minister, 2009) 
 
“Rudd-speak confuses Germans, Aussies”, from news.com.au, 9 July 2009 
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Corporate	/	high	level	management	
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More	 and	 more,	 people	 in	 the	 high	 levels	 of	 management	 lacking	 technical	
knowledge	(lawyers,	accountants,	poli2cians…)	are	ignoring	both	the	concerns	of	
general	public	and	the	technical	advice.	
Genera2ng	mistrust	and	resentment…	
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Ten	defini=ve	methods	of	how	to	turn	this:	

Into	this:	
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Method	No.1	
Do	not	have	a	mul=-skilled	public	communica=ons	team	
	
	

…and	have	team	members	who	are	either	afraid	of	public	speaking	or	are	overconfident	
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Outsource	all	public	rela=ons	to	a	PR	company	without	supervision:	they,	as	a	rule,	will	
have	no	understanding	of	the	subject.	
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Method	No.2	
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Allow	‘poli=cal	managers’	make	technical	statements	–	they	usually	have	no	clue	either	
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Method	No.3	

Result:	
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Forget	about	local	poli=cians	and	deal	only	with	the	central	government	
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Method	No.4	
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Have	 only	 ‘approved’	 local	 public	mee=ngs	 (typically	with	 older	 residents)	 and	 forget	
that	 most	 educated,	 vocal	 and	 environmentally	 conscious	 youth	 is	 studying	 in	
universi=es	elsewhere	and	extensively	use	social	media.		
	
Corporate	communica4ons	approach	with	lengthy	ver4cal	chain	of	approvals	does	not	work.	
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Method	No.5	

Use	of	social	media:	
•  Allows	you	to	get	your	message	across	quickly	enough	to	

preserve	credibility	as	an	informa=on	source	
•  Supports	understanding	of	what	informa=on	people	are	

seeking	
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Provide	informa=on	that	you’re	not	sure	is	correct	or	verified:		
A`er	 any	 public	 statement	 is	 made	 and	 put	 on	 record,	 there	 is	 no	 going	 back	 and	
retrac=ng	it,	ever.	
	

Step	1:	“Is	your	material	radioac=ve?”	–	“No,	it	most	definitely	is	not.”	
Step	2:	“Really?	Our	MP	says	that	it	is.”	–	“Oh…	wait…	It	is	radioac=ve…	we	forgot…”	
Step	3:	
	
	

21	

Method	No.6	
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Restrict	or	ban	locals	from	visi=ng	the	site. 	 	 	 	 	
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Method	No.7	
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Do	not	educate	all	employees	properly	–	 it	 is	 the	uninformed	that	usually	spread	the	
rumors	around.	
Do	not	allow	employees	to	freely	talk	to	the	public	(creates	impression	that	you	have	
something	to	hide)	
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Method	No.8	
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Completely	ignore	integral	and	associated	environmental	issues	whether	perceived	or	
not.	
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Method	No.9	
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Be	 unprepared	 to	 discuss	 highly	 technical	 issues	 and	 explain	
them	to	almost	illiterate	people	(possibly	at	the	same	mee=ng).		
	
Four	types	of	people,	in	order	of	difficulty	of	communica=on:	
1.   Technical	and	medical	specialists,	
2.   Illiterate	people,	
3.   People	opposing	uranium/nuclear	in	principle,	
4.   Indoctrinated	people.	
	
None	of	the	above	groups	should	be	ignored.	
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Method	No.10	
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Method	No.10	

Example	of	management	of	NORM	tailings:	
	

1.   Technical	 and	medical	 specialists:	 charts	 of	 solubility	 of	 238U,	 234U,
232Th,	230Th	and	210Pb	depending	on	pH	and	chemistry,	diagrams	of	
the	 processing	 of	 tailings	 treatment	 to	 immobilize	 226Ra,	 chart	 of	
half-life	of	228Ra,	descrip=on	of	liners	used	in	construc=on,	drawings	
of	 tailings	 covers	 to	 eliminate	 222Rn	 and	 220Rn	 emana=on	 and	
erosion	in	the	foreseeable	future.	

2.   Illiterate	 people:	 exactly	 the	 same	 informa=on	 but	 without	 any	
technical	details	and	terminology.	

3.   People	opposing	uranium/nuclear	 in	principle:	 the	opposi=on	must	
be	respected	and	acknowledged	and	emphasis	placed	on	the	actual	
levels	of	exposure,	now	and	in	the	future.	

4.   Indoctrinated	people	–	most	difficult	and	in	many	cases	will	require	
face-to-face	communica=ons.	
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“All	 serious	 nuclear	 and	 radiological	
emergencies	have	resulted	in	the	public	
taking	 some	 ac2ons	 that	 were	
inappropriate	 or	 unwarranted,	 and	
resulted	 in	 s ignificant	 adverse	
psychological	and	economic	effects.	

These	 have	 been	 the	 most	 severe	
consequences	 of	 many	 radiological	
emergencies.		

These	 effects	 have	 occurred	 even	 at	
eme r gen c i e s	 w i t h	 f ew	 o r	 no	
radiological	consequences	and	resulted	
primarily	 because	 the	 public	 was	 not	
provided	 with	 understandable	 and	
consistent	 informa=on	 from	 official	
sources.”	
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Conclusion	
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nick@calytrix.biz	

28	

Thank	you	for	your	aMen=on	
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