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Nuclear science & technology:

A great story...

poorly told
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Our record on communication:
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 Flashes of brilliance

 Long periods of mediocrity

 Focussed on short-term, minimum requirements:  
new construction, relicensing, refurbishment, 
compliance, operational updates

 Seen as expendable



It has not all been bad:
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 1998 federal Canadian environmental assessment panel 
on Deep Geologic disposal of nuclear waste:

“safety ... adequately demonstrated from a technical 
perspective, from a social perspective, it has not.”

 RESULT:  Nuclear Waste Management Organisation:
 3-year mission to listen to listen to Canadians
 multi-decade mandate to engage communities in a 

consensus-based approach
 21 potential host communities, volunteering to learn more 



We are not where we should be
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 Nuclear power nowhere near full potential

 New build in many jurisdictions is political suicide

 SMR’s are not new.  Thorium is not new.

 No reason to be burning diesel or natural gas in 
Canada’s northern communities and mine sites

 This situation is due to misunderstanding based on 
poor communication, which has denied our social 
licence to proceed



Is communication the biggest 
safety risk of nuclear power?

Whitlock: “The Promise and Peril of Public Nuclear Communication”                           PBNC-2014, Vancouver, BC, 2014 Aug 28

 Three Mile Island, Chernobyl, Fukushima...

Thousands have suffered, many have died, due to 
insufficient communication

Unnecessary relocation / evacuation
 Fear of low-level radiation 
 Contradictory information from authorities: loss of trust, 

inaccurate knowledge 

 Problem amplified by social media and 24-hour news



Safety risk:
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 The chance of something “BAD” happening

 “BAD” is defined differently by the public

 YOU ARE NOT SAFE UNTIL YOU FEEL SAFE



We are part of the problem
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 Because it takes two to misunderstand.



Three perception barriers
 Three perception barriers that few other technologies face

 We’ve been facing these three barriers for 50 years

 We still (in general) don’t do a good job of addressing 
them
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Barrier 1:  Memetic bias
 Cultural fear of nuclear 
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Barrier 2:  Socio-political bias
 Which way to you lean?

 Unfortunately, nuclear is both... 
 ... and therefore it has no natural constituency

BIG
GOVERNMENT

BIG
BUSINESS
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Barrier 3:  Information bias
 How does the public 

handle contradictory,
technically confusing
information?

 Critical thinking not 
a widespread skill
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Three perception barriers:
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“Telling” doesn’t work
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Unified pan-industry approach 
needed
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 Consistent, expanded engagement based upon listening 
and trust

 “TLC”:   Trust .... Liability .... Consultation

 Adequately resourced:  communication is a safety as 
well as an economic driver

 Industry, academia, government, technical societies and 
organisations – alignment and commitment needed



The “mutual fund” approach
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 Results will not come quickly – leadership required
(some effort along these lines initiated in Canada)

 Reach out to schools at all levels, on a continuing basis

 Strategic, multi-year plan 

 Public comfort with radiation and nuclear topics is an 
important part of a robust science and technology plan 

 Empower nuclear science & technology employees at all 
levels: we are all ambassadors to the public



Our goal is not love, but understanding
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We can solve this

Jeremy Whitlock
Manager, Non-proliferation & Safeguards
Atomic Energy of Canada Limited
Chalk River Laboratories, Chalk River, Canada
whitlockj@aecl.ca
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