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Abstract

A Consensus Conference took place in the UK in May 1999 to address the issue of
Radioactive Waste Management. Sixteen members of the public were invited, at random, to
take part in the conference, and initially were unaware of the topic. After two preparation
weekends, the citizen's panel held a two day conference at which they cross examined expert
'witnesses' on issues which they felt to be relevant to the topic. The remit of the panel was as
follows: "The Consensus Conference is to focus on the effective and publicly acceptable long
term management of nuclear waste in the UK, both civil and military, concentrating
particularly on intermediate and high level waste. This will be considered by the citizens'
panel in their capacity as members of the public, taking into account what they see as the
relevant issues." Following the conference itself, the panel produced a report on their findings
and conclusions. Retrievability was just one of the many areas that the panel covered. In
relation to the area of public acceptance for long term management of radioactive waste, the
recommendations of the panel were as follows: "In conclusion the panel was unanimous that
in order for a solution to be publicly acceptable, the waste MUST remain accessible and
monitorable to give future generations a chance to deal with the problem if/when a solution is
found".

1. WHAT IS A CONSENSUS CONFERENCE?

A Consensus Conference is a forum at which a citizens' panel, selected from members
of the public, questions 'experts' (or 'witnesses') on a particular topic. The Panel then
assesses the responses, discusses the issues raised and reports its conclusions at a press
conference. A distinctive feature of this approach is that the citizens' panel is the main actor
throughout: it decides the key aspects of the debate, including the choice of questions and
selection of the witnesses, and formulates its own conclusions. At the end of the conference,
the panel produces a report outlining its conclusions and recommendations, which is
circulated to key decision makers in the government and industry and to other interested
parties.

Despite the title 'Consensus Conference', the citizens' panel is not forced to reach a
consensus, but rather is encouraged to explore the extent to which they are able to agree.
Experience shows that citizens' panels take an independent line and give a unique insight into
the way in which issues are perceived by members of the public who have had the opportunity
to fully consider the evidence. The citizens' panel's decisions and observations are not
binding on the various parties it consults as part of the process, or any other body, but the
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conclusions of panels in the past have proved influential in the subsequent development of
policy.

Consensus conferences are especially suited to dealing with controversial issues of
public concern at a national level, which are often perceived as being too complex or expert
dominated. Past consensus conferences have tended to focus on issues of science and
technology, but this approach is equally well suited to other issues which require careful
consideration by informed members of the public.

The main aim of the consensus conference is to influence the policy making process by
opening up a dialogue between the public, experts and politicians. Through informed and
structured debate on issues that are often complex and contentious, areas of public concern are
identified along with recommendations as to how they may be examined and resolved. A
consensus conference promotes constructive links between industry, government, academia
and the public and expands the availability of accessible, accurate information. Through wide
media coverage, it acts to advance public understanding of the topic and policy alternatives.

Funding for the conference came from The Office of Science and Technology, the
Natural Environment Research Council and Nirex. The conference was organised by UK
CEED (Centre for Economic and Environmental Development).

2. HOW WAS THE CITIZEN'S PANEL CHOSEN?

A panel of between 10-20 people is selected to reflect a variety of socio-demographic
criteria, such as gender, age, education, occupation and geographical location. Panel members
should not have any significant prior involvement of the conference topic — they are taking
part in their capacity as citizens, not as specialists or professionals. The panel is too small to
be a statistically representative sample of the population but should nevertheless represent a
genuine cross-section of the general public, reflecting a wide a range of views as possible.

Recruitment of the citizens' panel was undertaken by an independent market research
company, using random selection techniques. Four thousand people, randomly selected from
the national electoral register, were invited to take part in the consensus conference as a
member of the citizens' panel. They were asked to give up their time voluntarily to attend the
two preparatory weekends in March and April and the four days of the conference in May. At
this stage, the subject of the consensus conference was not mentioned. Just over 120 people
responded expressing their interest. They were then contacted again, given details of the
conference topic and asked to confirm that they were still available for the necessary dates.
Around 70 people responded. From this group of people the 16 members of the panel were
selected, essentially at random, whilst ensuring that there was an even balance of men and
women with a mix of educational backgrounds and that regions throughout the country were
represented. Of the 16 people who originally agreed to take part, one did not attend the first
preparatory weekend and so the panel remained with 15 members.

3. WHAT PREPARATION DID THE PANEL HAVE?

Before the first preparatory weekend in March, the panel were provided with a
document called the 'Introductory Material' which was intended to be, as far as possible, a
balanced and 'neutral' introduction tot he area.
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The panel then attended two preparatory weekends. The panel were provided with
further information from the organisations who contributed to the introductory material. At
the second weekend, the panel focused on selecting the witnesses and formulating the
questions, which would form the basis of the Consensus Conference itself.

Throughout the entire process the panel were facilitated by an independent facilitator.

4. THE REMIT

The panel were asked to submit a report on the following remit:

"The Consensus Conference is to focus on the effective and publicly acceptable long
term management of nuclear waste in the UK, both civil and military, concentrating
particularly on intermediate and high level waste. This will be considered by the citizens'
panel in their capacity as members of the public, taking into account what they see as the
relevant issues."

In order to understand the remit, the panel focused on two areas as being of the most
importance: what is publicly acceptable and what is meant by long term?

With little debate, the gut reaction of the panel was that for the solution to radioactive
waste management to be publicly acceptable, it must be left in an accessible, monitorable and
retrievable state. It should not be out 'out of sight out of mind' and future generations should
be allowed the chance to deal with the problem if/when a solution is found.

The panel debated at length regarding the terminology used. We felt that the term
'sustainable development' was not at all clear and would not be understood by many members
of the public. Additionally the thought of burying the waste deep and closing it off seems to
be in contradiction to the term 'sustainable development'. The panel felt that it was incredibly
important to leave the waste accessible, and this seemed to be the most common sense
approach, and was the one area in which the panel reached a consensus.

The panel also debated at length some of the other terminology such as disposal versus
storage. The word disposal was felt to be too final. Burial also implied an 'out of site out of
mind' attitude. The panel felt that the public would understand the concept of the word
storage, and that this would be publicly acceptable. Storage also implies retrievability.

There was also some lengthy debate about what the experts meant by deep and shallow.
Asking how deep is deep is like asking how long is a piece of string. Although the panel could
not reach a consensus, there was a feeling that within the industry 'deep' automatically meant
disposal, or final closing off, and this should not necessarily be the case.

With regard to public awareness and public acceptance, the panel felt that in the UK the
industry was making an effort to be more transparent in its decision making. The topic of
radioactive waste is a very contentious one, and the consensus conference proved that ordinary
members of the public are quite capable of listening to the evidence and forming some kind of
opinion, in order to help industry and government gain an idea of how the public might feel
about certain solutions. Indeed it would be naive of the experts to push ahead with a solution
that is not publicly acceptable.
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5. CONCLUSIONS OF THE CONSENSUS CONFERENCE

During the course of the conference, the panel considered the many issues involved in
the radioactive debate, from transportation and military use, to the continuation of nuclear
power and reprocessing. The issue of retrievability was the one area where, even after hearing
and reading all the evidence, the panel remained united and firm. Indeed, it has been difficult
to write a presentation about retrievability, as this was the one area that required little debate,
and seemed to be a common sense recommendation that everybody agreed with. To quote
from the panels' report:

"In conclusion the panel was unanimous that in order for a solution to be publicly
acceptable, the waste MUST remain accessible and monitorable to give future generations a
chance to deal with the problem if/when a solution is found".

Whilst the panel had a limited time to look at all the evidence, there was a general
feeling at the conference that this was the most 'common sense' approach to take. As a panel,
we certainly hope that the experts take our views as members of the public into account when
formulating any future policies.

QUESTIONS (Q), COMMENTS (C) & ANSWERS (A) AFTER THE PRESENTATION

Q: You said that you did not change your opinion during the work in the committee?

A: On the issue of retrievability, our views did not change. We felt all the time that the
repository should remain open and accessible. Some people's views did change on things like
continuation of nuclear power, safety and transportation issues during the process, but on the
issue of retrievability we stood fast.

Q: Would you please tell us something about the group dynamics that took place. Was
somebody elected a chairperson or did a sort of natural leader emerge who had very strong
views and sort of towed the rest with them?

A: We had an independent facilitator throughout, who was extremely good, to the point that
even now I do not know his views on the subject. He made sure that everybody, from the
loudest person to the quietest person, actually got to have their say. A lot of the work we did
in order to produce the report was done in smaller groups and I guess natural leaders emerged
within those smaller groups, but again the facilitator was there to make sure that everybody
had their say.

Q: Is the statement of the group in your last slide "unconditional"? Did you discuss what kind
of confidence you would need, in order to shed some green light to projects aiming at final
disposal and did you discuss if that project would possibly give more options to future
generations than just remaining in a kind of interim storage "fashion kind of activity".

A: We were fairly limited with the time. We had the two preparation weekends and the two
days for the conference and then it took from nine o'clock in the morning until three o'clock
the following morning to actually write the report. We certainly tried to discuss as many issues
as we possibly could. I think the perceived risk is such that we would feel more comfortable
with it being left accessible. It would be interesting for the panel to reconvene, now that we
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are informed members of the public and we know a little bit more, to look at specific issues
but you have to remember that retrievability was one of many, many issues that we covered in
that short time. Does that answer your question?

Q: Yes, partly, but I am extremely interested in this need to build confidence in final disposal
as such. In what areas, for instance, did you see this confidence should be mostly built or
developed? Is it the geosphere or what type of scientific or technical area?

A: I can only speak for the experience in the UK, for example in schools they have
programmes to make the children aware of Aids and drugs and things like this. I think if the
whole issue of nuclear waste should be brought up among people at a younger age and be
more in the public domain for talking about.

Chair: I realise that it will to be difficult to put you on the spot and make you think as a
member of the public again, but in light of some of the kind of conversations that were held
this morning, in some of the technical options it might be an increase in risk if you allowed for
retrievability or you design for retrievability depending on the type of geology or the type of
technology. If there were an increased risk, do you think that your panel would still think that
retrievability is a necessary option for the acceptance of waste disposal? I know, you did not
discuss this, I am putting you on the spot, I apologise for that.

A: I have to speak just for myself here and not for the rest of the panel. I think it is more
publicly acceptable that you allow the future generation in 50 or 100 or 2000 or 5000 years
time a chance to do something with it. I think it is all about perceived risks — the perceived
risk being that it is better to leave the waste accessible.

Q: In the early part of your speech you said something like: for the waste disposal to be
acceptable to the public, it has to be monitorable and retrievable. I was thinking about "being
acceptable to the public". Did you, after this educational process where you became an
informed citizen, regard yourself to be part of the public? Did you answer these questions with
regard to what people would need or did you answer the questions with regard to what you
would need?

A: We went through the whole process with our eyes as wide open as possible, and a lot of
what we went with was the kind of gut feel, common sense side of things. I appreciate now
that I am an informed member of the public, albeit to the level that I am. I can only say that,
having spoken to friends and colleagues in my circle outside of the consensus conference,
everybody seemed to be in general agreement with that, with the limited information that is
available. I think we answered as lay members of the public.

Q: I am interested in the kind of responsibility that the group felt. Could you say something
about that, what kind of role did the group take on, so to speak? Was it all individuals
discussing or did you feel a pressure to have a consensus within your group? Did you feel that
was a natural role, whatever it was you tended towards?

A: The group dynamics were rather amazing. It was a real experience to be a part of. We were
fifteen very different people. I think it started off with what we had read in the local
newspaper or whatever, and you go with your views. But when you come into the group, the
group dynamics really take over and very strong relationships are formed. That is not to say
that people were rail-roaded by the loud leaders. In fact we did not reach an overall consensus
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on one of the major issues and we actually wrote in the report that one or two people did not
agree with this. Everybody did get a chance to have their say. We did not feel pressurised to
make a consensus.

Q: Do you have any advice how to give information to the public or groups representing the
public?

A: The first thing I would say is that we need plain English. A lot of the experts love great big
long words and mathematical equations, and things like that do not mean anything to a
member of the public. It needs to be explained in the simplest of terms, although it is a very
complex issue. I think the consensus conference process has proved that it is possible to get
the message across, but it does need to be done in a plain and simple way.

Q: You mentioned that the majority that responded was educated to degree level. Do you
think it would be an even more challenging task to try and take this down to perhaps a primary
or high school education level and explain it on those terms or do you think that explaining it
on the terms that you understood would be adequate to the rest of the general public?

A: The majority of people that responded to the questionnaire were educated to degree level
but they did some manual intervention in the end so, in the fifteen of us, I guess probably half
were at degree level and half were not, so we were a very varied group. How it could be
presented to school children? I am sure something can be done, I am sure it is not that
difficult. We do deal with Aids and drugs in a very mature way for young children, and I think
it is naive to think that they would not understand it.

C: In Switzerland, we have also had several such consensus conferences on very different
subjects. We do not only have elections, but we are also voting in referenda very often.
Therefore, we have always felt that it is nonsense to make such consensus conferences, since
we know what the public meaning is. We know what the public think of, for instance, nuclear
energy, or waste. Then somebody has said: well the public is uninformed, let us make a
conference, a consensus conference and then we will get an idea of what is the impression of
the informed public. And we have realised that there is no difference between the non-
informed public and the informed public: I still do not know if this is a question that two
weekends of some information on lower level and higher level, is too little to make any
difference or if we are not able to pass the information correctly. We have found exactly the
same as you have said, that your gut impression, your gut idea did not change during the
whole process, which took several months. So I can confirm this, but why is it so?

A: I cannot explain why I did not change my mind on the retrievability issue.

Chair: But I think you made the point that if we want to change the attitudes of the public it is
a generational thing, it is not something we can do in two weekends and if we want to inform
— and we have to inform at a level that does not look like propaganda — it is not the industry
coming in and saying, trust us, we are right. It is also not the anti-nuclear or green forces
coming in and saying that nuclear is completely bad and you should never believe anyone. It is
the opportunity to inform or educate, whatever the proper English term might be, the general
population. Perhaps you should start with the students, because it will take maybe a generation
for the acceptance to be there and to make these long term difficult decisions. We talk about
inter-generational equity. We should not preclude the opportunity for them to either utilise or
remediate some of the benefits or sins of the past, so it may take a long time. I think you are
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right, a week-end or two is not going to change the gut response of most people, because they
will feel as though they have not had a time to assimilate and digest.

A: I do not know if you have actually read the report of the Consensus Committee, but we
were actually quite proud that both sides — industry and the greens — were a bit surprised by
the report and that both sides agreed with many aspects of the report. I do not think they could
have predicted what we actually came out with.

C: Just a small comment. I think in the list of things that were just discussed, you have to
remember that in some cases the uninformed or the informed public or whoever it is, might
just be right.
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