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There was little fanfare on April 21, 1987, when a small train and its
weary crew of escorts arrived in Morris, Illinois. It was, after all, just another of
29 such shipments to arrive at the gate. Although no band played and no TV
cameras rolled, the train did make a small piece of history that day. It marked
the completion of the largest-ever series of commercial spent nuclear fuel
shipments in United States history. The train delivered the last of 1,058 spent
fuel assemblies from Northern States Power Company's Monticello nuclear plant
in Minnesota to General Electric's storage facility in Illinois.

How different this was from the first shipment back in November of 1984.
Then, the highway overpass bridge outside the Monticello plant was lined with
television crews who shivered in the early morning darkness waiting for the start
of a shipment that NSP had gone to great lengths to keep secret. Federal
re9ulations in the United States require that utilities not reveal the time a
shipment is scheduled to depart.

News crews in cars and helicopters followed the train every foot of the
584 miles from Monticello to Morris. Our little train was the top story on every
TV and radio station that day and attracted extensive print coverage as well.
Probably the biggest safety threat during that first shipment was the possibility
of a television helicopter crashing into nearby power lines while flying low to get
pictures of the "secret" shipment.

While the media coverage was extensive, and we had expected that, it
did not contain any harsh statements from public officials. In fact, one of the
strongest statements of support for the safety of the shipments came from our
state's emergency services director. By the way, the same federal regulations I
I mentioned earlier prohibited NSP employees from admitting the shipment was
taking place even though the train might be passing immediately behind us
when the reporter asked.

That first shipment was quite a circus. However, NSP's public relations
planging had begun months before. We had laid a careful groundwork for the
media carnival and public opinion challenge we knew we would face. Today, I
want to trace some of that planning effort for you.

First, while our focus today is mass media and public information, I will
be discussing those elements in the context of an overall public relations plan.
In dealing with controversial issues I believe we must consider the full scope of
public relations activity and select those elements that will most effectively
accomplish our objectives. The media and the public are two important
audiences, but there are other audiences, as I will discuss shortly, that can be
vital to the success of our undertaking and have a major impact on media and
public perception.

I cannot say that we invented anything new in the way of public relations
issue management. What we did do was combine a number of proven
techniques to put together a public relations plan that was highly successful.

In the early days of this project, when I had just heard that we might be
involved in shipping spent fuel, my challenge was to get somebody's attention
inside the company. Everyone was excited by the prospect of shipping the fuel
and opening up all that additional storage space at the plant. They were deeply
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involved in contract negotiations with General Electric. They knew technically
the transport could be done. They were not, however, spending any time
worrying about the public relations aspect of shipping more than a thousand
highly radioactive spent fuel assemblies directly through the center of the two
largest cities in the state and down one of the most scenic river valleys in the
region.

That, of course, represents one of the continuing challenges we face in
the nuclear public relations field - getting the technical and legal people to
involve us early in the process. In this case, with the help of some horror
stories from another utility attempting spent fuel shipments, I was able to get
the attention of management and get them thinking about the popularity of
shipping spent reactor.

So, where to begin? One of the cheapest and least painful ways to learn
is from the experience of others. We knew that two utilities in our region had
been involved in shipping spent fuel. I contacted my counterparts at those
utilities, and we went to visit them. They were very gracious in telling me of
their experiences. They pointed out - in advance - virtually every problem we
would face and every argument the opposition would raise.

Both utilities stressed that the single most important step in the public
relations management of shipping spent fuel was to "take care of the locals."
By that they meant: be sure ocal and state officials along the route are
informed. They have a keen interest in knowing what is going on in their
communities. In most cases, when given timely, factual information, they will
accept what you are doing as safe. They do not like surprises, and they want
assurances that all proper safeguards are being used.

These local leaders, of course, are absolutely key audiences when
considering the news media and public information. There is no surer way to
get a bad story than to have a local reporter ask the town mayor about the
shipments and have the mayor caught completely by surprise.

Knowing this, we set up an elaborate system for notifying as many of
these public officials as possible before making our first public announcement.
Let me stress that we wanted to make the first public announcement. We did
not want the opposition forces to take the lead, as they had done in other
areas of the country. To control the announcement, we selected and briefed a
group of NSP employees who normally had contact with public officials. We
sent out this "strike force" of notifiers the morning of the day on which we made
the public announcement. They told the public officials what we planned to do,
and assured them more information would follow. That afternoon we made the
public announcement via a news release.

Our pre-notifications ranged from the governor's office to key legislative
leaders; from the public utilities commission to the pollution control agency. We
talked to mayors, county board members and even some key police and fire
officials. They all appreciated the contact, and official response to the
announcement was, for the most part, restrained. However, officials wanted to
know more.

At this point, I'm going to interrupt the story to make a couple points.
First, in the early days of our planning for the shipments, we formed an
interdisciplinary working group with both technical and public relations people.
Nothing particularly revolutionary there. However, a public relations person, my
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boss, was put in charge of the group, with authority over even the technical
people. That, for our company, was a little revolutionary. However, it did
recognize what our industry has too often ignored - that many of our issues are
not so much technical as they are public relations issues.

Second, I'd like to take a moment to look at how we approached the
media on the announcement. Through my own study of the issues, I had
decided that shipping spent fuel was safe; that there was no real need for a
great deal of media or public concern. I tried, to the extent possible to give
the event the level of treatment it deserved. In other words, if I hop6d the
media wouldn't hype the announcement, I shouldn't hype it myself.

I think often people in my profession, especially on some nuclear power
issues, like to show off a little bit. We tend to do a lot of things just because
we know how. We develop such elaborate systems to deliver information to the
media and the public that the systems themselves tend to breed hype in the
news media. I've seen national media coverage of nuclear plant events that I
wouldn't even use in a company newsletter. And I have to believe, in part, it's
the fancy systems we've created ourselves that give the ordinary this boost to
stardom. We have, perhaps, substituted systems for good judgment. If our
goal is true public understanding, then we should not be party to distorting the
relative significance of a given news item.

Needless to say, we didn't have a big news conference, I didn't hand out
a 20-page question-and-answer document, and we didn't have media seminars
or mail our news release to the whole world. We sent it to the media along our
proposed route. News coverage was moderate and fair, and died quickly.
There was no media hysteria. As the issue later began attracting some official
attention in the Minneapolis-St.Paul area, the argest cities along the route, we
did arrange editorial visits with the major daily newspapers before they adopted
official positions on the shipments. As a result, neither paper editorially
opposed the shipments.

I said earlier that following our first notifications, public officials wanted to
know more. I believed we had a good story to tell. The American Nuclear
Society volunteered to conduct a pair of half-day seminars for public officials
along the route. ANS arranged for some of the top experts in the country to
appear. We sent invitations to every public official we could think of who might
be interested in the shipments. I did not invite the media, though we did allow
them to attend.

One session was held in Minnesota, the other in Wisconsin. They were
very well attended, and the presentations were excellent. ANS had experts
from Sandia Labs (a major government research facility), General Electric (the
cask supplier), the railroad we planned to use and Northern States Power
Company on the program to describe what was going to happen and why it
was safe.

I believe these two sessions headed off a major portion of the local
opposition we might have faced had they not been held. I don't want to
mislead you; some came to the meetings unhappy and left that way. Most,
however, gained a measure of assurance that the industry and the federal
government had done their homework and that the shipments were safer than
most that passed through their communities. Time and again, in the months
that followed, we would reap the benefits of these seminars. When the
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opposition would try to stir them up, public officials would refer to the reassuring
information they had heard there.

Of course, the education didn't stop with the seminars. Every NSP
employee who had any contact with public officials concerned with the
shipments kept in contact with those officials, answered their questions and kept
them informed. We assembled a collection of good, readable materials on the
subject and made those available to officials.

We cooperated with the states of Wisconsin and Minnesota in providing
shipment-specific training for emergency response personnel along the route.
We appeared at public meetings, legislative committee hearings and city council
meetings when invited. We did not encourage public meetings. In our area of
the United States, at least, the general public does not attend these meetings,
and they become events for the opposition to perform for the news media. Our
speakers bureau made speakers available on the subject and my media
relations section was available to the news media 24 hours a day.

General Electric provided us with another kind of learning experience.
During the planning leading to an earlier spent fuel shipment in another state,
G.E. asked the Hill and Knowlton public relations firm to develop a realistic
emergency response training session. H&K did a very effective job. Through
simulated, realistic news reports, H&K laid out a plausible shipping accident
scenario and challenged the participants to develop strategies to respond to it.
We had the people there who would actually be involved in the shipments,
including people from the railroad. I believe the session was a real eye-opener
for the technical people who don't usually spend much time thinking about
public relations and media hype under accident conditions.

Safety, obviously, was the number one concern expressed by public
officials. Knowing that would be the case, we decided to provide some optional
extras to go with the shipments. We had a consultant do a safety analysis of
all the possible rail routes between our plant and storage facility at Morris. The
analysis showed what we knew it would, that our route was the safest by far.

Taking a cue for another, earlier spent fuel shipper, we also decided to
provide an escort vehicle to travel with the shipments on nearby roads. I
initially opposed the escort vehicle because I didn't think the actual risks of the
shipments justified it. I now think it was a good idea. It provided reassurance
that expert advice would be available quickly at the scene of any accident.
Also, 1, or one of my staff, traveled with the escort team to provide on-the-
scene contact with the news media if necessary. If an accident had occurred,
we would have had those critical first few hours covered, and had a real
chance of avoiding the media and public hysteria than can be generated when
good quality information is not available after an accident.

Though none was required by law, we prepared a shipment-specific
emergency response plan which we filed with the states. We also cooperated
with state officials along the route in providing the briefings for emergency
response personne I mentioned earlier.

We did all these things in as low-key a way as possible. Our goal
throughout was to create a comfort level among public officials and opinion
leaders, not to wage a battle in public hearings and on the front pages of the
newspapers.

Another important effort we maintained from the beginning was sharing
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information among the participants. General Electric, Northern States Power,
the railroad and interested utilities - scattered all over the country - were in
frequent contact so that we all had the same information. If nothing else, we
kept the long distance phone companies happy.

In dealing with the news media, we tried to stick to a single source of
information as much as possible. I handled all the media inquiries to NSP.
The company spoke with a single voice. We did not contradict ourselves. Also
each participant in the shipments stuck to its own territory as much as possible.
I didn't discuss technical railroad matters, and the railroad didn't talk about
loading spent fuel shipment casks. I also tried to be aggressive, concise and
colorful in my comments to the media. Certainly the opposition was being
colorful; I felt I owed our company at least as much.

That leads to a final point about the media and public information. It is
not a new idea, but it deserves repeating. We in the public information area
have to become more skilled in using the tools our opponents use. Where we
are on solid ground, we have to answer loaded allegations with equally potent
responses. When we can, we should limit the number of qualifiers we attach to
a statement. We need to be more colorful, more willing to take some small
risks to wrestle the headlines from those who cry gloom and doom.

I think, perhaps, some of us have been in the trenches too long. For too
long a time we have allowed the vocal minority to create fear of a technology
that, at times, seems to paralyze our ability to deal with national and
international energy challenges.

When I deal with the news media, I refuse to apologize for modern
technology. I attack, at every opportunity, the idea that a "risk-free" society is
worth the price of returning to the Dark Ages. The contributions of nuclear
technology are numerous and far-reaching. Its negative impacts on health and
safety have been minor compared with most other major industrial technologies.
Certainly there is risk in stepping out of the caves and trying new ideas. we
must re-convince the public that the risk is worth taking in light of the
alternatives.


