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Excerpts from

COMMENTARY TO ANS SPECIAL SESSION ON UNDERSTANDING RADIOLOGICAL TERRORISM AND CONSEQUENCES

(American Nuclear Society -- 2002 Winter Meeting)

NRC Commissioner Nils J. Diaz

I want to express my strong support for far greater attention to the facts, analyses and communication regarding consequences, so that the public receives the best information and the potential for underestimation or exaggeration in the portrayal and perception of consequences can be reduced.  

The objective of this work should be clear: defending the right of the public to be well informed.  When comparing risks and benefits, public health and safety consequences might very well be one of the strongest and most favorable points concerning nuclear power and radiation technologies.  Whether you compare normal operations, accidents or even a catastrophic release of radiation like Chernobyl’s, the health and safety consequences compare, if realistically portrayed, quite favorably with other societal risks.  Extremists’ views do nothing to strengthen national security or protect public health and safety: these views may be news but they are not quality news that is helpful to the public.        

I want to emphasize that I do not believe the doomsday scenarios being portrayed for nuclear facilities or recently for spent fuel casks because, among other things, they do not take into account realistically the limited health and safety consequences nor do they consider the decisive and powerful resources that the country would use to interdict and mitigate the consequences of terrorist attacks on any of our facilities that have hazardous materials. 

For the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, clarity, transparency, and objectivity of communications are indispensable to earn the public respect for, and confidence in, the NRC.  I have always believed that the NRC has the responsibility to address issues in our mandate - national security, protection of public health and safety and the environment - in a manner that leaves no doubt about our comprehension of the issues and about our objectives.  I do not believe that objective public communication efforts in these areas would promote the industry: they would promote a well-informed people.   As I said in 1997 in my first policy paper to my fellow Commissioners: 

It is imperative that we employ coordinated NRC efforts dedicated to our obligation to inform the public clearly.  The public deserves the best joint technical and public relations efforts of the NRC; anything less is not adequate.

