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high-level nuclear waste activities in the state. since 1985, it
has dealt largely with the U.s. Department of Energy's siting of
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1. Introduction

On May 12th, 1987 an accident happened in the "pilot mine" at
Gorleben in the Federal Republic of Germany where the feasi­
bility of a repository for high-radioactive nuclear waste is
currently being investigated. A miner was killed during that
accident and two others were severely injured. Although this
accident happened during conventional mining work and had
nothing to do with radioactive waste, this event received
much public attention and news coverage and had a strong
impact on the political debate on the Gorleben project of a
repolitory mine for radioactive waste and even on the nuclear
power controversy in general.

This, study does not aim to evaluate the accident that
happened in_the Gorleben pilot mine from a geological point
of view nor does it aim to evaluate the West German waste
dispolal concept. All information given in chapter 2 on these
aspects should be considered as background information, use­
ful in understanding the subject of this case stUdy: the risk
communication concerning the Gorleben project in general and
the accident in the shaft in particular.

As suggelted by the term "risk amplification" in the title,
this study focussel on the interdependencies between differ­
ent regional level. of political communication (local, state
and federal level) and different levels of argumentation
(indultrialization, nuclear power, Gorleben project, accident
in the shaft). We will try to show by this case study of the
Gorleben accident that the following are true.

1. The attention a specific event like the accident re­
ceives is strongly influenced by its relation to broader
issues e.g. the Gorleben controversy and, hence, the
perceived risk of a specific event may be amplified by
its connection with a current issue.

1



2. A specific event like the accident can drive latent
broader issues (Gorleben controversy, nuclear power con­
troversy) up in the rank order of the national agenda,
thus amplifying the social relevance of those broader
issues.

3. A specific event like the accident can alter the boun­
dary conditions of communication concerning the broader
issues, for instance by influencing the credibility of
social actors and, hence, reversing the burden of proof.

Chapter 2 gives an overview of the West German use of nuclear
power, the nuclear waste di.po.al concept with. the planned
Gorleben repository and the circumstances of the accident in
the shaft of the pilot mine at Gorleben. This overview also
includes aspects of the soc.ial controversy pro and contra
nuclear power. The approach of this case study is outlined in
chapter 3 while chapter 4 describes the results of our
explorative interviewa and content analysis. Chapter 5 pre­
.ent. our interpretation of the Gorleben controversy and
tries to illuminate the results in the light of "risk ampli­
fication" •

........
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2. The Gorleben Controversy

2. 1 • Nuclear Power in West Germany

About one third of the electric power generated in West
Germany in 1987 came from nuclear power plants. This figure
illustrates the importance of nuclear power within the West
German energy supply system. Besides the 20 commercial light
water reactors currently running and another one under con­
struction, the prototype of a high temperature reactor in
Hamm-Uentrop started operation in 1986 and the construction
of a prototyPe fast breeder reactor at lCalkar is nearly
finished.

The nuclear power program originally started with the consent
of all political parties represented in the Bundestag, the
West German Federal Parliament. Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU)
and the Liberal Party (PDP), which presently work together in
a coalition and form the Government, still support nuclear
power, while the Social Democrats (SPO) have recently turned
to a position of rejection of nuclear power. There had been a
long controversy within the SPO concerning nuclear power, but
the Chernobyl disaster triggered the formulation of an unam­
biguous anti-nuclear positions withdrawal from nuclear energy
within ten years. Since 1983 the Green Party (GRttNE), a new
ecologically oriented party who.e origin. lie in the ecologi­
cal movement, is represented within the Bundestag and - of
cour.e - advocates an uncompromising anti-nuclear position.

The public controversy between proponents and opponents of
nuclear power i. mainly concentrated on two II risk fields".
First, health risks originating from the catastrophe poten­
tial of nuclear technology and the potential impacts of low­
dose radiation and, secondly, the sociopolitical risk of a
development towards an "Atomstaat" (atomic state), a society
in which people are monitored and civil rights are suppressed
to protect nuclear facilities against sabotage and terrorism.
Although this level of the controversy about nuclear risks is
the one frequently referred to by opponents and proponents of

3
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nuclear power and which is covered by mass media, there are
other levels of the controversy, e.g. differing concepts of
the future society - "soft" versus "hard" way (cf . Renn,
1980) - that also playa - less visible - role in the social
conflicts concerning nuclear power.

A strong ecological movement in West Germany opposes nuclear
power outside and by means of the Green Party inside the par­
liaments. Forms of actions of this movement range from demon­
strations at nuclear facilities to scientific disputes with
"established" scientists. The antinuclear movement in West
Germany has the power to mobilize thousands of people on the
street as well as a well-organized and differentiated scien­
tific infrastructure of ecological research institutes
supported by networks of sympathizing colleagues at universi­
ties.

In We.t ..ierman public opinion a complex pattern of beliefs
and attitude. toward nuclear power i. found. About 80 percent
of the population associate clear economic advantages with
nuclear power, but 80 percent also perceive severe potential
health risks (peter., 1988). Thu. mo.t people do not have a
simple but a complex picture of nuclear power. There are
contradictions between emotion and reason and conflicts bet­
ween perceived economic advantage. and health risks. In
opinion polls the proportion of opponents varies signifi­
cantly depending on the wording of. the question (even the
substitution of "nuclear" by "atomic· makes a great diffe­
rence) and the date of the survey. Before Chernobyl about
15 percent of the population supported a withdrawal from
nuclear energy; after the Chernobyl disaster this proportion
increa.ed to 37 percent (Noelle-Neumann, 1987, p. 3). Other
poll in.titute. even reported figure. up to 65 percent
(Emnid, cf. Spiegel, No.9, 1988, pp. 36-47). These figures
tend to give an impression of the sentiment of the public
rather than about the distribution of political positions. In
the elections in some federal states of West Germany a few
month after the Chernobyl disaster and the national election
for the Bundestag in January 1987 the parties with a clear

4
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2.2. The weat Ge""," Waste Kanage.ent Concept

As in many other countries with a large nuclear power program
the nuclear waste originating mainly from nuclear power

anti-nuclear position, gPO and GRtlNE, did not have the suc­
cess that many observers had expected.

In some respect the political effects of this scandal seem to
be larger than those of the Chernobyl disaster. After Cherno­
byl one could charge the Russians for their "primitive tech­
noloqy" and their "poor safety culture" and one did not
necessarily have to change ones view of the nuclear power
industry at home. It obviou.ly had no responsibility for the
Chernobyl disaster. The corruption scandal, however, directly
questions the reliability of people in the nuclear industry
which is crucial for the safe operation of plants and careful
treatment of the nuclear materials.

This suspicion could not be verified. Its origin lies in an interview
between a reporter and a politician. A trial balloon was perceived as
a hint by the politician and lead to an overreaction.

At the end of 1987 when the West German nuclear power indu­
stry was just beginning to hope that it could survive "Cher­
nobyl" a scandal shocked it. In drums containing nuclear
waste which came from the Belgian nuclear research center at
Mol and which should only contain waste, delivered to that
center for conditioning, small amounts of undeclared pluto­
nium were found. In addition, employees in the nuclear power
industry and the nuclear research center at Mol (Belgium) had
been bribed by the company 'I'ransnuklear. One of the accused
employees later committed suicide. During the debate on this
scandal, details of the way in which the companies deal with
nuclear material became public and lead to various suspi­
cion.. It was even suspected that the company Nukem might
have broken the rules of the Non-Proliferation Treaty.l The
corruption scandal has still not been completely explained;
but it evidently destroyed more of the confidence in the
nuclear power industry than did "Chernobyl".
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plants, reprocessing plants and nuclear research establish­
ments (PTB, 1987) is considered as a major problem connected
with the use of nuclear energy. The danger particularly of
hiqh-active wastes requires a careful conditioninq, transpor­
tation, storaqe and final disposal of the material.

77 percent of the German population think that nuclear waste
causes danqer - this statement is even more often selected as
a disadvantaqe of nuclear power than the risk of accidents in
nuclear power plants, for example (Noelle-Neumann, 1987,
p. 18). Thus, although experts tend to rate the risks of the
" Entsorgung" (treatment and final disposal of nuclear
wastes) 2 relatively low compared to the risk of operatinq
the nuclear power plants (waqner/ziegler/Closs, 1982,
p. 179), in public perception the risks associated with the
treatment and disposal of nuclear waste are regarded as very
important.

Accordinq to the West German Atomic Enerqy Act ("A tomgelfetz" )
the Federal Government has the responsibility for the final
disposal of nuclear waste. The Phylfikalisch-'1'echnische

Bundelfanlftalt (PTa), a research establishment attached to the
Federal Ministry for Economy but supervised by the Federal
Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation an~ Nuclear
Safety in qu.stions of nucl.ar wast., is authorized to take
this responsibility. "The PTB is r.sponsible for the con­
struction and operation of federal facilities of radioactive
wastes. Th. PTB initiates and coordinates research and
development work related to th.s. facilities. The PTB can
make us. of 'third parties' for the performance of its duties
(5 9a, section 3, Atomic Enerqy Act). It executes the reim­
burs...-nt of the project-related costs which have arisen,
froa the waste producers." (PTa, 1986) The West German con-
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The German te~ -Entsorgung- - literally tranllated - means -de-con­
cerning-. It is a newly created te~ mainly used in connection with
the disposal of nuclear waste. For some opponents of nuclear power it
is an example for the manipulative ule of language by the -atomic
lobby- •
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cept of "Ent:sorgung" of nuclear power plants3 gives responsi­
bility to the operators of nuclear power facilities, the
state governments and the federal government. It consists of
four steps (cf. SMU, 1988, p. 6):

In 1974 the (Social Democratic) Chancellor Helmu~ Schmidt
published plan. to build a "Nukleares Entsorgungszent:rum"

(nuclear wa.te management center) in Lower Saxony. Interim
storage, reprocessing, conditioning and final disposal accor­
ding to thi. plan would have been done at one location in
order to minimize transportation. After difficult negotia-

To obtain the license for the operation of a nuclear power
plant according to the Atomic Energy Act, S 9a, it is neces­
sary to demonstrate that the disposal of the nuclear waste is
guaranteed ( "Ent:8orgungsvorsorge" ). Besides other criteria
this is dependent on "advances in the investigation and deve­
lopment of a final repository" (SHO, 1988, p. 25). If the
concept for the disposal of nuclear waste could not be
realized or only with a significant time delay, no new
nuclear power stations could be licensed in Wes~ Germany and
the existing ones would have to be closed (Thiel, 1987,
p.89).4
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2.
3.

4.

3

4

Interim storage of spent fuel elements.
Reprocessing of these fuel elements.
Development of techniques for "direct final disposal" of

those fuel elements which cannot economically be repro­
cessed (e.g. elements which come from the prototype high
temperature reactors and would require a different
reprocessing technology).
Disposal of the radioactive wastes (conditioning ,
interim storage and final disposal).

Although there are sources of nuclear va.te other than nuclear power
plants (e.g. medicine, research), molt of the vaste by far originates
fram the ule of nuclear energy (cf. PTB, 1987).

The legally required •Enuorgungsvorsorg.· make. the wa.te treatment.
storage and final disposal a weak spot for the nuclear power system
in West Germany. This is one rea.on why the anti-nuclear movement
attacks the efforts for the realization of the waste disposal concept
so heavily.
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Aa a consequence of Albrecht's decision the Federal Govern­
ment gave up their plan for a RNukleare. Entaorgung••entrum"
(nuclear wast. management center) and instead formulated an
"Integri.erte. Bntaorgung.konzept R (inteqratad waste manage­
ment concept) in which the functionally interdependent

tions with the (Christian Democratic) Prime Mini~ter of Lower
Saxony, Or. Ernst Albrecht, Gorleben was named as the place
for the planned waste management center. In 1979 the so­
called Gorleben hearings took place. Under the chairmanship
of Prof. Carl Friedrich von Weiz~cker more than 60 inter­
national experts discussed the risks of the planned waste
management center. 5 ~ a result of these hearings Prime
Minister Albrecht stated that although a nuclear waste mana­
gement center at Gorleben would be suitable from a technical
point of view it would not be accepted by the population and
hence could not be realized for political reasons. 6 Albrecht
was particularly critical of the planned reprocessing
facility7~ however, he was willing to accept a repository for
nuclear waste. 8

1

8

Durin, the.e hearina' the reactor accident at Three Kile Island took
place and influenced the hear!na'. this event cau.ed an anti-nuclear
sentiment and hence a.sisted the critics of the planned waste manage­
m.nt center (cf. Batzfeldt/Bir.ch/Iollert, 1979, p. 22).

A larae d-.on.tration during the Gorleben hearing., in which not only
member. of the ecololical mov..nt but allo con.ervative farmers
(traditional voter. of the Chri.tian ne.ocratic Party) participated.
may have influenced Albrecht'. deci.ion.

Sine. reproc•••ing implie. the handlinl of pure plutonium, the anti­
nucle.r .ay.ent hell that a new ·quality· is connected with repro­
ce.dq becau.e of the health ri.k. connected with plutonium, the
proliferation problem with related lociopolitical risk. (atomic
.t&te) and the logic of uling fa.t breeder reactor. together with
reproce"!nI. leproce••ina only make. sen.e (economically) if nuclear
power il u.ed for a lonl time; it doe. not fit in with the
·philo.ophy· of nuclear power a. an interim technology. The anti­
nuclear movem.nt con.equently favours the direct final disposal of
spent fuel elements without reprocellina.

While a reprocelsing facility can be built anywhere in the country.
salt damel which are expected to be appropriate for the final dispo­
sal of nuclear ..Ite are only found in the northern part of West Ger­
many. Albrecht therefore decided against the molt controversial tech­
nology of reprocessing (in his state) without completely obstructing
the disposal concept of the Federal Government.
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facili ties for interim storage, reprocessing, conditioning
and final disposal are to be built at different locations.

In 1992 the Deutsche Gesellschaft fUr die Niederaufarbeitung

von Kernbrennstoffen (DWK) applied for approval to build a

reprocessing plant at two locations': Dragahn, a small village

in the county of LUchow-Dannenberg (Lower Saxony), and

wackersdorf, a small village in the state of Bavaria. 9 In

1995, however, the DWK decided to build the nuclear reproces­

sing plant in Wackersdorf. 10

Presently the following facilities of the integrated. waste

management concept are in operation, under construction or

planned (cf. SMU, 1988, pp. 9-19):

Interia storage of 8pen~ fuel ele.ents:

Two interim storage facilities each of 1,500 tons capa­

city are being built in Gorleben and Ahaus. The one in

Ahaus ia still under construction but in Gorleben the

facility.is ready for operation. However, the start of

oper~tion has been delayed by a court decision and in

Ahaus the construction work had to be interrupted for a

long time following a court decision. 1l

For the people oppond to nuclear power in the county of LUchow­
Dannenberg thi. application (which val certainly discu.sed with the
Government of Lower Saxony) val perceived a. a breach of promise of
Prime Minilter Albrecht. who after the Gorleben hearing. had refused
to accept a reproce..ing plant in Godeben, only a few kilometers
a..y fra. Dra.alm.

10 One of the arau-entl for thil deci.ion va. probably the expectation
that the acceptance of the reproce..ing plant would be higher in
Bavaria thaD in Lower Saxony and the Bavarian Governmant WQuld more
conaequently back the effort. to conltruct the reproce.sing plant
thaD the Goye~nt in Lower Saxony. The latter expectation has been
confirMCl but the fint hal not. Even amana the rural and con.erva­
tive population of that economically poor region there is much
resi.tance to the project. Since the plana to build a reprocessing
plant at Wacker.dorf have been published, many (often violent) demon­
strationl with participants from all over the country have taken
place at the .ite.

11 Pre..ntly spent fuel element. are mainly stored within the nuclear
power plants or are transported abroad for intert= storage or repro­
ceiling. The capacity of the storage facilitiel within the nuclear
power plant I seema to be nearly exhausted. Thu. there is an urgent
need for external interim storage facilities.

9



Reprocessing:
The reprocessing plant in Wackersdorf i8 under construc­
tion (capacity: 350 tons/year) and is expected to start
operation in 1996.

CoDditioDiDgl
A pilot conditioning facility for spent fuel elements
that cannot be reprocessed and other kinds of waste is
planned in Gorleben. The operation is planned to begin
in 1994.

Final disposal:
Two locations for the final disposal of radioactive
wastes are being investigated. It is planned to dispose
low- and medium-active waste in the former iron ore mine
"Konrad- near Salzgitter. The Federal Government expects
the licencing procedure to be completed in 1989 and
operation to start in 1992. However, high-active waste
with significant heat production is planned to be
disposed of in a salt dome. Aa mentioned above, the
suitability of the Gorleben salt dome is presently being
investigated. A repository at Gorleben could be opened
in the year 2010 at the earliest.

2.3. ft. PlaDned Gorleben Repositozy

On February 22nd, 1977, the State Government of Lower Saxony
agreed to investigate the salt dO!l8 at Gorleben for its
SUitability a. a repository for high-radioactive waste. The
aalt dOlle is approximately 14 Jcm long and 4 lcm broad. It
begins about 250 meter below the surface and reaches a depth
of more than 3,000 meter. (OBI, p. 7) It is located very
clos. to the lllbe, which i8 the borderline between the
Federal Republic of Germany and the German Democratic Repu­
blic.

The rural county of LUchow-Dannenberg is one of the poorest
regions in Lower Saxony. Unemployment of about 20 percent
(far above the average of the country), a drift away of young
people, a crisis-prone agriculture and a lack of industries

10
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are major problems of this region. Hence, one of the motives
for suggesting Gorleben as the location for the planned waste
management center was probably to improve the economic struc­
ture of that deprived region. After the plans of a nuclear
waste management center had been given up, Gorleben still
remained the proposed location for some of the required faci­
lities of the West German nuclear waste management concept.

Presently in Gorleben four facilities are either in opera­
tion, under construction or planned:

1. Most important is the planned repository for the final
disposal of high-active waste~ the suitability of the
Gorleben salt dome for this purpose is currently being
investigated.

2. An interim storage facility for spent fuel elements is
ready for operation, but is currently blocked by a court
decision. 12

3. An interim storage facility for radioactive waste of low
or medium activity originating from nuclear power plants
and already conditioned for final disposal is operating.

4. A pilot conditioning facility13 is planned to develop
and test technologies required for the direct disposal
(disposal without reprocessing) of nuclear waste.

Although all of these facilities are the subject of a contro­
versy between the Federal Government, the State Government,
the nuclear industry and the Christian Democratic Party (CDU)
on one hand and the national anti-nuclear movement, the local
citizens' action group, the Social Democratic Party (SPD) and
the Green Party (GRUBE) on the other hand, the controversy ­
and, hence, this study - focusses on the planned repository
for the final disposal of nuclear waste.

12 The German Government expects operation to start in the near future
(SKU, 1988, S. 10).

13 •Conditioning' means the treatment and packing of radioactive wastes
in a way that it is possible to dispose of it in a final repository.

11



The following institutions are responsible for the construc­
tion of a repository for nuclear waste at Gorleben (cf. PTB,

1986)1

The Federal Government, particularly the Ministries for
Research and Technology (BKPT) , for Environment, Nature
conservation and Nuclear Safety (BKU) and of Economics
(BMWi), have set the objectives.

The PhyaikaliBch-~echniache Bundesanatalt (PTB) with the
c!ulsistance of the Bundeaan.tal t fUr Geowissenscharten

und Rohatoffe (BGR) hal developed the Gorleben project
and monitors the work done at Gorleben and evaluates the
results of the inve.tigation program.

The Deutsche Ge••llschaft ZWD sau und Setrieb von Bndla­

gem far Abfall.toffe (DBB), an indu.trial company, per­
fo~ the project. and doe. most of the re.earch work at
Gorleben on behalf of the PTa.

In a fir.t exploratory pha.e, troa 1979 to 1983, the salt
dome of Gorleben was inve.tigated froa above ground by dril­
ling., hydrogeological and .ei.aic method•• After this phase
it was decided to continue the inve.tigation. The PTa conclu­
ded that no facts had been di.covered during the investiga­
tion which rai•• doubt. of the -Bignung.hiJffigkeit- (expected
suitability) of the Gorleben salt dam. although at least one
of the external eXPerts, Prof. It. Duphom, questioned the
suitability ot the lalt da.e.

Th. next pha.. ot the inve.tigation plan was the underground
inveatigation ot the lalt dome by a pilot mine -in order to
dete~ne the geological .tructure and the ulable volume, and
to draw up a detailed concept for the future repolitory mine"
(PTa, 1985). The idea wal to delign the pilot mine in such a
way that it could later be uled al the basis for the under­
ground repolitory.14

14 The conltruction of a repolitory mine hal to follow the procedure
accordina to the German Mining Law and the plan-approval procedure
(·PI.nfeseseellungsverf&bren·) of the Atomic Energy Act (with poten­
tially ttme conluming public participation and leveral pOllibilities

12
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2.~. The Accident in the Pilot Xine at GorlebenlS

The sinking of two shafts began at Gorleben in March
(shaft 1) and November 1986 (shaft 2). Their planned depths
were 940 meters (shaft 1) and 840 meters (shaft 2). The tech­
nology used to sink the shafts is· the so-called freezing
method. using large freezing plants, which started their ope­
ration about half a year before the sinking of the shafts
began, the complete column in which the shafts are to be sunk
are frozen in order to have hard rock-like soils that form
firm shaft walls. 16 This method is well-known in West German
mining technology and the two companies who as subcontracters
did the actual work, are specialized and experienced in
shaft-sinking.

In March 1987, however, when· shaft 1 had reached a depth of
228 meters, problem. arose. Stones loosened from the wall and
a miner was injured by a stone that fell from the shaft wall.
On April 4th an increase of the temperature was measured in
one of the drillings used to monitor the temperature of the
frozen column, and some days later dislocations were detec­
ted. The bottom of the shaft had reached a critical
geological position, the boundary between a clay soil and a
soil consisting of gypsum immediately above the salt dome. To
stop the dislocations, iron rings were mounted in addition to
the normal shaft lagging which consisted of concrete
block.17 • The ring. have a weight of about 1.5 tons each.

of 1•••1 me••ur•• t.k.n by the affect.d public). With the declaration
of the .tn••• a -pilot min.- and not a. a -r.pa.itory min.- it was
po.,ibl. to .tart the work without havina to wait for the completion
of the pl.n-.pprov.l proc.dur. (cf. Thi.l. 1987. p. 139-132).

13 Th. d••cription of the .ccid.nt it mainly bat.d on a r.port of the
1ed.r.l Gov.rnment (!HU. 1988. pp. 33-40) and s.v.r.l pr.s. releases
of the DB! and the '.r,&at C.ll. of May 1987.

16 1r••zing it only n.c....ry in the supercap. the are. between the
e.rth surface and the top of the s.lt dome. The .alt it••lf is stable
enough to .ink a .haft without additional mea.ur•••

17 This is just the provisional shaft lagging. The final shaft lagging
i. built from the bottom when the shaft is already deep in the salt
dom•• Within the salt dome the shaft doe. not require a lagging.

13



On Hay 12th one of the iron rings was damaged by the preaaure
of the rock and fell from a height of 5 meters to the ground
of the shaft where seven miners were working. Three miners
were seriously injured and three others were slightly hurt.
Two days later one of the seriously injured miners died.

The damaged iron ring was replaced and all iron rings were
fixed using steel cables. Some days later it was decided to
fill the bottom of the shaft with concrete up to a height of
14 meters in order to prevent the shaft from being destroyed
by the rock pre.sure • It was felt that time was needed to
investigate the rea.on. for the accident and to develop
alternative methods to .ink the shaft. 18 Up to now, the work
at both .hafts of the Gorlebenpilot mine has not been star­
ted again.

The Office of the District Attorney in LUneburg began with
inquiries concerning the S.rgut Cell., the Phy8ikali8ch­

'l'echni.ch. Sande.an.tal t (nB) and the Dflut.ch. Ge••ll.chart

.u. Bau and S.trieb von Bndlag.rn fUr Abfall.torfe (DBE).
The•• inquiries are not yet finished.

In April and Hay 1988 the accident in the shaft was subject
of expert hearings in the parliamentary committees for envi­
ronment of the State Government in Hanover and the Pederal
Government in Bonn. In these hearings the responsibility for
the accident and ita relevance for the concept of a reposi­
tory mine have been di.cussed controversially. Particularly
intere.ting i. an experti.e of the Sunde.an.talt rUr GQowis­

.en.chaft_ rmcI Rob.toff. (BGR, 1988) on the cause. of the
accicler1t. Thi. experti.e is critical to the DB!, who was
reapon.ible for the sinking of the shaft. The DBB i. implici­
tely accuaed of haVing been not careful enough. According to
the BGR experti.e the accident happened because the rock was
not completely frozen.

18 The plan now il to have a lagging built of pre-manufactured steel cy­
linder legments. Thil method il currently beins telted.

14

I

I

I·

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

1

I

I:

I

I:



•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
I

•
•
•
•
I

I

I

I

I

•
I

I

I

•
•
•
•
•
•,,
,
•

3. Design of the Study

3 . 1. Concept

To analyze the communication concerning the accident at the
Gorleben pilot mine within the context of the general discus­
sion on nuclear waste disposal we selected a double approach:
first we investigated the points of view of the key groups
and institutions by direct interviewa with representatives of
them and the analysis of papers and statements issued by them
and, secondly, analyzed their role in public communication by
a content analysis of the ma.. media, the mo.t important
channel for political communication.

Explorative interviewa were conducted with representatives of
the Deutsche Gesel16chaft zzm Bau and Betrieb von 8ndlagern

fUr Abfal16toffe (OBB), the Phpikali6ch-'1'echnische Bande6an­

6talt (PTa), the Government information center at Gorleben,
the political partie. Coo and SPO, the local citizens' action
group "BUrgerinitiative U1ftfelt6chutz LUchov-Dannenberg" (BI)

and the ecological institute "In6titut fUr 6kologische For­

schang and Bildung", Hanover.

The.e interviews did not only aim at de.cribing the position
of the different group. toward. nuclear wa.te disposal in
general and the accident in the .haft in particular but also
to get their perception and evaluation of the other social
actor. and the way in which the different side. communicate
with each other.

The content analy.i. of the coverage of nuclear waste dispo­
sal included the fow: German national newspaper. Prankfurter

Allg...ine Zeitang (PAl), Die "elt (WILT), Prankfurter Rand­

schau (PR) und SUddeut6che Zeitung (SI), the regional newspa­
per Hannover.che Allgfl1JNJine Zeitung (HAZ) and the local news­
paper Blbe-Jeetzel-Zeitung (BJZ). In addition the coverage in
the very influential weekly magaZine. Dar Spiegel and Stern

was analyzed.
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Besides these empirical investigations the relevant reports
and publications on the West German nuclear waste disposal
concept, the controversy about the planned Gorleben reposi­
tory and the accident in the shaft, issued for instance by
the Pederal Government, the Physikalisch-'l'echnische Bundesan­

stalt (PTB), the Deutsche Gesellschaft fUr den Bau und Be­

trieb von Endlagern fUr Abfallstoffe (DBE) and the local
citizens' action group at Gorleben were evaluated.

3.2. Intervievs with Participants and Observers

During the study ten interviews with participants and obser­
vers of the Gorleben nuclear waste disposal site controversy
were conducted. All but one institution asked for an inter­
view agreed. Only the Green Party in the Landtag (state par­
liament) of 'Lower Saxony, which was also asked for an inter­
view, refused any participation in this study. They suspected
that it was some sort of "acceptance research", the results
of which could be used to undermine their resistance to the
project at Gorleben. But the views of the Green Party seem to
be very close to those of the local citizens' action group,
which is represented with two interviews.

The following people were interviewed during this study:

1 • Hr. Kurt Schmidt, editor of the local newspaper Elbe­

J..t ••l-Z.ltung at Gorleben

2. Hr. Alfred Jansen, officer in the Government information
center for nuclear waste disposal at Gorleben

3. Dr. Rolf Heyer, public relations manager of the Deutsche

Ge••llschaLt ZWIl Bau und Betrleb von Endlagern fUr Ab­

fallstofLe (DBB) at Gorleben

4. Mrs. Maria~e Fritzen, one of the founders of the citi­
zens' action group at Gorleben and long-standing chair­
woman

5. Mrs. Marianne Tritz, employee in the office of the local
citizens' action group at Gorleben

16
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6. Mr. JOrg Janning, chemist and farmer, member of the
Kreistag (county parliament) of Luchow-Dannenberg (SPD),
critic of the planned site for final disposal for
nuclear waste at Gorleben, former speaker of the citi­
zens' action group

7. Mr. JUrgen Kreuch, geologist of the ecological research
institute "Institut fUr IJkologische Forschung und Bil­

dung", Hanover

8. Dr. Eckart Viehl, public relations manager of the Physi­

kalisch-'l'echnische Bundesanstalt (PTB), Brunswick

9. Mr. Kurt-Dieter Grill, member of the state government of
Lower Saxony for the county of LUchow-Dannenberg (CDU)
and chairman of the Gorleben commission

10. Dr. Christel HOller, member of the scientific staff of
the SPD in the Landtag (state parliament) of Lower
Saxony, Hanover

Basis of the interviews was not a standardized questionnaire
but a structured list of subjects to be discussed. The inter­
views covered the following subjects (depending on the inter­
viewee) I

Own position towards the planned disposal site at Gorle­
ben

Evaluation of the accident in the shaft of the pilot
mine and perceived implication of the accident for the
planned disposal site at Gorleben

Political events with respect to the planned disposal
site at Gorleben and the accident in the shaft <

Perception of the public debate on the Gorleben disposal
site and perceived motives and strategies of the other
social actors

Evaluation of media coverage on the planned Gorleben
.disposal site

17
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3 .3. Content Analysis of Bewapaper Coverage

Since searching newspapers for specific articles is a very
time-consuming business we decided to rely on press reviews

All interviews were conducted in Mayor June 1988 by the
authors of this study. They lasted between half an hour and
two hours. In general the interviewees were very frank in
describing not only their own positions but also their per­
ception of others involved in the qorleben controversy.

After searching the 1987 issue. of the FAZ for articles
referring to the planned Gorleben repository in any way, we
were surprised to s.. that only five articles could be iden­
tified in approximately 300 newspaper issues. 19 Although
nuclear power was an important issue in 1987 in West Germany
obviou.ly other aspect., such as the Chernobyl disaster, the
reproce••ing plant in Wackersdorf, the nearly completed fast
breeder reactor in Kalkar and - last but not least - politi­
cal trouble. with the nuclear companies Nuk81ll, Alk81ll and
'l'ran.nuklear, attracted mo.t coverage of the media.
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Our firlt reaction val to suspect the student, who actually did the
search, of not being careful enough. Comparisonl with two different
prell rev!."., however, convinced u. that he hac! done his job very
carefully.

Based on a more recent content analysis of nuclear power
coverage in the German newspapers Frankfurter Allgemeine

Zeitung (PAZ) und Frankfurter Rundschau (FR), where about 100
articles in 1984 and 150 articles in 1985 were found in each
newspaper dealing with aspects of "Entsorgung" (nuclear waste
management), we estimated the number of articles in 1987
referring to the planned Gorleben repo.itory to be about half
of these figure•• It was planned to include again the FAZ and
the P'R in our analysis since these two n8W8papers represent ­
on a high journalistic standard - the left and the right wing
of the West GeJ:man press and are read by many decision
maker••

. 19
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for the selection of articles. 20 This approach gave us the
possibility of including more newspapers in our content ana­
lysis than was planned in the beginning. On the other hand
the selection criteria for the press review were not control­
lable by us and, hence, we cannot be completely sure that all
relevant articles found their way into it. Thus, we have to
consider a possible bias in our material for the content ana­
lysis. The selection of articles is mainly guided by their
"importance" for the purpose of the DWK press review which is
to inform the management of the DWK about media coverage on
issues and subjects related to activities of the company or
the company itself. Fortunately, "Ent6orgung" is the central
activity of the DWK. Hence, all aspects will be found rele­
vant by the people who produce the press review. But within
the articles covering "Ent6orgung" we expect the following
bias.sa

1. Articles in national papers and newspapers of particular
interest (eq. reqion~l or local newspapers at "impor­
tant" locations) may be overrepresented.

2. Small articles and articles covering nuclear power
issue. only as secondary topics may be underrepresented.

3 • Redundancies are avoided. If more than one newspaper
publishes more or less the same article (as is often the
case caused by the dependency of W••t German newspapers
on the neva agency "Deutsche Presseagentur") , only one
of the articl.s and probably that in the most important
nevapaper i. taken.

While the first "bia8" can be dealt with by a limitation of
·the analy.i. to newwpapers more or less equally important to
the DWK and the second "bias" will probably not lead to

20 V. con.id.r.d two pr••• r.vi.... that of the Nuclear R.search Centre
JUlich and that of the Deutscl2e G••ell.cl2.ft fUr di.e Vi.eder.uf.rb~i­

tq von Xernbrel2l2.toffe (OW). Ve found the latter to b. more spe­
cific for ·&nt.or8U128· since the OWl a. partn.r of the DB! and opera­
ting company of the reprocessing plant under conltruction is indi­
rectly involv.d in the Gorleben project. We owe thanks to the DWK for
their readin••• to l.t u. 1.11. their pre•• revi~.
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severe systematic errors about content, the third "bias"
implies an evening out of differences in intensity of cover­
age. Thus, differences found in our content analysis
underestimate rather than overestimate differences in the
total mass media coverage.

I

I

I

I

I

In our content analysis we differentiated between three types
of newspapers:

National newspapers including Frankfurter Allgemeine

Zei tung (PAZ), Frankfurter Rundschau (FR), Die Wei t and
SUddeutsche Zeitung (SZ) with a total circulation of
about 1,270,000 copies,

the reqional newspaper Hannovertlche Allgemeine Zeitung

(HAZ) which is particularly important in the state of
Lower Saxony (circulation 230,000 copies) and

the local newspaper Elbe-Jaet••l Zei tung (EJZ) which is
only circulated in the county of LUchew-oannenberg and
has a monopoly for local reporting (circulation 14,000
copies) .

Number of Number of
article. statements

National pre.s 21 77
HAl 21 94
EJZ 87 285

129 456

20

Source of the articles and statements used for the
content analysis

OUr analysis is based partly on the "statement" and partly on
the "article" as coding unit. The material on which our ana­
lysis is ba.ed consists of 129 articles with 456 identified
statements published in the time interval from January to
Decaber 1987. Table 1 shows the source of these articles. I·
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Most of the articles were identified in the press review of
the OWE; only all issues of the PAZ and those of the EJZ in
the three-month period following the date of the accident
(May 12th) were searched by us. In the case of the FAZ our
search result corresponded to the articles found in the press
review. Hence, we conclude that articles from the national
papers (and probably from the HAZ) are fairly well covered by
the press review. This is not true for the EJZ. A comparison
of the articles found by direct search in the three-month
period following the accident with those included in the
press review suggests that only the most important articles
of the EJZ (roughly one third of all relevant articles) were
selected for the press review. It is therefore necessary to
be careful in interpreting the frequency of !JZ articles. But
we do not see any reason why the content structure of the
selected !JZ article. in the analyzed features should vary
significantly from that of the article. not selected.
Probably the person working on the press review and facing a
relatively high number of article. in the !JZ found it not
worth including very small article. or articles covering
minor events.

Por the content analysis we developed code sheets with seve­
ral systems of categories, d.signed to cover six types of
statement. It was po••ible to code up to four statements of
each type in an article if nece••ary. Table 2 gives an over­
view of the .tat...nt type. and their frequency in the diffe­
rent n~paper••

In addition to the standardized content analysis of newspaper
coverage of the Gorleben controversy the political weekly
mega.ine. Starn and Dar Spiegel were qualitatively analyzed.
Again we were .urprised how little attention these magazines
spent on the Gorleben controver.y. While in 1987 there were
four articles in the Spiegel at least mentioning the planned
repository at Gorleben we did not find any reference to "Gor­
leban- in the Stern.
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Number of statements

Nation- HAZ EJZ All
al news-

Type of statement press papers

Critic and defense of 18 13 68 99
the Gorleben site

Evaluation of actors 10 16 65 91
involved in the discussion
on the Gorleben site

Description of the 18 27 37 82
accident

Information on the 9 8 27 44
causes of the accident

Statement. about responsi- 4 13 22 39
bility of actors for the
accident

Implication of the 18 17 66 101
accident for the future
of the Gorleb8n site

77 94 285 456

Table 2: Analyzed statements in the articles covering the
planned repo.itory at Gorleben and the accident in
the shaft of the pilot mine
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4. Results

4.1. Relevant Social Actors and Their PositioJUI

There are are many actors at different regional levels
involved in the controversy about the planned Gorleben repo­
sitory. For example:

Government authorities at the Federal and state level
local administrations21

Federal, state and local parliaments
the so called "Gorleben commission"
the political parties COO, SPO, GRONE and - on the local
level - the Unabhllnglge fillhlergemelnlJchaft (UWG) (inde­
pendent voters' group) while the FOP only plays a minor
role
the local citizen.' action group "BUrgerlnitlatlve

U1IItIeltlJchutz LUchCN-Dannenberg" (SI)
indu.try, particularly the OSB
the Bergamt Celle a. mining authority responsible for
the pilot mine
the PhYlJlkalllJch-'l'echnllJche Bund.lJanlJtalt (PTB), a mix­
ture of Government agency and re••arch center, acting on
behalf of the Federal Government _re.ponsible for the
di.po.al of radioactive waste
the Bund••rorllchung.anlltalt fUr ~ill.enllchaften und

RohlJtorr. (SGR), a Government research facility which
advise. the PTB
the national ecological movement
the ecological institute "Inlltitut far 6kologiIJche For­

.chung und Bildung"

expert critic. of the Gorleben repo.itory•

. . 21 The -local- level cover. the county (Jrej6) of LUchav-Dannenberg, the
communities (Gam.jnden) of this county and -supra-communities- (S4mt­
gamejnden), administrative groups of several small communities, which
are only found in Lover Saxony.
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According to the perception of the interviewees the most
important actors involved in the public debate on the Gorle­
ben repository are:

Pro "Gorleben":

the DBB,
the Federal Government (particularly the Ministers for
Research and Technology and for the Environment, Nature
Protection and Reactor Safety),
the State Government of Lower Saxony,
the Christian Democratic Party (CDU), particularly Kurt­
Dieter Grill, member of the state parliament of Lower
Saxony, and
the PTB.

Contra "Gorleben":

the Social Democratic Party (SPD),
the Green Party (GR6HB),
the expert critics (particularly Prof. Duphorn and Prof.
Grimmel) and
the local citizens' action group.

In the news coverage on the Gorleben controversy' a rather
similar picture of the involvement of the actors in the
public debate can be found either a. source or as object of
statements (Table 3). Also the pattern of actors pro and
contra "Gorleben" is mirrored in the coverage (Table 4).

The Gorleben controversy is a polarized conflict. The rele­
vant actor. can easily be classified into two distinct groups
"pro" and "contra" the Gorleben project. The conflict con­
stellation i. rather similar to that of the more general
nuclear power controversy - thus indicating that both are
closely interconnected.

The actors pro "Gorleben" more or less support the waste dis­
posal concept of the Federal Government and do not see major
problelll8 in its realization. The main motive for the local
CDU applying for the planned nuclear waste mangement center

24
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("Nukleares Entsorgungszentrum") had little to do with energy
policy but with the hope of economic advantages for the
county of LUchow-Oannenberg. But this decision was and is in
line with the energy-political position of the COU on the
Federal and state level. Hence, although the economic
expectations have not been realized, and although after
"Chernobyl", the accident in the shaft and the corruption
scandal ·there is growing skepticism with respect to nuclear
power even among the members of the COU, it is not to be
expected that the COU will change its political position
towards the Gorleben project in the near future.

25

Pederal Government, PTB and DBB expect that the salt dome at
Gorleben will be suitable for the construction of a reposi­
tory mine. They argue that even if the results of the under-

Number of references

Nation- HAZ EJZ All
al news-

Mentioned actor press papers

OBB 3 ·5 20 28
Other industry 1 1 4 6
Pederal Government 2 3 23 28
State Government of Lower Saxony 4 3 8 15
District attorney 0 1 4 5
CDU/CSU 0 2 13 15
SPO 4 6 20 30
PDP 1 1 3 5
GRONE 1 6 17 24
Local citizens' action group 0 2 11 13
National eC910gical movement 0 0 1 1
Bergamt Cell. (mining authority) 0 4 15 19
PTB 2 3 15 20
"Established" research organizat. { 0 2 2
"Pro· expert. 0 3 3
•Contra • experts 4 1 10 15

23 38 171 232
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Table 31 Actor. mentioned in media coverage of the accident
in the shaft of the pilot mine at Gorleben
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Sources of statements pro and contra the planned
repository at Gorleben

Number of
statements

Source of statement Pro Contra

DBE 2 0
Other industry 3 ·0
Federal Government 9 0
State Government of Lower Saxony 6 0
CDU/CSU 5 0
SPD 0 19
GRUNE 0 22
Local citizens' action group 0 11
National movement contra nuclear power 0 2
Physikalisch-Technische Bun~esanstalt (PTB) 3 0
"Established" research organizations 3 0
It Pro It experts 1 0
"Contra" experts 0 8
Newspaper 0 5

32 67

ground investigation show that it is not, there would be I
enough time to look for another location. I
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Table 41

The actors contra "Gorleben" fear that a repository for high­
active waste in the salt dome at Gorleben would not be safe.
They demand that the investigation program is stopped. They
are only willing to consider alternative methods for the
final disposal of nuclear material after a decision on a
principle withdrawal from nuclear energy has been made.

Th. SPD talc.s a more differentiated view compared to the
other actors of this group. As mentioned above the SPD has
recently changed its position from support of nuclear power
in general and the Gorleben project in particular to a posi­
tion critical of nuclear power and critical of the planne?
repository at Gorleben. But there are still many (at the
moment silent) members and MPs of the SPD who think that a
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withdrawal from nuclear power is not realistic. Furthermore
even clearly anti-nuclear but responsible members of the SPD
feel that they have a duty to help solve the nuclear waste
problem, since they were involved in creating it.

Although in the small villages of the county of Liichow­
Dannenberg there are many face-to-face contacts between the
people living there, there is much uncertainty concerning the
position of the population. There is a tendency of actors to
perceive the "silent majority" of the population backing
their position. The CDU uses the results of the elections in
the county of LUchow-Dannenberg which give them a small majo­
rity to back their position. Critics of the Gorleben project
on the other hand contradict this statement. They explain the
results of the elections by the conservative orientation of
the population. According to their view it would not be

justified to interpret the results of the election~ as sup­
port for the Gorleben project. 22

Within the population there are many discussions on the pro­
ject. The "opinion camps- divide families and local communi­
ties. Although we were told about friendships broken by the
Gorleben controversy such effects seem to be the exception
rather than the rule. The integrative force of the local com­
munities with the importance of face-to-face contacts covers
opponents and proponents of the project. Both sides of the
controversy agr.. that the Gorleben project is a relevant,
but not the doainant issue for most people living in the
county of LUchov-Dannenberg and that a siqnificant majority
of the population is neither to be found on the pro nor on
the contra side.

22 The analol' to the national election. se... to support the interpre­
tation of the critics. Although there was a lot of oppotition to
nuclear power found in public opinion poll. after Chernobyl. the
event had surpri.ingly little influence on the outcome of the electi­
on. to the Federal parliament.
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4.2. Structure of the Political Controversy

The Gorleben controversy is solely a conflict about the risks
of nuclear waste disposal only at the first glance. This is
just one facette of the conflict; others are the nuclear
power controversy in general and even different views of the
desired future for the county of Luchow-Dannenberg. Further­
more the conflict about the planned repository in Garlehen
can be split into several aspects:

1. The ri.k. related to the disposal of nuclear waste in
the Gorleben salt dome and the necessary processing and
tran.portation are discussed. The conflict here is about
the extent of risks as W8ll a. about the criteria of
acceptability of these risks.

2. Doubt i. raised about the fairne•• of the procedure of
inve.tigating the suitability of the Gorleben salt dome
conducted by the PTB and the Governments in Hanover and
Bonn.

3. Economic intere.ts of land owner. at the Gorleben site
and the local communitie. are involved. The local commu­
nitie. have financial intere.t. in the Gorleben reposi­
tory a. a re.ult of the so-called "Gorleben-Gelder"

(Gorleben money).

Pig. 1 Sh0W8 the structure of the Gorleben controversy as
found during the interviewa~

R.18b of • GoJ:lehml repo.ito~

Two kind. of ri.k play a role in the discussion on the plan­
ned Gorleban repository: the short-te~ risks caused by the
handling of the nuclear waste (transportation, storage and
conditioning) and the long-term risks caused by the potential
relea.e of radioactive material from the repository in the
salt dome by means of ground water transportation, other geo­
logical effects or damage to the repository mine during ope­
ration. While mo.t of the short-term risks are not specific
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for the Gorleben controversy (and therefore not discussed
here) the long-term risks are.

Gorleben controversy

Figure 1: Different aspects of the Gorleben controversy
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Critics of the Gorleben project disagree with the PTB in
several aspects. For instance, they argue that

the geological structure of the Gorleben salt dome is
not optimal for a repository for high-active waste,
technical a. opposed to geological barrier. play a role
that i. too important in the .afety concept of the PTB,
the computer model. used by the PTB to analyze transpor­
tation of radioactive nuclids from the salt dome to the
surface are not valid,
during the time of operation the repository is very sen­
sitive to water invasion through the shafts and
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there is a possibility of radiolytic decomposition of
the salt.

The arguments concerning the safety of the repository mine
are particularly relevant if one has a long-term horizon. And
due to a more moralizing argumentation of the critics
compared to the more pragmatic one of the proponents, the
tLme horizon relevant for the evaluation of repository con­
cepts seem. to be longer for the critics than for the propo­
nents.

While the opponents of the Gorleben site implicitly request a
repository in which even for geological tLme spans (10,000
years) all the radioactive material would be completely
incorporated, the PTB argues with models according to which
the radioactive material is transported so slowly that when
it ent.r. "the biosphere again there would be no danger
because of the exponential radioactive decay. Analogous to
safety concepts based on probability analyses in the discus­
sion of the saf.ty of nuclear power plants, which are not
accepted by many critics of nuclear power, for the Gorleben
repository "absolute" rather than "relative" safety is
required. A safety concept that has to argue with the velo­
city of tran.portation is therefore not accepted by many
critics of the Gorleben repository.

PaiJ:D.••• of PJ=OC8dure

A very iaportant a.pect of the Gorl.ben controversy is the
perc.ption of the critics that the investigation program is
not being conducted in a fair way. They criticize the fact
that the pilot min. is being built solely according to the
Ge~ .tning law with hardly any possibility for public par­
ticipation. Furthermore they think that the re8ult of the
scientific investigation is not really open. Since the PTB is
a re~earch facility closely attached to the Federal Govern­
ment the selection of the site and the investigation of its
suitability according to the critics' view is guided by poli­
tical rather than scientific reasoning.
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The criticS of the Gorleben program see several boundary con­
ditions for the atomic lobby and the politicians promoting
the Gorleben repository which in their eyes are producing a

biased evaluation of the suitability of the Gorleben salt

dome:

First of all, they perceive that the Federal Government

and the operators of nuclear power plants for the con­

struction of a repository for final disposal of nuclear

waste are under pressure of time. If no significant

advances are made in the nuclear waste disposal concept,

sooner or later courts could stop the West German

nuclear power program because of the lack of tl Entsor­
gungsvorsorgs".23

Secondly, the critics fear that because of the high

costs of the investigation program24 the nuclear power

industry and electric power-supply companies will use

their influence to let the PTB declare the suitability

of the salt dome. If the results of the underground

investigation are so bad that this seems impossible, it

is felt that the pilot mine would probably be used as

repository for other kinds of waste rather than high­

active nuclear waste.

Thirdly, in the eyes of the critics it would be politi­

cally impo••ible to start another investigation program

similar to the one in Gorleben. After the experiences

made in Gorleben, the political opposition and pUblic

re.i.tance to a nuclear repository at other possible

site. would be strong enough to prevent such plans.

Becau.e of acceptance problema at other potential sites,

23 The proponents of the Gorleben repository contradict this view. They
argue that there is no time pretlure at all. Even if the Gorleben
salt i. not .uitable as a repo.itory for high-active wa.te one would
have enough time to look for another salt dome.

24 Conservative estimations of the required budget for the investigation
program were more than 1.1 billion OK (DBE, p. 20). The accident in
the shaft will probably increase these costs.
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Gorleben - according to the perception of the critics _
is the last chance for the nuclear industry.

In the eyes of the critics, these boundary conditions mean
that the promoting politicians, the PTB and the DBE cannot
accept a failure of the Gorleben project. This means that the
PTB has to interpret the investigation results in a way that
fits into their safety concept or they must alter the safety
concept in order to be compatible with the observed geologi­
cal facts. The critics of the Gorleben project blame the PTB
for

reducing their own standards with respect to the geolo­
gical barriers each time new information was available
on the salt dome,

not publishing a set of criteria that the salt dome
should meet before the investigation program began,

ignoring critical remarks of independent geologists,

not investigating alternative methods for the repository
of high-active waste and

not investigating alternative salt domes.

To summarize the arguments of the critics concerning the
investigation procedure: the critics think that the suitabi­
lity of the Gorleben salt dome has already been decided poli­
tically and, hence, the main function of the scientific
inquiry is to legitimize this decision.

The local citizens' action group regards the fact that they
somettm.s get information from anonymous scientists engaged
in the investigation program as supportive to this view. The
citizens' action group thinks that there are researchers who
realize this legitimizing function of their work and do not
agree with it, but who cannot publicly oppose the political
pressure without having to fear sanctions.
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Bconomic interests

The land-owners whose land is needed for the construction of
the aboveground parts of the mine, the storage facilities
etc. and the owners of so-called "Salzrachta" (salt claims)25
which are needed to construct the "underground parts of the
mine both have economic interests in the Gorleben repository.
Although many of the land-owners are critical of the project
one of our interviewees said that their critical attitude
would not dominate their economic motivations and that the
PTB would get the land and the claims it needs.

From a purely economic point of view it seems rational for
the land and claim owners to moderately oppose the Gorleben
repository. To overcome this opposition and prevent a t"ime
delay by expropriation proceedings the PTB would probably try
to make financially-attractive offers thus increasing the
profit of selling land and claims. However, it is important
not to wait too long with selling since the profit would be
much lower if the land and the claims are expropriated.

The local communities also have financial advantages in the
form of the so-called "Gorleben-Galdar" , direct extra funds
assigned to them by the Government of Lower Saxony to compen­
sate for possible disadvantages caused by the Gorleben pro­
ject. Some critics of the Gorleben project perceive this
money as a bribe; others think that it is a fair compensation
for immaterial and material disadvantages. 26 After the
expectations of economic development "'as a result of the
nuclear facilities have not been fulfilled the Gorleben money
for the local communitie. is the ~jor economic benefit of
the Gorleben project. "Thia might be a convincing argument for
one or other local politician.

2' .Salt clatm.· are the right to exploit the salt under the surface of
one. land.

26 E.g. it is feared that a nuclear waste disposal site at Gorleben
might have negative effects on tourism in the county of LUchow­
Dannenberg.
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Nuclear power controversy

The proponents of the Gorleben project think that opposition
to the planned repository is mainly guided by a general anti­
nt~clear attitude. Hence, the proponents hence consider the
discussion of risks a tactical manoeuver by the opponents to
disturb the national nuclear power program. The primary
objective of the opponents is perceived to be the withdrawal
from nuclear power and the opposition to the Gorleben site as
a means to reach that goal. Thus, even for the opponents, the
discussion on the risks of final disposal does not represent
the actual controversy.

The critics of the Gorleben repository agree to this view to
some extent. Of course, they say that they perceive the risks
of a repository as real, b~t they also concede that their
oppoaition is strongly motivated by their opposition to
nuclear power in general. Since the existing nuclear waste
which is now stored in interim storage facilities has to be

dispoaed somewhere, even the critics see the necessity for a
repository. But they argue that constructive cooperation in
the search for a safe repository would indirectly mean
supporting the nuclear power program. Hence, they demand a
political decision to withdraw from nuclear powerj after such
a decision has been made they are willing to accept a reposi­
tory for nuclear waste.

InduatrialiHtion of the county LUchov-DeDnenberg

In the county of LUchow-Dannenberg even the very conservative
and rural population is represented in the citizens' action
group. This is most extraordinary for West Germany.27 The
existence of a conservative anti-nuclear "Unabh!ngige WShler­
gSlllfJln6chaft- (independent voters' group) in the county of
LUchow-Oannenberg also leads to the conclusion that in the
county of Luchow-Oannenberg there is a conservative culture
opposing the "modernization process" from a purely rural to a

27 Representatives of the citizens' action group proudly told us that
even members of the local landed gentry work wi thin the ci tizens •
action group.
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more industrialized region. Many people seem to fear a
destruction of their living space by an industrialization of
the county for which the Gorleben repository might be consi­
dered a symbol.

Furthermore the county of Liichow-Dannenberg has a pleasant
countryside without mass tourism. There are many people from
the large German cities who have bought houses there which
they use at weekends and holiday periods and where they want
to live after retiring from work. Of course this group of
people has a strong interest in the county of LUchow-Dannen­
berg keeping its rural character.

Finally, since the mid seventies many ecologically-oriented
young people, mainly from big cities, moved into the county
to live a simple life close to nature. These people form an
"alternative scene" in the county of LUchow-Oannenberg. Their
attitudes toward large-scale technologies in general and
nuclear power in particular are very critical. After the
decision to build nuclear disposal facilities in Garleben
they found themselves confronted with the kind of technology
and industry which they wanted to escape. Of course they too
are opposed to the Gorleben repository and are very active in
the opposition movement regarding this project.

In 1980 these people (supported by others from the county)
built a camp consisting of wooden huts at one of the drilling
sites in Gorleben and declared the "Republic of Free Wend­
land· 28 • This republic existed for just one month before it
was evacuatecl by the police. For the ecologically-oriented
opponents of the Gorleben project this action has become a
very important symbol of their "resistance" which they fre­
quently refer to. 29 The term ·Pree Republic· is obviously
related to an intensive feeling of at least some people that
the "atomic lobby" is going to occupy the county of LUchow-

28 -Wendland- it an old traditional name for the region of Luchow­
Oannenberg.

29 For example, passports of the "Free Republic of Wendland- are issued
in the office of the local citizens' action group in LUchaw.
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Dannenberg and oppress its population. Opposition to the Gor­
lehan project is hence perceived as a struggle for freedom

and independence.

4.3. Jfass Hedia Coverage of the Controversy

Mass media only cover the "manifest" level of the Gorleben
controversy: the discussion of risks and the behavior of the
relevant social actors. Latent levels of the conflict are
hardly mentioned. This observation is not surprising, since
the coverage of the Gorlehan repository, as true of the
coverage of most issues, mainly depends on the public relati­
ons of the social actors themselves. The mass media primarily
publish negative evaluations of social actors (Table 5),
usually in the way that they report evaluative statements of
the other actors involved.

Number of
statements

Evaluated actor Negative Positive

DBB
Other industry
Federal GOvernment
State Government of Lower Saxony
District attorney
COU/CSU
SPD
FOP
GR6HB
Local citizen.' action group
Bergamt CelIe (mining authority)
Pl'B
"Bstabli.hed" research organizations
"Pro" expert.
"Contra" experts

11
3

14
9
o
6
8
1
1
3
7

13
1
2
2

81

o
o
2
o
1
2
o
o
o
o
o
o
1
o
3

9

Table 5: Evaluation of actors who are involved in the
public debate on the planned repository at Gor­
leben by other actors
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It is qUite interesting to note that in all but one case the
social actors opposed to the Gorleben project evaluate the
proponents negatively and vice versa. The exception is the
gPO which is evaluated negatively by the citizens' action
group, the Green Party as well as by the COU and the Govern­
ments. A similar pattern was found during the explorative
interviews. The gPO is blamed by the proponents for being
opposed to the Gorleben project and by the other opponents
for not fighting the project consequently enough.

The newspapers themselves, particularly the local newspaper
"Elbe-Jeetzel Zeitung" , are evaluated as fair by nearly all
interviewees. 30 Both sides said that they have access to the
public by the newspapers. The proponents tended to evaluate
the coverage as playing up the controversy. The newspapers,
especially the EJZ, hardly gave any direct commentary to the
Gorleben'controversy. The few evaluative statements for which
the newspaper itself was identified as the source were more
or less critical of the Gorleben project. 31

4.4 • Evaluation of the Accident by the Actors

The accident in the shaft of the pilot mine at Gorleben and
its consequences are of course viewed differently by propo­
nents and opponent. of the project. For the proponents the
accident was more or le•• a tragic but rather "normal" acci­
dent at work which hardly would have received any public

30 Only the IMIIber of the State Parliament, Kurt-Dieter Grill (CDU).
bl et the UZ of being biaseet against the Gorleben project. This
Itat nt il underltanclable becaule in the issue of the !JZ of that
clay when the interview val conducteet Grill wal blamed for having
obtainecl ille.al gifts from a company that had profited from the Gor­
leben project but neverthelell went bankrupt. This scandal is now
being inveltigated by the Diltrict Attorney.

31 After "Chernobyl " anet the Nukem/Transnukl.ar scandal the position of
the n~lpaperl hal become more critical tovards nuclear power. What
il conlidered a "neutral" point of view hal moved in the direction of
the "critical" end of the scale. This is also true for the local EJZ.
The editor of the EJZ for example told us that after the
Nukem/Transnuklear scandal he is no longer eliminating words like
"Atommafi." (Atomic Mafia) out of letters to the editor prepared for
publishing as he did before.
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attention if, for example, it had happened in the shaft of a
coal mine. According to their view the accident has no rele­
vance at all for the evaluation of the sUitability of the
Gorleben salt dome as a repository for nuclear waste. The
opponents of the Gorleben project were playing up the acci­
dent in order to have a new peg for questioning the Gorleben
project.

For the critics of the planned repository, however, the acci­
dent in the shaft demonstrates the following:

1. The geological situation in the supercap of the salt
dome is much more complicated than was expected. This
could cause problema for a safe operation of the reposi­
tory mine as well as for the long-term safety of the re­
pository itself. Hence.,. the accident indicates that the
salt dome is not suitable as a repository for nuclear
waste.

2. The companies and authorities involved, particularly the
DBB, do not Work carefully and responsibly enough. 32 If
they are not able to sink a shaft without problems they
will probably not be able to handle high-active nuclear
waste in a safe way.

3. There had been warning. by independent experts not to
sink the .haft. at the selectecl locations. These war­
ning. were ignorecl by the PTB. But the expert critics
ware right evidently. They may also be right in their
critical evaluation of the suitability of the salt dome.

4.5. Coverage of the Accident by the J!edia

The accident in the shaft of the pilot mine at Gorleben not
only received broad coverage in the BJZ but the regional and
national n~papers also reported on the event. The intensity
of coverage primarily is dependent on the spatial distance of

32 The above mentioned expertile of the BGEl (1988) at lean partially
support. thi. view.
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The pattern of arguments found in the interviews is mirrored
in the newspaper content (Table 6). Statements that there are
no implications of the accident for the waste management con­
cept were made by the Federal and State Government, the COU,

the newspaper to Gorleben. The local EJZ published 43
articles focussing on the accident in the three-month period
following it; the reqional HAZ published 7 articles and the
national newspapers just published 1-2 each. The news maga­
zine Spiegel, however, published two detailed articles on the
accident.

Reported consequences of the accident in the shaft
of the pilot mine at Gorleben for the use of
nuclear energy in West Germany

Number of statements

Nation- HAZ EJZ All
al news-

press papers

No implications of the 9 6 21 36
accident

Proof that the planned 5 3 17 2S
Gorleben site cannot be
realized

Proof that Gorleben is a 2 3 5 10
bad location for the
planned final deposit

Motivation to look for 0 1 6 7
alternatives for final dis-
posal of nuclear waste

Loss of time in the 2 4 7 13
construction of a deposit
for radioactive waate

Queationinq the use of 0 0 10 10
nuclear energy in general

. 18 ' , 17 66 101

Table 61
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the PTB and the oBE. The only consequence for the realization ,
of the Gorleben project as perceived by this group of invol­
ved social actors is a time delay. The other consequences
were almost exclusively stated by the Green Party, the gPO
and the local citizens' action group.

Number of statements

Nation- HAZ EJZ All
al news-

press papers

Unexpected geological 7 2 12 21
factors

Errors in the concept 0 5 14 19
or during work

Other causes 2 1 1 4

9 8 27 44

Table 7: Reported causes of the accident in the shaft of
the pilot mine at Gorleben

The reason for the accident is almost equally divided between
-unexpected geological factors" and "errors in the concept or
during work- (Table 7). The expertise given by the BGR (BGR,
1988) explains the accident with a combination of both
rea.on•• unexpected geological factors that led to a reduced
stability of the frozen column were not discovered because
~ geological investigation during the sinking of the shaft
wa. not conducted carefully enough. Hence, the newspaper
coverage in 1987 had anticipated the result that both factors

were relevant for the accident.

There were only a few statements in the newspaper coverage of
the accident in which social actors were directly accused of
being responsible for the accident. Actors who were mentioned
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as being responsible were the OBE, the PTB, the m~n~ng autho­
rity, the Federal Government and the "Pro" experts.

In two articles dealing exclusively with the accident (issues
of May 25th and August 8th) the Spiegel reported on the cau­
ses of the accident, the geological conditions and the con­
cept used to sink the shafts. Both times this information
included a citation of the (critical) geologist Professor
Duphorn, University of Kiel, who had already said in 1982
that the selected locations for the shafts were not suitable
from a geological point of view. The responsible institutions
(BMPT, PTB) are accused by the Spiegel of having disregarded
this warning. Another article (issue of August 3rd)
mentioned the Gorleben project and the accident in a broader
context.

The Spiegel provides its readers with information in order to
prove that the accident was predictable. Part of this infor­
mation came from an anonymous former engineer of the DBB who
was dismissed - according to the Spiegel - because of a cri­
tical attitude to the shaft sinking concept. In his opinion
the DBB ignored hints that something was going wrong, namely

falling ground-water level since December 1986,
penetration of brine into the shaft in March 1987,
rock slide in March 1987 and
rising teJDperature at the frozen rock of the shaft at
the beginning of April 1987.

DBB and PTB are blamed for having ignored these hints.
Purthe~re it is stressed that the geological conditions had
not been sufficiently investigated. Although there had been a
drilling at the location of the shaft before it was actually
sunk only sa.ples of the rock out of the drill hole were ana­
lyzed. A specimen from the problematic clay stratum where the
accident later happened had not been taken. The Spiegel took
the point of view of the opponents to the Gorlaben project
and wrote in its issue from August 3rd (p. 78):
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"Since the site for the final disposal of the nuclear
industry's radiant heritage was selected from a poli­
tical point of view, the responsible institutions
ignored warnings of their experts and engineers for
years, and risked the lives of their miners."

In this context the political pressure arising from the fact
that licenses to run nuclear power plants depend on the
demonstration of a safe disposal of the nuclear waste is also
mentioned. The Federal Minister of the Environment, Nature
Protection and Reactor Safety is criticized for playing down
the consequences of the accident for the planned Gorleben
repository.

According to the Spiegel the accident questions the whole
disposal project. The Spiegel is known to be anti-nuclear,
hen,ce, this assessment is not surprising. The accident did
not change the magazine'S opinion of the Gorleben project but
it prOVided the occasion for a critical discussion.

4.6. Perceivecl Influence of the .Accident

The influence of the accident on the local discussion of the
Gorleben project in the county of LUchow-Dannenberg cannot be
evaluated in isolation. The shaft accident is just one factor
in a serie. of events consisting mainly of the Chernobyl
disaster, the accident in the shaft, the Nukem/Tran5nuklear
scandal and finally the scandal in which the very important
and influential member of the State Parliament Kurt-Dieter
Grill is involved. All these events have had similar implica­
tion., the public attitude towards nuclear power became more
sceptical and the confidence in the institutions responsible
for the operation and monitoring of nuclear facilities
decrea.ed dra.tically. OUr interviewees of both sides agreed
that the Nukem/Trananuklear scandal has had a relatively lar­
ger impact on local public opinion than had the accident.

The changes in public opinion and the decreasing trust in
institutions promoting nuclear power have consequences for
communications on the Gorleben project. The opponents of the
project in the county of LUchow-Dannenberg have improved
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their position in the local controversy. Their arguments are
now believed more by.the undecided pUblic than before. This
was mentioned by the proponents as well as by the opponents
among our interviewees. The critics of the Gorleben project
are better respected even by the proponents of the Gorleben
project.

perhaps the most important implications of the shaft accident
were felt on the parliament level both in the State Parlia­
ment of Lower Saxony in Hanover and in the Federal Parliament
in Bonn. There have been expert hearings and discussions in
the Federal parliamentary committee for the environment,
nature protection and reactor safety and in the similar par­
liamentary committee of the State Parliament. In these com­
mittee. there have been controversial debates on the causes
and implication. of the shaft accident and. again on the
nuclear wa.te disposal concept of the Federal Government tn
general. Because of the critical attitude to nuclear power in
the general public but also in the COU itself, the Federal
Government could not treat the problem as a purely technical
one. Hence, the decision on restarting work at the two shafts
in Gorleben is con.idered as political. It is expected by the
proponents that work will continue before .the end of 1988;
but a final decision has not yet made.

4.7. Coverage before aDd after the Accident

Within the nuclear power issue which receives a broad cover­
age in all ".t German newa media the nuclear waste disposal
topic 1. not a prOllinent one. The Spiegel, for example,
publi.hed 46 article. (ranging fras short new. items to ela­
borated report. and e••ays) dealing with nuclear energy
during the year 1987. Mo.t of the.e articles are concerned
with the prototype fa.t breeder reactor currently being built
in Kalkar (11 article.), 10 Chernobyl10 (5 articles) and irregu­
larities in the West German nuclear industry (Nuke, Alkem,

~ran.nuklear)• In comparison to these topics the planned
nuclear waste disposal site at Gorleben obviously was of less
interest to the news magazine, at least before the accident
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in May 1987. Up to this incicient there is no reference to
"Gorleben" at .all.

II Gorleben " is first mentioned in a detailed report on the
mining accident in the issue of May 25th. In the following
issues two articles were found dealing with the problem of
nuclear waste disposal in a more general way. In one of these
articles plans of the Kraftwerkunion (KWU) to make a contract
with the Chinese Government on the disposal of German nuclear
waste in the Gobi Desert are critically discussed. The dispo­
sal site at Gorleben is mentioned only as a side aspect. The
second of these articles is concerned with a nuclear waste
disposal site in the German Democratic Republic near the bor­
der with Lower Saxony. II GorlebenII is mentioned in connection
with some remarks about the Government of Lower Saxony which
is criticized for not analyzing the risks emerging from that
disposal site for the West German population in order not to
endanger its own Gorleben project.

Pinally there is a new detailed report on the causes of the
shaft accident at Gorleben and its consequences for the final
disposal of nuclear waste, on the occasion of a visit by the
Minister for the Environment, Nature Protection and Reactor
Safety to Gorleben (issue of August 8th).

A comparison of newspaper coverage before the accident, in
the three-month period following the accident and the rest of
the year 1987 (Figure 2) shows the following:

1. The accident in the shaft has received coverage in the
national press as well as in the regional HAZ and the
local BJZ. The number of articles dealing with the acci­
dent decreases with increasing distance - indicating
that the relevance of the accident itself was perceived
as having a strong local component. 33

33 This is only true for the first months after the accident when prima­
rily local actors reacted publicly to the event. Hence. in the cover­
age of the parliamentary hearings in Hanover and Bonn which took
place in April/May 1988 after our content analysis was finished such
great differences between the local. regional and national newspapers
could probably no longer be found.
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Figure 2: Newspaper coveraqe of the planned rapesitory for
hiqh-active nuclear waste in the salt dome at
Gorleben and the accident that happened during the
shaft-building of a pilot mine on MAy 12th, 1987
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34 In the case of the EJ'Z the increase in the number of articles from
the first to the second time interval mUH not be interpreted as
important. Due to different selection procedures (cf. section 3.3)
the figure leads to an overestimation of the increase in coverage.

2.

3.

The accident in the shaft has obviously directed the
attention of the newspapers to the Gorleben project in
general. Even articles not focussing on the accident but
on other aspects of the Gorleben project were pUblished
more often in the time period following the accident
than in the month before this event. 34

Whether this effect of directing attention to the Gorle­

ben project is limited to only a short time after the
accident or lasted for a longer time cannot clearly be
answered by our content analysis. The data of the EJZ
and the HAZ support the view that the effect may have

lasted for a longer period~ the data of the national
newepapers suggest the opposite. Anyhow, in the first
half of 1988 the Gorleben controversy was again covered
by the national media becauee of the expert hearing in
the committee of the Federal Parliament. And future
decisions to continue work at Gorleben will surely also
be covered by the national media. Hence, the shaft acci­
dent will keep the Gorleben project on the national
agenda - although not at the top of the rank order.
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5 . 1 . Hidden Roots of the Controversy

The Gorleben controversy is primarily a debate on the suita­
bility of the Gorleben salt dome for radioactive waste dispo­
sal only at a first glance. Social actors and individuals in­
volved in the debate have differing motives and goals related
to their behavior.

The local politicians advocating the planned repository (more
or less the COU) and the State Government of Lower Saxony
primarily have in mind the expected economic benefits of the
repo.itory, the conditioning facility and the interim
storage. The•• economic benefits consist of jobs, profit for
the local firma and - last but not least - the Gorleben
money.

Interpretations5.

The oppo.ition to the Gorleben project is based on a set of
motive. found to a varying degree in the individual oppo­
nents. First, there is certainly a fear that the repository
and the other nuclear facilities may not be safe. For exam­
ple,-the expert critics and the ecological "Institut fUr oko­
logilJche For.chung und Bildung- are argUing along these
lines. Many of the passive public may have doubts because of
the perceived risks. Secondly, the planned repository is seen
as an important element of the national nuclear power system.
Hence, people who want a withdrawal from nuclear power are
opposing the repository in order to create problems for the

For the Federal Government, the PTB and the DBE the Gorleben
project is a key element in the nuclear waste management con­
cept. Although there are interim solutions for the reproces­
sing and storage of' spent fuel elements that may be prolonged
(contracts with France for 'instance), in the long run it
seem. necessary to have national waste management and dispo­
sal facilities. Even the high-active waste originating from
the spent fuel elements reprocessed in France will come back
to this country in a couple of years.

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

I

•
•

- "
';',}~,,' ~.,..



\ .1·.

"atomic lobby". Thirdly, there are many people who have an
interest in, or at least a preference for the county of
LUchow-Dannenberg keeping its rural character. Conservative
farmers, young people who have immigrated into the county in
order to live according to ecological principles and people
who own a house in the county of Luchow-Dannenberg and want
to live there after retirement form the group in which this
motive plays an important role.

The pUblic discussion does not mirror this complex pattern of
motives and goals. It is based more or less on the fiction
that the commOn goal is to build a safe repository and the
conflict is about where to build it and how to build it.
Hence, many of the motives driving the behavior of the social
actors and individuals are not made explicit during the com­
munication process between 'the two sides of the controversy
but remain hidden. Consequently it cannot be expected that
the communication process will lead to a consensus, or com­
promise or at least to a convergence of positions.

5 .2. perception of Strateqic Arg1mentation

Of course everybody participating in the controversy knows
about the hidden roots of the conflict. The proponents there­
fore tend to assess critical remarks on the safety as tacti­
cal maneuvres and the opponents themselves as not credible.
The same is true for the reverse situation. Since the oppo­
nents perceive the proponents as being subject to several
inherent nec•••ities they too doubt that the arguments origin
from true conviction.

The ultimat. goal of the public dispute about the risks of
the repository does not seem to be to convince the other side'
of the controversy from ones own point of view but to mobi­
lize public opposition to the repository or to calm the
public, respectively. Hence, not any kind of rational dispute
but the classical Greek art of rhetoric wi th its goal not
primarily to convince the communication partner but to win
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the audience is the adequate paradigm to describe this con­
troversy.35

To be efficient one has to undermine the trustworthiness of
the other side. Hence, moral aspects become more and more
important in the debate. This communication strategy tends to
increase the gap between the positions of the two sides
rather than to close it.

5.3. Placing Gorleben on the Political Agenda

We will now try to understand the effects the shaft accident
had on the communication about the Gorleben project. The most
obvious implication of the accident was to direct the atten­
tion of media and politici~ns to the planned repository for
nuclear waste. We have to distinguish between the local and
the national political level.

On the local level the Gorleben project was already topical
before the accident. The proximity to the nuclear facilities
and the pilot mine, the activities of the local citizens I

action group and the political discussion, for example in the
Gorleben commission, implied that a certain degree of atten­
tion was given to the controversy by the local media and the
population. Hence, the accident on the local'level caused an
increa.e in the salience of the controversy about the planned
repository but did not create a completely new issue.

However, on the level of the national political process the
accident led to a new facette or "sub-issue" within the broad
nuclear issue which has existed with changing patterns since
1975. The Gorleben "sub-issue" is not only fed by the acci­
dent itself but also and primarily by the reactions of the
political and legal institutions to the event. Hearings in
the parliaments of Hanover and Bonn, expert opinions that are
published, decisions to stop or continue the work at the
shaft in Gorleben , possible leqal proceedings against the

35 This i. not a characteristic specific to the Gorleben controversy but
it is true for most political controversies.
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people responsible for the accident - all these activities I.

catch public attention and make the Gorleben controversy a
national issue - at least for some time.

It is quite interesting to note the difference in the effects
of the Chernobyl disaster and the ~ukem/Transnuklear scandal
on one hand and the shaft accident on the other. The
Nukem/ Transnuklear scandal and the Chernobyl disaster had
diffuse impacts on the public attitudes toward nuclear power.
The main message of these events for most people was that
nuclear power is dangerous and the institutions responsible
for the safety of this technology cannot be trusted. On the
national level there was no specific impact of these events
on the evaluation of the Gorleben project. In the county of
LUchow-Dannenberg, however, these diffuse fears were speci­
fied with respect to the planned repository and the other
nuclear facilities und decreased their public acceptance.

The shaft accident, however, hardly had any diffuse impacts
comparable to those of the Chernobyl disaster or the
Nukem/Trananuklear scandal. On the local level, where there
was already attention given to the planned Gorleben reposi­
tory, it had relatively little influence on public acceptance
of the planned repository. Since there was no direct danger
for people other than the miners it -did not raise much emo­
tion.

But the social effects of the shaft accident were specific to
the Gorleben repository. And, hence, on the national level it
caused the political institutions to focus their attention on
the event and the pilot mine at Gorleben. The most important
effect. of the accident are therefore to be observed on the
national rather than the local level.

5.4. Changes in C~ication Behavior

The theory of the "spiral of silence" (Noelle-Neumann, 1980),
somewhat modified, provides us with the theoretical framework
required to understand the effects of the accident and other
events such as the Nukem/Transnuklear scandal on the public
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communication about the Gorleben project. According to this
theory people tend to orientate their communication behavior
to public opinion which may be understood in this context as
the perceived opinion of the public. Public opinion serves as
a social norm for communicative behavior. Events like the
Chernobyl disaster or - at a much lower level - the accident
in the shaft at Gorleben are taken as hints by people that
public opinion has changed. They will change their communica­
tion behavior accordingly: opponents of the project will for­
mulate their opposition more frequently I consequently and
aggressively while proponents will tend to "hide" their posi­
tion. The modified communication behavior will increase (or
even create) the assumed changes in public opinion. We find
the first effect in the communication behavior of individuals
and social actors; hence, after the accident the critical
position is represented more strongly in pUblic debate than
betore. 36

But also a second more subtle effect has to be considered.
The accident in the shaft obviously changed the "norm" accor­
ding to which communicative behavior is evaluated as legiti­
mat. or not - by the "gatekeepers" of the mass media system
a. well as by ordinary people. 37 For example, the term
"atomic mafia" become. acceptable, proponents have at least
to mention problema of the Gorleben project in their defense
of the•• plan., and the nece.sity of opponents to substan­
tiat. their opposition decreases.

36 Strikinll'f even the conservative (and pro nuclear) newspapers FAZ
aJ1d WILl' published critical cOlllDents on the Godeben project after
the shaft accident. The FAZ (July 8th, 1987) criticized the fact that
only the .alt doae of Gorleben was being investigated and insinuated
that political rather than geological reasons might have influenced
the decision in favor of the Gorleben site. The WELT (May 20th, 1988)
cited extensively the BGI expertise which criticizes the DB! for not
being careful enough and mention. the warnings of the critical
expert f Prof. lUaus Duphorn.

37 We all know that in the political process the formulation of very
different opinions is the rule. Hence, public opinion as a norm for
communication behavior mu.t be understood to mark a range of legiti­
mate opinions rather than a single opinion.
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, . It seems as if the duty to substantiate one's position is
stronger the more it differs from what is to be found in
public opinion as the "normal" or "neutral" point of view.
Hence, if the social definition of what is "normal" or "neu­
tral" changes, for example after the accident, the necessity
for the two sides of the controversy to substantiate their
positions will also change. The accident in the shaft has
obviously shifted the evaluation scale for communication
behavior, implicit in public opinion, into the direction of
the "critical" end.

s .s . XOt!vatioD of Bcoloqical Activists

Citizens' action groups, as voluntary low-structured social
systems, permanently have the problem of~ motivating their
member. for activities. The number of people who can be acti­
vated is heavily dependent on the emotional "climate" created
by events such as the accident. Resistance to nuclear
facilities, for example, cannot be run as a routine job. The
local citizens' action group (BI) at Gorleben perceives the
"chance" to mobilize many people for their goals, as a result
of the shaft accident and the Nukem/ 'l'ransnuklear scandal,
very clearly. Alluding to the shaft accident and the other
events, it wrote in its newsletter "Gorleben Rundschau"

(2/1988):

"Even if the good old days of euphoric resistance
have gon., the BI cannot be anything other than a
coalition of many activists.
R••i.tanc. has to be fun againl The other side con­
tributes a lot, so that at the moment this is the
ca••: they hardly miss any opportunity to put us in a
good mood. Presently, it is easy to mobilize old par­
ticipants and to recruit new ones."

It cannot be expected that the mobilizing effect of the shaft
accident will last very long. But it seems important for the
citizens' action group that the intervals between the periods
of high mobilization do not last too long in order to have..
some continuity in its work.
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5.6. The Accident in the Light of "Risk A8plification"

In the introduction we mentioned three hypotheses about the
amplification effects of the Gorleben shaft accident which we
expect by interference of different levels of communication.
We are now trying to relate our results from the case studies
to these theoretical assumptions.

First, the sensibility with which the public, the mass media
and the political institutions reacted to an accident at work
that just had the consequences of one ordinary car accident
(more than 10,000 people are killed each year in car
accidents in West Germany) impressingly demonstrates the
relevance of the political communication context for the
assessment of such an event. For 15 years "nuclear power" has
been among the most important political issues. This has led
to a high sensibility of the public, the mass media as weil
as the political institutions (even those in favour of
nuclear pow.r) to all events related to nuclear power.

The accident is given high priority, by the opponents of
nuclear power as well as by the proponents who have to demon­
strate their credibility, because it can be used to raise
questions about the suitability of the salt dome for a
nuclear repository or the trustworthiness of the nuclear
industry.

Hence, the nuclear power issue strongly amplified the rele­
vance assigned to the shaft accident. It led furthermore to
its interpretation in terms of the Gorlehan controversy
(suitability of the salt dome) and the general nuclear power

/ controversy (trustworthiness of institutions operating, pro­
moting and controlling nuclear power).

We saw that the relevance of an event may be amplified by its
relation to a political issue. But the opposite is also true:
The salience of a political issue may be amplified by events
related to those issues. After the shaft accident many
administrative, political and legal institutions were invol­
ved in the management of that issue. Hence, a lot of social
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activities were induced by the accident and these were
covered by the media. According ,to the theory of the agenda­
setting function of the media (cf. Shaw/McCombs, 1977) the
amount of coverage of an i8sue strongly influences its per­
ceived salience. Although the Gorleben controversy and the
shaft accident were poorly covered compared to the Chernobyl
disaster, the reprocessing plant at Wackersdorf, the fast
breeder reactor at Kalkar, and the scandal in the nuclear
industry it contributed to the total amount of coverage.

Besides this quantitative effect (the more coverage the more
salient the issue) the shaft accident may also have contribu­
ted to a certain quality of the nuclear issue: complexity.
According to the "issue-attention cycle" (Downs, 1972) an
issue should disappear some time after its climax. But the
nuclear issue in West Germany has now been at a climax for
nearly lS years. This phenomenon can be explained by the com­
plexity of the nuclear power issue. If one aspect of nuclear
power is "exploited" with respect to its function of attrac­
ting public attention it is rather easy to switch to another
"fresh" one. Those who are interested in keeping the nuclear
issue alive are always in search of appropriate events like
accidents or scandals.

Finally, not only the salience of the nuclear issue has been
amplified by the shaft accident (this effect is only mode­
rate) but also the social reputation of the critical side in
the Gorleben controversy. This is true for the local as well
as for the national level. In the eyes of the opponents and
many uninvolved observers, the shaft accident proved that
people and institutions who were already critical of the Gor­
leben project before the accident such as the geologists
Professor K. Duphorn and Professor E. Grimmel and the citi­
zens' action group at Gorleben, were right in their criti­
cism. Since people tend to make conclusions according to psy­
chological rather than logical laws the assessment of trust­
worthiness of critics may well be generalized to aspects
which have nothing to do with the event that led to that
assessment.
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The controversy on a planned repository for high-radioactive
waste in the salt dome at Garleben (Federal Republic of Ger­
many) was investigated i the form of a case study, combining
the methods of direct explorative interviews, analysis of
documents and content analysis of mass media. Particular
emphasis was given to the effects of an accident that
happened in May 1987 in the shaft of the pilot mine on the
public debate on the planned repasitory. In the accident a
miner was killed and others were injured.

It was found that, although the potential health risks of the
planned repository and related nuclear facilities are covered
almost exclusively in public debate and in newspaper content,
there are several underlying motives besides the perceived
risks that influence the Gorleben controversy. Most important
for the national as well as for the local level is the
nuclear po1Nr controversy. According to legal requirements
the dispo.al of spent fuel elements of nuclear reactors has
to be d8ZlOn.tratecl before a licence for the operation of a
nuclear power plant is granted, Hence, if it became evident
that nuclear waste dispo.al was not guaranteed, the nuclear
power proqraa of the PRG would have to be stopped. And this
i. a· primary goal of the critic. of the Gorleben repository.
Furthermore part of the opposition to the Gorleben project is
motivated by a rejection of the industrialization of the
rural county of LUchow-Dannenberg.

The a••••~t of the accident varies strongly between the
oppon~nt. and proponents of the project, For the proponents
the accident in the shaft was an ordinary accident at work
without any relevance to the repe.itory concept, The oppo­
nents, however, think that the accident, first, proves the
unsuitability of the Gorleben salt dome as a repository and,
secondly, demonstrates the lack of competence of the institu­
tions respon.ible for waste disposal.

Three hypotheses were formulated concerning the interdepen­
dence of the accident as an "event" and broader political
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· . ,
issues. The first hypothesis is that the relevance of events
is strongly dependent on their relationship to political
issues. The accident in the shaft would certainly not have
received much public attention if, for example, it had
happened in a coal mine. The second hypothesis is a reverse
impact: the salience of political issues is influenced by
events such as accidents or scandals which may be used by one
side of a controversy to support its point of view. This was
true of the shaft accident which was used to argue against
the repository concept. The third hypothesis is concerned
with the "power balance" in communication between the diffe­
rent sides of a controversy. In the Gorleben controversy it
became evident that after the accident it became easier for
the opponents of the project to find an open ear for their
arguments.

Of course, a single case study cannot verify our hypotheses
on the interference between general issues and events.
Furthermore our methods were exploratory rather than
hypath••is-testing. But our study provides some evidence that
the accident in the shaft of the pilot mine at Gorleben

j

indeed had the postulated effeets.
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