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USING PREVIOUS PUBLIC TESTIMONY TO PREPARE RISK MESSAGES

Murgaret E. Durbin
Los Alumos Natonal Laboratory

CHALLENGES IN FINDING INFORMATION ABOUT THE RISKS WE FACE

Peopie need a sense of control aver their own lives, but they sometimes teel that they do
not huve that control whep taced with a risk such as thut posed by a nuclear power reactor
or an incinerator for mdioactive waste. Agencies communicating the risk must understand
the fears of stakcholders (the people who share in the risk) and trv to address those tears.

The Emergency Response and Community Right to Know Act, Title 11 of the Supertund
Amendmens and Reautherzation Act (SARA), is a broad risk communication statute that
ensures thut the intormation is available through statutes, public heanngs, and the

media( 1). To arrive at a decision about a risk concerning them and thereby achieve
sense of control. stakeholders must have aceess o the information about a decision and
then must understand it. Thesr wisk is seemingly simple: thev ondv have ra use therr righis
under Title 11 1o tind intormation on arisk. act on the intormauuion, and make an intormed
cholee about the risk,

One wayv that agencies can help the stukeholders muneuver throngh tie muze of
regulutions govermng a risk and communicating the risk itsedt is through pubdic hearigs
thut actively seek the involvermem o1 the stakeholders.

PREVIOUS APPROACHES TO KISK COMMUNICATION

Previousiv. the public perceived risk communmcauon as one-wav and rather arogant
heeause the aeenies did not actively seek input and dindog with the stakeholders. Rask
commumicEition seemed 10 be i one-wav statement: Vs pertectly sate. Trost us”

Stakehojders percerved probiems with the approach.(2)

0 Commumeators mothe aeencies were viewed with suspieron o they had an conomie
stake i the aveney,

o he senders or viskomessagges didn’t seek o learn trom the stakeholders, ontv oo
teneh,

o The atitude of the areneres <cemed o be that the public would not anderstand the
rechmeal aspects of the rsk,

o Theagencies were seen as unconcerned abont the public and nor apen or readily
accessibie.

a e agencies were ween s not wanune 1o sanplife or muesprer daca ton tesae thit
they wonkd mmimze or munemdy the mk,

o Op they pave the stakeholders . datn domp o msteadd, more mpormation that anvone
comlbd possibdy assiumilate. cCSueh o plethori of sntormation, as anvane who e ever
asetd o mutermd sidety daticsheet canagtest, s baerer o endersaindinge.

o TPheaeeneies were seen s roant m commumetine onbv with then peers o the
serentifie and rechmead communities and non with the stwehadder:.



0 Agencies were sent out to persuade. bully, iwnd advertise rather than educate and
establish a dislog.

Cvnicism and mistrust abounded.
LEARNING FROM THE STAKEHOLDERS

What, then, can be done? For good risk commumnication to exist, agencies and stakeholders
must {irst estabiish twa-wayv communication and dinlog. An agency must respect the
stakeholders and their concerns. [t cannot assume that the stakeholders know nothing
about the techmeal aspects of the risk, nor can it dismiss the concerns o1 a stakeholder
meray because he or she appears o be unstable or dvstunctionud. The nsks a seemingly
dvstunctional stakeholder perceives huve as much legiumacy as those of a scientist ar
engineer tumilinr with the risk and indeed as much legimuey as those of the ageney isell.

Second the agency must tind whut the stakeholders want to know and whut thess concerns
and fears are. However. commumeating the huzards and risks invojved in a technology can
be ditficuit. especiully ta a hostile audience thut s thoroughly prepared 1o meet what ot
perceives 1o be an wversary. For exampie. in public hearings in 1989 in Sama e 3 tor
permit tor the controlled-ar incinerator at Los Alamos National Laboratory, the audience:
wis composed primurily o1 concerned citizens trom the neighboring communites o Taos
and Santa Fe. The citizens represented o range of people trom concemnetd parents with
their intant children to physiciuns.  They had thoroughly prepared tor the hearmgs and had
questions and comments on issues o immedinte importance: o them. especaliv about
radiation satety.

Third, an agency can v only 1o educate and inerease the amount of imtormuton avalabie
to the stakeholders so that they can muke informed decisions about the eisk. It cannot ay
(0 nersuade the stukeholders.(2)

Onee the agencies know what the stakeholders concemns are, the agencies can more
credibiv address those concerns in the tuture, How can an ageney lean what the
stukehokders want 10 know aned how best mtorm them?! Using previons public testunony
ONE WAV a1 preparing osk messiges,

Deflaitions

IFirst, the stakeholders want detimtons that will cluriy what s being disenssed and thae wiil
hedp close the gap in knowledge between themselves and the scentsts amd engneers, In
thee Sunta Fe hearmigs on the permat tor tee memerator, the aadience wanted detimtions o
such terme as destruetion etficiencies, lsied wastes, mixaed wastes, permat, ond the
agpuvaleneye of state and Environmemal Proteetzon Ageney (EPA) cegulations,

Frermy routineiy bandicd sbout i normad discourse m waste munugement are joresgn
termys ontade that avenn, Without sound detinitions, the public can become: el
comtused.,  TTe term “"ovemi” for example, wis imterpreted v imany wo men permission
tor .t nemerator © be aalt cather thun e ermy and condigons tor aperanon Simidatdy,
hecause the memueratcr wondd pracess mxed waste, waste with hoth cadionetive and
hiardods chemcal components, the piblic wanted a degimton o “mixed” ad what
resgrtintions governed the storee, treaument, and disposad of the waste.



Wuste minimization also concerned the stakeholders. Again, detinition o1 terms s
essential. Many thought that waste minimization meant cutting imo small pieces the waste
alreadv produced.

An effective risk messiee, then, must define terms, including common terms that might be
casily mizimerpreted by the stakeholders or werms that have speetfic meanings within the
context o the particmar sk or issue. f the risk s complex, a series of meetings between
stakehojders and the scienusts and engineers may be appropriate so thut each term or
process can be defined or Jdiscussed.

Background

second. the audience reguires specific background information on the souree of the risk.
Where did the hazard come trom”? Why does it present a huzard and for how long? Tae
public comments an the incinerator focused on background radiution levels betore the tirs
nuelenr test at Trinity Site in 1945, how current background radiation levels were
established. and how acceprabe levels o) rmdiution doses 1o workers and the public are
determined. Maav of the questions went back to 1945 and the 1ssue of where the vaste
came trom n the tirst place, the testing of nuelear weapons, e stakeholders also wame
to know which wastes were praposed Lor incineration, the estimated volumes, and the
number of curies of radioactivity was coniwned in the wastes.

Reguintory Reguirements

Tird, recipienis of tisk messiges want to know maore about regutatory reguirements.,
After veurs of ane-way commumeation, stakeholders questioned the credibility and
authorie of federal and state regulatory age wies and the regulations they promuleae.
Mhe luek of creditnlity o1 tederal agencies also brought ap questions about aceurae
doctunentaton and records munagement cnd who was sor @ io minntain the records.

[However, muitiple tederal and state mundates have produeed muitiple acences with
avertupmmg tunctions and avertupping mormuuona ) Tivimg to tind ntormation an
reguintions on s emissions, tor exampie. s dilficalt and trasteaong wnen siakehobders,
must look throngh munvy statttes. Al the imtormanson that they reguire certamiy exsts, but
heeause of the sheer voiume o the mtormaton and the lnbvembnne and overtupping
muethods of arsnmizmg o, amilee mtormaton s anconsolidated. 1 appears o e
<tukeholders, then, that the ageneies are ladingg the ere intormaton it they are ook
tor.

Mhe stakeholders in Sunta Feowere Samaline wih state ad local sovicammentad s and
wamned 1o know the followmae:

A the permatting process iuell;

o the erttermn tar the seeeess ot the cleamip at Supertund sies;

a he extent o contamimation e Sapertindg sites,

A whit lws regiiated the storzue ana disoosid of mixed wiste: and

A which regulinom v aprencies and s waere ivadvedd m the terms and conditions, o the
prermil,



\ir gualdity and emissions (o the mmospiere, for exampie, were of orimary coneern (o ihe
stakeholders. Thev were concerned abowt the etfects ot the gaseous effluent on the ozone
fuver and the etfectiveness of the high-etficiency particulate air tilters. However.
retdations on the quality of emissions from the incierator were non part of the permit.
Representauves trom the state and federad agencies told the audience that the permit did
not addi ess aar gquality standards and so ar quality was not an issue in the hearmgs. The
messiage that the audience received was thut wr gquadity was noi important.

Adthough the concerns about issues seemingly unretited to permit. such as wr quality,
were, in i legal sense, peripheral to the issue at hand, the agency must address those
concerns in an effective risk messite when they are reality 10 the stakeholders.,

Tochnical Information

FFourth, the recypents wam technieal intormauon. The audience in Santa Fe had guesaons
abont and wanted more intormation about the rechmeal aspeets 9f incineralor aperations,
mctuding the componenis o1 the incineraor, is operating conditions. and alternuuives 1o
muneraton echnoloyy, inctuding technologies developed in Sweden and Jnpan. A risk
SOMINUNIEIOr must nor assume g the audience will nor understand the techmeal aspects
of the msk. Manv i the audience will be the peers of the sk communicators m the
rechmenl aspects of the ssue: others will have done research on the sabjeet and will be
‘horonghly prepared. The sk message shonld contan all relevant imormutien and be
clear and in plan langune.

Health, Safety, and the Envirmmment

The sakehonders mothe Santa Fe hearnes adso wanted intormuton about momtorme,
simpling, and tesung o protect headth, stety (partienlartv personal satetv), aand the
anvironment. O muor coneern were montoring aguifers amd emssions o the
atmosphere, nspections and inspection schedules, monitormi: by independent aeneies,
aunpling amd restne projocols, aceemable and unpecemable concentrauons of hazardons,
matertals, calibraton of instewments, mereaeye e lsh o bodies of water fowastream trom
the maemeratar, accnmutauon ad retenton o1 oxie mutertmds e bodv, the rsk ot
caneer because o1 exposure 1o the stack cases, and sach considerattons as the etteet of
ATSSIONS on vegetabie diredens.

e woman asked o hvpothenceat sadety eston: Wt o She and e mtaon ctadd climbed
e ek of the memerator, mbaded the saseous etluent, were overcome, and tell aea e
ek amd down ano the aanerator asell”  ZMiiimeh the guestion may seem e fetehest o
an emnneer. the rsk of sach an event aetaadly agmenmg wis very eend to the womuon.

FRAMING FTHE VIESSACE

mee the ageney hoas ased previons iestamony b ome bass o preparnne the ek muessage, |
s then teamme the messaie el

Vohomessinee honkd
O emphusEe formuuon ceievanm o any pretieal actions ot siikehonters e ae:
vt the mtor e con e aod plinn anetogte;

a o eespect the audience g s concerny,;



g intorm the recipient honestiv caniess conditons dearty jusufy an attemp e
miluence . 2)

Men, assumirg that the agency gets a second chance 1o rectify the errors made the tirst
e, i cin more etfectively, apenty. and honestly tedl the stakeholders what thev asked 1o
know about,

Perceprion is realitv.(4) What the stakeholders perceive o be read is real to them, even
though the ageney's perception is that a risk is minimal. By considening what the
stakeholders need and want to know, and not necessarijiy imtorming them o1 what the
ageney thinks thev should know. and in increasing the knowledee of the stakeholders so
that they can make an informed decision about acting on the particular risk, agencies can
ase the risk communication more successtullv in establishing o dialog with the public.
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