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By Jan-Henrik Meyer (University of Copenhagen) - Dissemination and Engagement Manager

Dear readers,
The HoNESt - History of Nuclear Energy and Society - research
project wishes you all a very happy and successful new year 2017.
For the HoNESt project, 2017 will bring about the completion and
publication of the short country reports, which will go public in
March.
For the current edition of this newsletter, we present you with a
“View from the Consortium” on the implications of Chernobyl and
its lingering impact on the relations between nuclear energy and
society - 30 years after the event. Our author - and key project
partner Paul R. Josephson from Colby College in Maine, USA - is
one of the world’s distinguished expert on Soviet and US nuclear
history and has been studying the nuclear sectors’ relation with
society since the 1980s.
The newsletter also features a short report on the Consortium
Meeting that took place in October in Barcelona. It was devoted to
the discussion of the empirical and historical research conducted
by HoNESt’s historians in more than twenty countries. As a special
guest, Ortwin Renn from the IASS in Potsdam shared his insights
on societal engagement as a route to dealing with technological
uncertainty. HoNESt’s podcast No. 3 on the challenges of doing
historical research was recorded in conjunction with this meeting,
and is available via HoNESt’s podcast channel.
The newsletter also reports from Chernobyl – Turning Point
or Catalyst? Changing Practices, Structures and Perceptions
in Environmental Policy and Politics (1970s-1990s). In
December 2016 HoNESt was partner for a Conference in
Berlin in conjunction with the German Heinrich Böll
Foundation. The conference set out to revisit the role that

nuclear power and the Chernobyl nuclear accident in
particular had in the greater context of environmental politics
and policy making, and politics more generally in Europe
East and West. A live-stream was provided and you can
watch the talks via Youtube.
In 2017, HoNESt will continue to share their insights and
seek to discuss them with stakeholders at various events,
such as the PIME conference in Middelburg, NL, in March
2017.
Looking forward to discussing with you!
On behalf of HoNESt team
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Paul Josephson - Chernobyl, the Media, and the Public, Thirty Years On
Thirty years ago, on April 26, 1986, the fourth unit at Chernobyl
NPP exploded, releasing 80 million curies of radioactivity in the
atmosphere, contributing to significant increases in thyroid
abnormalities, especially among children, and at least 5,000
excess deaths, and perhaps as many as 50,000 worldwide. Over
90,000 people had to be evacuated immediately; cropland and
industry was destroyed. Overall 600,000 “liquidators” participated
in the effort to secure the reactor and the land around it. Together
with accidents at Three Mile Island (TMI) in Pennsylvania in 1979
and Fukushima in Japan in 2011, Chernobyl has become the
iconic nuclear disaster and a good case to understand civil
society-state-industry relations.
Chernobyl led to society-wide questioning of nuclear power in the
late Soviet Union, in fact fueling independence movements in
Ukraine and Lithuania in the Gorbachev era. Chernobyl
challenged Mikhail Gorbachev to demonstrate that the “openness”
he declared as a sign of his leadership was indeed an operating
principle of the government. In the late 1980s many citizens
embraced glasnost and protested openly against nuclear power.
After the breakup of the USSR, Chernobyl factored heavily in
moratoria in reactor construction, the mothballing of several units
in Russia and Ukraine, and the closing of Ignalina station in Lithuania.
Such nuclear disasters as Chernobyl reveal that public concerns
about nuclear power often devolve from scientific uncertainty, lack of
openness from the authorities, and the confused and sometimes
piecemeal way in which the media cover nuclear power. The Soviets
took a bit of glee in reporting the partial meltdown at TMI on March 28,
1979, in making the claim that such an accident could not occur in the
USSR. Pravda reported on April 1 that “thousands of panic-stricken
people,” women and children first among them, had fled the region in
the face of the dangerous, “unexpected and uncontrollable” leakage
of radioactivity. On April 11 the cultural weekly Literaturnaia Gazeta
reported that this was “a serious, major accident, one that threatened
at any moment to turn into a catastrophe,”.
Indeed confusion reigned in Pennsylvania when officials could not
get their stories straight, triggering a mass exodus of 140,000
people; most local residents remained. The Kemmeny Report to
the President of the United States on the accident criticized
accident response as well as the poor safety culture of the plant
operators and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission.
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Seven years later in another nuclear power, the USSR, the
authorities failed their citizenry as well. On Monday, April 28, two
days after the accident, Tass finally announced that “an accident
has occurred” and that “measures are being taken.” On Tuesday,
this message was repeated and noted “damage” to the reactor
and “a certain leak” of radioactivity plus two deaths. The next day,
“work was underway” to deal with the situation, and the Soviets
criticized western media for rumors that 1000s killed, claiming that
“enterprises [and] collective farms” were “functioning normally.”
They restricted coverage by journalists to all but the most
mundane reports – and only from Kyiv, 90 km away. Obviously the
dangers and losses were far greater.
Immediately after Chernobyl, US officials went to great lengths to
contend that no similar dangers existed in the US, TMI
notwithstanding. Yet closer examination revealed that nine of 115
US reactors shared certain design features with the Chernobyl
type, and only one of these had containment.
Some twenty years later, the Russian nuclear industry giant,
Rosatom, embarked on a self-proclaimed nuclear renaissance with
the goal of installing at least 11 new reactors by 2030 (down from
earlier estimates of 30). Rosatom officials regularly engage the
public in licensing hearings and other forums, although rarely uttering
the word “Chernobyl.” In the US, with promises of loan guarantees,
the government has received some 14 applications to build, ending
a virtual interregnum in construction after TMI. On the other hand,
costs to install a reactor have skyrocketed, and the Fukushima
disaster has worried investors and the public; 160,000 Japanese
may never be able to return home, while significant radiation
contamination and public health problems will persist for decades.
In early July 2016, Rosatom subcontractors dropped a 334-ton
reactor vessel being installed in Belarus or, according to Rosatom,
it gently “touched the ground.” Rosatom has agreed, apparently,
to replace the vessel which it claims is not damaged, but must do
so given the still strong memory of TMI, Fukushima, and
Chernobyl in Belarus – and the rest of the world – should it wish its
“renaissance” to continue.
It seems that no government, democratic or authoritarian, Eastern or
Western, and no particular design of a nuclear reactor can guarantee
safety, let alone emergency evacuation, nor keep costs down. The
solution may be the careful involvement of the public in determining
how safe is safe enough and which costs are worth bearing.
Further reading: http://honest2020.eu/current
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Highlights
Consortium Meeting 6-7 October 2016, University Pompeu
Fabra Barcelona
The Consortium Meeting at Universitat Pompeu Fabra in
Barcelona in October brought together the majority of HoNESt
researchers for the second time. While the initial meeting in
Brussels had provided an opportunity to plan ahead and build a
team, the Barcelona meeting was devoted to intense discussions
of actual research.
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In the evaluation of five specific engagement events, it became
clear that e.g. the Atoms for Peace campaign had hit home and
kick-started societal engagement with nuclear power throughout
(Western) Europe. The groups singled out a number of common
themes for further in-depth and collaborative research, for joint
workshops and publications (see box below).
Topics for transnational and
comparative treatment
“Atoms for Peace” – comparative experiences of a
transnational campaign (1950-)
Siting at Borders: Reactors, Waste dumps
Flows of expertise and resources / Nuclear Expertise on the
Road: The Circulation of Nuclear Expertise
Social movements and knowledge transfer

By the summer of 2016, all HoNESt researchers from the history
team (WP2) had composed the country reports on the history of
the relations between the nuclear sector and society. They had
done archival research in dozens of archives throughout Europe
and conducted more than 100 oral history interviews. By October,
researchers had read each other’s work, and thoroughly
commented on it.
Barcelona provided a unique opportunity for researchers to
get together in small groups to elicit and evaluate similarities
and differences, as well as transnational connections
between their country cases of nuclear energy and societal
relations.

Energy debates of the 1970s / Energy transitions (1970s-)
Regulatory Politics: Separation of regulatory functions from
Atomic Energy Commission
Nuclear Weapons and Opposition to Nuclear Power (1950-)
The ‘Europeanisation’ of nuclear power
Trust and Safety philosophy and safety culture

Nuclear Protest Before Three Mile Island (1960-1970s)
Nuclear economics’ arguments: From too cheap to meter to
too costly to build
Learning from failed projects and unsuccessful plans
Gendered differences in engagement with nuclear power
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Apart from the discussion of historical research, the Consortium
Meeting served to deepen the interdisciplinary exchange, notably
the understanding of key concepts, such as engagement. A
keynote by Ortwin Renn “Driven by ambiguity: the changing images
and perceptions of nuclear power over the last decades” provided
important input on the latest debate in the social sciences on how
best to deal with technologies involving risks. Renn advocated that
the nuclear sector engaged in an open and participatory
engagement process. Citizens should be made aware of the
implications of complexity, uncertainty should be openly discussed
and a precautionary approach taken. Ambiguity - as well as value and interest-driven judgements, framing effects - should be openly
addressed - and an emphasis should be placed on fairness.

irradiated livestock, rather than challenging domestic nuclear
power, in Italy it tilted public opinion towards the opt-out scenario
in an upcoming referendum.

Conference “Chernobyl - Turning Point or Catalyst? Changing
Practices, Structures and Perceptions in Environmental
Policy and Politics (1970s-1990s)”. Berlin, 2-3 December 2016
by Jan-Henrik Meyer

Photo by Stephan Röhl, CC BY-SA 4.0

Thirty years after Chernobyl, HoNESt organised in cooperation
with the Heinrich Böll Foundation in Berlin, an international
conference on its political impact. Since then, researchers,
activists and politicians have continued to stress the importance of
Chernobyl for the breakthrough of environmentalism and a more
comprehensive institutionalisation of environmental policy. Others
have argued that Chernobyl rather acted as a catalyst, accelerating
ongoing processes and developments in environmental policy.
Was Chernobyl really a turning point or simply a catalyst in the
history of environmental and energy policies? And: to what extent did
the impact of Chernobyl vary from country to country, and and why?
These are the central questions raised by the organisers, HoNESt’s
Jan-Henrik Meyer, Marianne Zepp, the Foundation’s research
director for Contemporary History, and Christoph Becker-Schaum
the director of the Foundation’s Green Memory archive, one of the
foremost archives of societal engagement with nuclear power.
For two days, European researchers discussed their national
experiences, but also compared across national borders and enquired
into transnational links, e.g. the NGO politics of Danish anti-nuclear
activists towards their neighbours East and West of the Iron Curtain.
While already Chernobyl’s physical fallout differed between the
various parts of Europe, its political impact was highly dependent
on the societal and political context and engagement by political
actors, and circumstance. In Western Europe, the debate took
very different turns and led to varying results. Whereas in the UK
it amounted to discussion on how to compensate farmers for their

Notably in central and Eastern the experience was deeply
intertwined with the demise of the Soviet Union and the legitimacy
of the Communist regime, as HoNESt researchers Ivaylo Hristov
and Andrei Stsiapanau demonstrated for Bulgaria, Lithuania and
Belarus. Econationalists arguably used the window of opportunity
Chernobyl provided to mobilise against Soviet domination.
Clearly, the substantial and long-term impact on German
environmental politics which led Germany towards an energy
transition away from nuclear towards renewables was by no
means the standard consequence of Chernobyl in Europe.

HoNESt present at Stakeholders’ Conferences
In November 2016, HoNESt Project Coordinator Albert
Presas I Puig and Scientific Secretary Mar Rubio
attended the CEIDEN Annual General Assembly in
Madrid, Spain, and in December 2016 conducted
interviews and presented HoNESt with TECNATOM,
also in Madrid.
HoNESt will be present with a stand at the PIME
conference in Middelburg, Netherlands, on 20-21 March
2017. The conference on Public Information Materials
Exchange (PIME), is the annual focal point for professional
nuclear communicators all around the world. This will
provide a unique context for HoNESt to share and
critically discuss the insights from 60 years of public
engagement practice with professional communicators
in the nuclear industry and research communities, who
are currently shaping its practice.
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HoNESt present at International Conferences in
history and the social sciences
30 March 2017, České Budějovice, Czech Republic, "Our
Common Present: Energy, Economy, Environment, Ethics",
Mar Rubio-Vargas (Universidad Pública de Navarra,
Pamplona); Albert Presas i Puig (Universitat Pompeu Fabra,
Barcelona): HoNESt, a reflexion on the History of Nuclear
energy and Society.

2-5 April 2017, Melia Sitges, Spain, Energy for Society: 1
International Conference on Energy Research and Social
Science, Wilfried Konrad (Dialogik, Stuttgart).

28 June – 2 July, Zagreb, Croatia, European Society for
Environmental History Conference: “Natures in between.
Environments in areas of contact among states, economic
systems, cultures and religions, panel on cross-border
risks”, Aristotle Tympas, Stathis Arapostathis and
Jan-Henrik Meyer.

31 August – 3 September 2017, Budapest, Hungary, Fifth
European Congress on World and Global History
“Ruptures, Empires and Revolutions”, Jan-Henrik Meyer,
(University of Copenhagen).
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Call for Action
Become an HoNESt stakeholder! Join us in this global
community and receive first-hand information on the
project’s newest findings, join us for in-depth discussions
of core issues of nuclear-societal relations in webinars,
at conferences and events.
Registration takes less than 5 minutes.

Please fill in the form to become a member.

