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Introduction 

The idea of achieving community support for nuclear power in Australia is often met with responses 

like “don’t bother trying, it can’t be done”. This is fatalistic, often self-serving and incorrect. We can 

achieve community support for the nuclear option. It may be challenging and some of the steps may 

seem counter-intuitive. It is a question of an informed, determined effort, at sufficient scale, 

designed to respond to community concern rather than satisfy expert opinion.  

As a former opponent of nuclear power I have now spoken in favour of nuclear power in front of 

over two thousand Australians. In this process I have learned many lessons that may guide a process 

for achieving community support. Before embarking on such a process, it is useful to consider how 

Australians relate to nuclear power right now.  

How do Australians relate to nuclear power? 

1. Australians are not anti-nuclear 

Australians are not, on the whole, anti-nuclear. This is a major and common misconception. Polling 

from October 20121 suggest 39% of Australians support Australia developing nuclear power plants 

for the generation of electricity, with 41% opposing this proposition and 21% undecided. A 2012 

debate in Sydney polled the 1,000 attendees before and after. A nearly even three way split 

For/Against/Undecided moved to 51% For, 31% Against and 16% Undecided. There is a solid base of 

support for nuclear power in Australia, and the opportunity to hear the case for nuclear only bolsters 

this support. 

I have addressed a remarkable variety of forums. The anti-nuclear hardcore has reared its head on a 

few isolated occasions at best. To the extent that anti-nuclear activism is tied to the broader 

environmental non-governmental organisations (ENGOs)2, it is arguably large, influential and well-

funded. But ENGOs address a broad range of concerns, many of which I share. The specific anti-

nuclear hardcore represents only a portion of this broad movement, which is itself only a portion of 

Australia. The unconditional opposition to nuclear energy by seemingly all ENGOs has been subject 

to open criticism from some ENGO supporters3. 

Pandering the idea that Australians are anti-nuclear will deliver the wrong approach. The very 

question this paper is seeking to answer may be slightly misplaced. Rather than asking how 
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community nuclear support can be achieved, we also need to ask how community nuclear support 

can be activated. To a significant degree the support already exists. 

2. Australians are ignorant when it comes to nuclear power, but don’t want to be 

 When addressing audiences I receive questions that are 

good and reasonable, and that betray a high level of 

ignorance. Australians, by and large, do not know nuclear. 

Australians regularly show up to hear me and others speak 

about nuclear power, then ask good questions4. Australians 

seem dissatisfied with their ignorance. They have the sense 

that there is a whole world of knowledge out there that is 

not coming through to them. 

3. Australians care 

Australians care about climate change, pollution, jobs and 

our wild places. They want to understand how a continent 

with a mere 23 million people at the bottom of Asia can 

maintain a relevant and secure place in a world that will 

grow to 10 billion. They care enough to want to make more 

informed choices about energy and climate change. 

In light of this context, how can community support for the 

nuclear option best be achieved (or activated)? 

 

Activating Support for Nuclear Power 

1. Acknowledge the genuine limitations, challenges 

and concerns relating to nuclear power. Do it early, do it 

regularly, do it frankly. 

The voices for nuclear power in Australia are a largely 

unrelated group of individuals and organisations, 

representing some cross-over of interests ranging from 

environmentalism to the national interest in secure and clean energy. It would be tempting to 

approach nuclear power in Australia as though it has a clean slate. This would be only partly true. 

As a now ardent advocate of nuclear power, I say with complete honesty that it is not perfect. 

Current generation reactors produce an undesirable waste stream. There are clear examples of cost 

and time overruns in construction. Where serious incidents have occurred at power plants they have 

been frightening, unpredictable and in one case the cause of dozens of fatalities. This is not the full 

story and it is all true. 

                                                           
4
 Hirst 2012 

Box 1: Professional facilitator Becky Hirst’s report 

from a 2012 session on nuclear power hosted by 

Walkerville Council 

I had the pleasure of independently 

facilitating a challenging event with a 

challenging topic on Saturday. The topic 

was nuclear energy so as you can 

imagine I was braced to put my 

facilitation, moderation and mediation 

skills to the test....I’m pleased to report 

that the afternoon was a success. I have 

no interest in whether people’s opinions 

changed as a result of it because being 

completely independent that wasn’t my 

mission – so this isn’t my measure of 

success. My mission was to guide the 

speakers, the Council and the audience 

through the discussion and this 

happened in a calm, considered and 

incredibly civilised manner. As at the 

majority of events I facilitate on 

controversial topics, I was expecting 

questions from the audience to be more 

like long statements of opinions but no 

– we had short succinct and very well 

composed questions. The panel 

members respondent with the same 

tone. It was a conversation… a real 

conversation!...If Walkerville can pack 

out a town hall with a diverse crowd on 

a Saturday afternoon on a long 

weekend, then perhaps we’ve got 

something to learn from them. 
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As a former opponent of nuclear power, I say with complete honesty that good, intelligent and well-

meaning people hold further concerns about nuclear power. These concerns may have little or no 

basis in fact whatsoever. Psychologist Paul Slovic, an expert in the psychology of risk perception, 

has written how, when asked to imagine the consequences of a serious accident in a nuclear reactor, 

the horrifc images conjured up by many people are much more akin to a nuclear weapons attack5. 

This is neither smart nor dumb; it just is. But if an undecided audience senses that true limitations 

and reasonable concerns relating to nuclear power are going unacknowledged, they will weigh 

against new information because of an entirely reasonable level of distrust. If people are told or 

made to feel they are sensible, reasonable, good and responsible for holding the concern, they will 

be more open to taking on new information as to why they may be able to set the concern aside.  

In my original presentation Nuclear Power: From Opponent to Proponent6, I disclosed with full 

frankness the views I used to hold, why I held them, and how I overcame them. The issues 

addressed, in order, were: 

a. Nuclear power is dangerous 

i. Operations 

ii. Waste 

b. Nuclear power leads to nuclear weapons 

c. Nuclear power produces too much GHG across the lifecycle 

d. Uranium mining is harmful and unsustainable 

e. Nuclear power is too expensive 

f. Nuclear power takes too long to make a difference 

g. People I like and respect are anti-nuclear 

The audience did not hear me talk about how stupid I was to believe the above. They heard about 

how it was normal, reasonable and incorrect. 

Australia can get ready to deploy some pretty amazing new technology with the support of the 

community. We must not blow it by ignoring truths and concerns. This provides a handhold to anti-

nuclear activism. The way to defuse this is to occupy the middle ground. The majority of Australians 

will join the discussion there.  

In a battle between “absolutely safe” and “extremely dangerous,” “extremely dangerous” usually 

wins. In a battle between “a little dangerous” and “extremely dangerous,” however, “a little 

dangerous” stands a better chance7.   

 
2. Meet the information challenge 

If middle ground can be occupied, dissemination of good, clear, factual information on the very 

basics of nuclear power will significantly improve community support for the nuclear option. I have 

heard the notion of “education” on nuclear poo-pooed in the past with the throwaway line “To 

                                                           
5
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6
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7
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educate is one of those irregular verbs: I educate, you propagandise, he brainwashes”8. That is 

nonsense. Nuclear power is amenable to clear, factual information about what it is and how it 

works.  

A 2012 survey conducted by Virulent Ideas asked 1,200 Australians the following true-or-false 

question: 

If an electricity generating nuclear power plant has a catastrophic meltdown, it has the 

potential to explode like a nuclear warhead or bomb. 

The factual answer, that accurate information can provide and explain, is that it cannot, under any 

circumstances9. The answer is “False”.  

Twenty-four percent of respondents said this was “Definitely True”. Forty-one percent of 

respondents said this was “Probably True”. Good information is required. 

The information challenge has two basic components:  

a) Providing good information (delivered from the middle ground to an audience that is ready 

to listen, as discussed in the previous section)  

b) Respectfully but clearly contesting and disallowing bad information.  

 

a) Providing good information. 

Good information develops knowledge. Knowledge is distinguished from information in that while 

information can be digitised and shared, knowledge results in a capacity to act effectively10. We 

need good information about nuclear to be shared at a scale such that Australians develop collective 

knowledge and a collective ability to act effectively on energy choices and climate change. 

Good information about nuclear power hinges on both context and comparison.  

If divorced from the context of the scale of the climate and energy challenge it can be difficult to 

grasp the need for nuclear power in the first place. Discussions of nuclear power need to be firmly 

embedded in the reality of current and future energy requirements, which itself must be embedded 

in the challenge presented by climate change. 

Furthermore unless nuclear power is impartially compared with alternative ways of providing 

energy, it can be made to look either as good or as bad as one wishes. It just depends on the choice 

of adjectives. 

When information provided about nuclear power addresses both scale and comparison, knowledge 

quickly develops. This was the basis for Zero Carbon Options (ZCO)11, an independently funded 

report published in December 2012. 
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ZCO was based on a simple premise: comparing the performance of two zero-carbon generation 

options against the specific task of replacing coal-fired power generation. The 2009 output of the 

Northern and Playford Power stations (4,650 GWh, responsible for 5 million tCO2-e per year) was 

appropriated for this task. A reference renewable solution was compared to a reference nuclear 

solution. While still relatively small in Australian terms, this is at least playing in the territory of a 

serious and durable reduction in greenhouse gas. 

Figure 1 shows the table of outcomes for the thirteen assessment criteria. The reader is able to 

establish that: 

 There is more than one way to replace a coal plant 

 Nothing will be cheap, but expense is a relative concept 

 Spent nuclear fuel will be relatively small and contained on-site.  

 The nuclear option is superior in terms of capital cost, cost of electricity, land use, water use, 

material consumption and reliability 

 Both options assessed are likely to require some form of network enhancement 

 Decarbonising our electricity supply with the exclusion of nuclear power would come with 

significant costs, as expressed in the differences across the criteria 

Every Australian is entitled to hold an informed opinion on whether or not those costs are 

acceptable or unacceptable.  But we must provide Australians the type of robust information, built 

from a basis of context and comparison which permits an informed opinion to develop. Failure to do 

so leaves a vacuum to be filled by bad information. 
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Figure 1: Summary findings from Zero Carbon Options: An economic mix for an environmental outcome 

Criteria Renewable: Solar CST Renewable: Wind  Renewable: Combined Nuclear: EC6 

Generation 
technology 

760 MWe concentrating solar thermal with 
storage 

700 MWe wind development. 
100 x 7.5 MWe turbines 

1,460 MWe peak generating 
capacity 

Enhanced CANDU 6, 690 MWe nuclear 
power plant  

Capital Cost $6.7 billion $1.4 billion $8.1 billion $3.5 billion- $4.8 billion 

Levelised cost of 
electricity (LCOE) 

$250-$300 /Mwh $90-$110 /MWh - $101-$138 /MWh 

GHG emissions 
abatement 

  2 million- 5 million tCO2-e per 
year 

5.36 million tCO2-e 

Lifespan Assumed 25 years Assumed 25 years  Rated 60 years 

Operational waste No major waste stream No major waste stream No major waste stream 6,250 t spent fuel over 60 years, 
contained on-site in 9,500 m

2
 footprint 

(approx a soccar field) 

Land Use 16 km
2 

exclusive (no other land uses) Estimated 175 km
2 

total project 
area (non-exclusive, some other 
land uses may continue); 2.1 km

2 

exclusive (no other land use) 

18.1 km
2
 exclusive; 191 km

2
 non-

exclusive 
2 km

2 
exclusive (no other land uses) 

Water consumption 0.74 GL per year fresh water for cleaning - 0.74 GL per year fresh water Sea water cooling as per current fossil 
generation; no new fresh water demand 

Material Inputs Estimated  295,000 t steel, 90,000 t glass 
and 290,000 t concrete (heliostats only, 
power towers not included) 

Estimated 80,000t of steel and 
300,000t of concrete 

Estimated 375,000t of steel, 
85,000t of glass and 590,000t of 
concrete 

Estimated 600,000 t of concrete
12

 and 
35,000 t

13
 of steel 

Capacity Factor Proposed 40% Expected 30%  Rated 90%, assumed 85% 

Job creation 360 direct permanent operations and 

maintenance jobs  

Approximately 1,300 construction jobs  

  1,600 construction jobs and up to 520 
ongoing operational onsite, offsite and 
contractor employment opportunities 

Reliability   Intermittent, climate dependent 
energy sources. Limited energy 
storage. Low capacity factors. 
Not fully dispatchable. Overbuild 

Fully dispatchable. High capacity factor. 
Constant and variable power supply. 
Independent of climate conditions. No 
loss of generation reliability 

                                                           
12 Estimate includes 100,000 M3 lean and fill concrete and 50,000 M3 structural concrete for retaining walls, cofferdams, roads and miscellaneous works. 
 
13 Estimate Includes primary and secondary steel, platforms, structural equipment and pipe supports, crane rails, shielding plates, and all forms of miscellaneous steel 

erection works 
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of peak capacity required. 
Potential net loss of generation 
reliability in SA 

Requirement for 
network 
enhancement 

  Minimal enhancement required 
for connection on project basis. 
Network enhancement likely 
required for longer term 
renewable pathway 

Minimal enhancement required for 
connection on project basis. Single 
generator exceeds currently modelled 
maximum size for SA. Requires increased 
demand, network enhancement, or 
smaller generation units (e.g. Small 
Modular Reactors) 

Existing global and 
national generating 
capacity 

Major global project. Over double the size 
of next largest solar CST plant 

Major regional and national 
project. 58% increase on existing 
(high) level of wind generation in 
SA.  

 Notable, but within existing global growth 
of nuclear (63 reactors under 
construction). Major national project; no 
existing nuclear power generation in 
Australia  
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b) Contesting bad information  

It is often asserted by ENGOs that nuclear fission is a dangerous power source. One way of testing 

this assertion is to compare the danger of different energy sources across their respective energy 

chains, normalised to a unit of electricity produced. Several reputable sources have undertaken such 

efforts. Three are shown below (see Figures 2, 3 and 4).  

Figure 2: Mortality and morbidity rates for different energy sources. (Source: ExternE cited in The Lancet 2007) 

 
Figure 3: Summary accident findings from ERSAD, 2005

14
 

 
Figure 4: Mortality figures for different energy sources

15
  

Energy Source Mortality Rate (deaths/trillion kWh) 

Coal- global average electricity 170,000 

Coal- China electricity 280,000 

Coal- US electricity 15,000 

Oil 36,000 

Natural Gas 4,000 

Biofuel/Biomass Energy 24,000 

Solar (rooftop electricity) 440 

Wind 150 

Nuclear – global average 90 
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Common findings are clear. Firstly, coal is particularly dangerous, in both accidents and pollution, 

with the Chinese coal industry being extraordinarily hazardous on both fronts. 

Secondly, nuclear power is easily the safest energy source, possibly safer than renewables.  

On the basis of good information, the case than nuclear power is dangerous cannot be made. Yet the 

2012 survey from Virulent Ideas tells us that 38% of Australian respondents believe that nuclear 

power “has had the highest rate of deaths per unit energy produced”. It actually has the lowest. 

These beliefs come, in part, from the sharing of uncontested bad information. In this area ENGOs 

have a case to answer. 

Choose Nuclear Free is a dedicated Australian anti-nuclear website. With a tag line of “Accurate 

information about Australia’s energy options”, it provided (until recently),  a briefing paper called 

Nuclear Accidents and Attacks16. This document asserted that nuclear power is, along with coal, the 

most dangerous of energy sources. By way of evidence, the paper provided its own mortality table. 

It is identical in concept to the sources presented above, but has dramatically different findings. 

Figure 5: Mortality table produced by Choose Nuclear Free 

 

This table is bad information. Due to a mathematical error in the conversion of units (dividing 

instead of multiplying by 8.76) from the original source, the factors for Biomass, Oil and Rooftop 

Solar and Coal are incorrect by a factor of 77. Furthermore, a nuclear mortality factor from the same 

source, indicating nuclear was very safe, was excluded. An original mortality factor for nuclear was 

constructed by blending three other, unrelated sources.   These errors were brought to the attention 

of Friends of the Earth Australia17. After some delay the mathematical error was acknowledged and 

the material was removed. It had been in the public domain for around two-and-a-half years. 

It is (regrettably) always going to be true that activist organisations will be held to a lower standard 

of information than expert ones by the general public.  It does not follow that any and all 

information must be accepted and respected in a national conversation about nuclear power. 

Productive conversations between stakeholders and knowledge development among Australians can 

only come from a foundation of trust that at least basic information will be correct, robust, open to 

review and scrutiny and quickly corrected if necessary. Should ENGOs choose to stand apart from 

this process, other stakeholders need to identify this as placing activist ideology ahead of national 

interest. Other Australians observing this interaction can then choose which process to follow, that 
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of mainstream experts engaging honestly with science and data, or that of the ideological activists 

engaging in emotive-laden talk supported by bad information. 

3. Break the cycle of perceived opposition 

Many Australians are pro-nuclear to some degree or at least conditionally accepting, but believe 

most Australians disagree with them. Based on my experience this phenomenon seems to be as 

common among neighbours as among business leader and politicians. It’s self-reinforcing and 

downright crippling. We need a strong circuit breaker to kick off the national conversation in 

earnest, both at senior levels of business and government and among all Australians. 

4. De-mystify nuclear power and radiation 

Nuclear power, or more specifically radiation, suffers the inherent disadvantage of being an exotic 

rather than familiar hazard to most people, and one that is unknowable18. These characteristics 

contribute very substantially to a sense of dread around radiation that far exceeds the measurable 

hazard.  

Demystifying nuclear is a powerful road to a more engaged community. A simple demonstration at a 

community event using a Geiger counter and a lump of pitchblende (pitchblende is uranium ore. It’s 

a rock) delivered the most a rapid defusing of nuclear fear I have ever seen. Suddenly radiation was 

natural, understandable, measurable and familiar instead of industrial, mysterious and insidious.  

5. Tell a positive story 

Nuclear power is often framed as something that may be necessary in future, but that people need 

to be protected from. This is a limiting and unhelpful discourse.  It provides plentiful energy, from 

minimal and soon zero mining, with no greenhouse pollution and no toxic air pollution. We can 

entirely re-frame our industrial and economic future on this basis, putting us on a profoundly more 

sustainable, high-tech pathway where plentiful energy may assist us in tackling the myriad 

challenges of the 21st century. In developing community support we should tell this positive story. 

6. Tell Australia about the Integral Fast Reactor 

Common concerns relating to nuclear power are substantially alleviated by a five-minute technical 

explanation of the Integral Fast Reactor (IFR). The IFR can recycle 99% of depleted uranium and 

spent nuclear fuel, to produce a truly astonishing quantity of zero-carbon energy19. The resultant 

waste is tiny and short-lived, and the liquid metal coolant provides completely passive safety for 

even the worst possible situations.  

Awareness and understanding of this technology enhances acceptance of the limitations of other 

nuclear technology. This supports open-minded learning about and consideration of a currently 

commercial generation III+ reactor of the type Australia would likely deploy in the first instance. 

In summary, the key lessons for achieving nuclear support are: 

 Australians must be respected and not underestimated on this issue 
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 Concerns about nuclear must be openly acknowledged in order to occupy middle ground 

 Australians should then be approached confidently with good information, demystifying 

demonstrations, and space to ask questions and receive explanations 

 Bad information must be called out and corrected or disallowed 

 A positive narrative of what nuclear power could mean for Australia should be actively 

developed to frame the discussion.  

The world has challenges of extraordinary proportions in this 21st century. Nuclear power is a major 

technological component of how we might overcome these challenges and propel ourselves to a 

greater future. If we approach our community with anything less than such a positive vision that 

respects their intelligence and ability to make good decisions, it will be to the great detriment of the 

effort. 
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