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The state of our environment has become a global concern. 

In recent years the world has been awakened to such problems as 

acid rain, the greenhouse affect, and other environmental 

concerns. Through increased awareness, the world has begun to 

focus on the concept of environmental pollution and accidents 

that affect us all in one way or another, regardless of where the 

originating hazard is located. 

Ecologist Barry Commoner's First Law of Ecology is, 

"Everything is connected to everything else."l This concept 

emphasizes that pollution processes are often linked with less 

noticeable, yet very devastating effects on the ecological system 

in which we and future generations must live. Through 

~ manufacturing processes and the use of energy resources, the 
/ 

world is constantly transforming raw materials into new forms, 

many of which are contributing to the deterioration of the 

Earth's ecosystem. 

The world's pollution problems and the gradual deterioration 

of the environment are global concerns. On one level, these 

problems affect all citizens of the world as they see their 

drinking water sources become heavily polluted and read about the 

increasing occurrence of skin cancer due to a weakening ozone. 

This is on the general level, with which even the most common 

citizen can easily identify with on a day to day basis. On 

another, more complicated level, though, politicians and 

technocrats must also struggle with not only the daily hands-on 

contact with pollution, but with the legislation and policy 
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processes through which they must work to control pollution. All 

of which must be done while simultaneously maintaining an 

adequate supply of energy throughout the world. This second, 

more technical level is of the upmost importance. Even the most 

progressive and ecologically-minded policies have little effect 

on the global ecosystem unless all nations share in their modes 

of thinking. Just because one country feels it is protecting 

its environment does not necessarily mean it is not harming its 

neighbor. For example, unpredictable wind currents and an 

interrelated water cycle bring havoc to the world's water supply 

by spreading pollution across national boundaries. Thus, all 

nations must develop a mutually beneficial program of 

-- environmentally safe policies. These include pollution controls 

on existing power plants and manufacturing centers as well as 

emission controls for autos, factories and so on. 

-. 

These programs must also be mutually understood and 

enforced. This is perhaps the most important aspect. The 

nations of the world must be willing to share information on 

pollution emissions, new pollution abatement technology, and a 

willingness to enforce these regulations within their domains. 

Knowledge, understanding, and cooperation are the keys. 

One of the most fundamental relationships between man's needs 

and his surroundings is that of energy and the environment. Over 

time, as man's industrial knowledge and needs have grown, 

nuclear energy has become a possible alternative to the 

conventional use of fossil fuels. Following its detonation of 
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two atomic bombs over Japan in World War II, America strove to be 

just as successful in its attempt to show the benefits of nuclear 

power, as well as to legitimize the "peaceful atom" in the public 

eye. America's nuclear energy program grew, and other nations 

began to formulate their own nuclear power programs. It appeared 

to the world that nuclear power would provide a cheap, clean, and 

seemingly endless supply of energy. During the 1960's, Americans 

were faced with racial tensions and the cold war. This is where 

the public's attention focused. 

Beginning in the 1970's, however, many questions were being 

raised by those playing watchdog over the industry. The United 

States' accident at the Three Mile Island facility in 

-- Pennsylvania was the most serious and politically endangering 

event involving nuclear energy to that date. On April 26, 1986, 

-

however, the worst nuclear accident occurred in history. This 

paper will compare the nuclear energy policies of Western Europe 

while focusing on Great Britain, France, and West Germany. The 

comparisons will be made by using the Chernobyl accident in 1986 

as a focal point in time while illustrating the pre and post

accident policy between and within these nations. In addition, 

various public policy models and aspects of public policy making 

will be used to explain policy decisions within these nations. 

The Nuclear Industry in the United Kingdom 

The United Kingdom's nuclear power industry enjoyed its 

highest levels of popularity with the British public between the 
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end of World War II and the mid-1970's. The use of nuclear 

weapons against Japan to help end the war left the nuclear energy 

program well placed in Britain, both in the public's eye and in 

the government. Britain began its own nuclear weapons 

development soon after the war. This decision, however, was 

never debated in parliament and was referred to only briefly in 

public announcements.2 Most importantly, it was this decision 

which led to the development of the Magnox reactors in the 1940's 

and 1950's, and the ultimate evolution of nuclear weapon 

production into a commercially viable energy resource. During 

this period of twenty-five to thirty years, nuclear developments 

proceeded with little controversy. British leaders were intent 

on developing a strong nuclear industry, and planning inquiries 

into nuclear stations took mere days and were always successful 

for the industry.3 

Obvious losers from such growth in the nuclear industry, 

like the coal industry, showed great patience as they maintained 

their faith in the complex world of economic growth and showed no 

apparent fear that nuclear power would harm them economically. 

During this period, the clear assumption that nuclear power was 

economically justifiable was never tested in detail, although the 

Central Electricity Generating Board (CEGB) has admitted that the 

Magnox power cost more than electricity from coal.4 

One further point which enabled the British nuclear industry 

to develop so rapidly lies in the lack of environmental concern . .-. 
The nuclear industry worried far less than it does now about the 



possible health effects of nuclear power, the nuclear waste 

piling up at Sellafield and elsewhere, and the long-term 

operation and disposal of the nuclear waste. Thus, with an 

apparent absence of concern within the industry and the public, 

nuclear facilities were built without serious opposition 

throughout the country. 

Nuclear Power in West Germany 

West Germany was devastated by World War II. The new West 

German government had little time for competing with other 

nations in the development of nuclear weapons and reactors. In 

addition, the Allies had forbidden the rebirth of the German war 

machine. The absence of German nuclear capability was an 

~ essential part of this plan. Also, the West German government 

was more interested in rebuilding its economic infrastructure. 

5 

In the 1970's, however, nuclear power quickly rose to the top of 

the West German political agenda. In this period, nuclear energy 

was a major part of the government's plan to reduce dependence on 

imported oil. 

Prior to the energy crisis of 1973 and 74, most West German 

citizens were not overly concerned with energy issues. 

Conventional energy policy was managed largely within the 

Economic Ministry by a working collaboration of energy officials 

and interested parties from industry and labor. Also, energy 

technological developments had been the exclusive preserve of the 

Federal Ministry of Research and Technology (BMFT) or 

Bundesmisterium Fuer Forschung and Technologie.5 These agencies 



enjoyed anonymity and isolation from the general public. 

The energy crises hit West Germany hard, and it left a 

lingering fear among the people of another economically stifling 

embargo. The crisis also left the West German public with an 

increased appreciation for the role played by energy in the 

functioning of a modern economy. By 1973, nuclear technology in 

West Germany seemed commercially feasible. This new source of 

energy would playa major role as the government revised its 

energy program, emphasizing a decreased degree of dependence on 

foreign oil from the 1973 level of 55% to 44% by 1985. This, of 

course, implied a corresponding call for increased nuclear 

energy, from 1% of primary energy consumption in 1973 to 15% by 

1985. This change in policy involved the construction of nearly 

fifty nuclear power plants by 1985. 

Before the 1973-74 oil crisis, public concern over nuclear 

power had been virtually non-existent. In 1974, however, the 

public's complacency changed drastically. The West German 

political system offered little opportunity for direct public 

input into policy-making through such means as a referendum. 

Perhaps it was disgust and frustration with this closed system 

that led to numerous political protests against the nuclear 

industry. In May 1974, the state (Land) government of Barden

Wuettenberg announced the choice of Wyhl as the site for a new 

nuclear plant. Public hearings were held in November, and by 

January 1975, officials had approved construction. The public 

became outraged, arguing that the government was dedicated to 

6 
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nuclear expansion and that the public hearings were worthless, 

merely a formality. One of the largest protest against nuclear 

energy ensued and was to be followed in later years by many more 

protests over various other nuclear facilities. 

7 

Several years of protests, political jockeying among parties 

and within agencies of the government ensued. In 1977, it was 

made clear that at the risk of losing jobs due to a nuclear 

stalemate, and the loss of an increase in GNP, as well as getting 

behind in nuclear development and technology, the government 

would push on with nuclear development, adding a significant 

corollary, "It was to be developed only to the extent absolutely 

necessary to secure electricity supply."6 This corollary 

~ appealed to the public while leaving the exact amount of growth 

open to the decision of the government. 

.-

In 1978, most of the public opposition to nuclear energy had 

been organized in loosely coordinated citizens' initiatives and 

was practiced through mass demonstration and court actions which 

slowed the licensing procedure. But in 1978, German 

environmentalists decided to challenge the traditional parties at 

the ballot box and created what would later become the "Green 

Party," which ran candidates at the land level. By 1980, a 

national Green Party was created to contest the full Bundestag 

election. The party did not achieve immediate, widespread 

success but is now growing in popularity. 

In November, 1981, the Third Revision of the Energy Program 

was released. Again, the government pledged an increasing role 



for nuclear power in the electricity-generating sector and went 

so far as to simplify the building process including the 

standardization of nuclear plant designs. In February 1982, 

after a delay of five years, construction of three plants was 

authorized by the Interior Ministry.7 

The West German government, then, prior to the Chernobyl 

accident, was heavily dedicated to increasing nuclear energy's 

share of the energy market. After several years of unexpected 

rifts in the public consensus and political infighting, the 

ruling government, citing economic benefits and employment 

increases, carried on its nuclear program. 

8 

~ The French Nuclear Program 

France, like West Germany and Great Britain, was not left 

unscathed by the oil crisis of the 70's. The French government, 

like most nations of the world, struggled to come up with a 

solution to its energy problems. In the end, France became even 

more committed to nuclear power as the prime means of reducing 

its dependence on imported oil than West Germany. 

The French government, after World War II, created the 

Commissariat a l'Energre Atomique (CEA), a public body whose 

responsibility was to develop nuclear energy.8 Early in its 

history, the CEA chose the gas graphite reactor, largely for 

military reasons. Fissionable materials were more easily 

produced, which could be used for nuclear weapons. In addition, 

these reactors used natural uranium, which would free France from 
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dependence on the United states for enriched uranium. 

As the 1960's came to a close, France needed a new nuclear 

power orientation policy. The French nuclear arsenal was 

shifting from atomic to hydrogen bombs, thereby reducing the need 

for plutonium which had been produced so easily in the gas

graphite reactors. In addition, EDF became skeptical about the 

prospects of a gas-graphite reactor in cost and efficiency. 

There soon developed a struggle, as the CEA Pushed for the 

development and the commercialization of the gas-graphite 

reactor. The result of this impasse was the paralysis of the 

French nuclear program during the middle and late 1960's. With 

the push of industrial groups and the influence of the PEON 

-- Commission (Commission Consultative pour la production 

d'electricit' d' origine nucleare), support swung to the light 

water technology.9 The expansion of Westinghouse and its light 

water technology into several European countries by 1968, only 

reinforced the fact that the French nuclear industry had to 

reorganize in order to compete in the world market. 

In November, 1969, newly elected president Georges Pompedou 

decided to abandon the gas-graphite reactor in favor of the 

American light water technology. Soon, the market for LWR's in 

France was shared between CGE, a company under license to General 

Electric, and Franatome, the French licensee of Westinghouse. In 

1975, the government granted Framotome a monopoly for the 

construction of LWR's in France while simultaneously initiating 

efforts to reduce the role of Westinghouse. Over the next seven 
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years, Westinghouse was to gradually relinquish its holdings in 

Framatome to the CEA. 

10 

With the LW Reactor technology now tightly under its own 

control, the French government sought firmer state control over 

the nuclear fuel cycle itself. This led to the creation of CEA

affiliated Cogema in 1976.10 Cogema is in charge of prospecting 

and mining activities both in France and overseas (primarily 

Francophone Africa). France was soon meeting its nuclear power 

sector's demand for uranium through mining in France and French 

companies in Gabon, Niger, and Canada. 

Like West Germany, France has seen its share of anti-nuclear 

protests. In the early 1970's the protests were small, local 

-- demonstrations backed by groups such as Friends of the Earth. By 

1975, most important French newspapers had carried series of 

articles discussing questions of radioactivity, the risk of a 

nuclear accident, and so forth.11 Since 1975, protests sponsored 

by national, as well as local antinuclear groups have multiplied. 

Also, as in West Germany, the French public support for the 

nuclear power fell throughout the 1970's while opposition 

increased. One of the most fundamental and important differences 

between the West German and French protests is that of their 

orientation. In West Germany, most protest were environmental in 

nature and the members did not want to be connected to the 

radical political groups who were also protesting. In France, 

however, the protests have often fused with a general disdain for 

the highly centralized French political system. France, largely 
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due to the oil crisis of the 70's, set out on a vigorous nuclear 

program. It is now the most nuclear dependent nation in the 

world. It became so by imposing the choices of the national 

government in Paris on the French people with little or no regard 

to the strong objections by local authorities and the populace. 

As noted earlier, this paper compares the political 

decisions and the public sentiments concerning nuclear energy 

using the Chernobyl accident of 1986 as a transforming event. 

Therefore, it is useful to provide a brief sketch of the incident 

itself. 

A Fateful Morning 

Early in the morning on April 26, 1986, two large explosions 

destroyed one of four reactors at Chernobyl. The accident took 

place during a routine maintenance check. Scientists at the 

plant were analyzing the reactor to find how much energy could be 

produced while the reactor was slowing down on its way to 

complete shutdown. 

had been shut off. 

Unfortunately the automatic safety devices 

The graphite rods in the center of the 

reactor began to overheat. The scientist, however, continued the 

experiment. Over time, the reactor became so hot that the 

graphite caught fire. This lead to an explosion in reactor 

number four so powerful that it lifted a one-thousand ton steel 

cover plate of the reactor and destroyed the containment 

structure. The resulting fire burned for days as a radioactive 

cloud spread over Europe. Within days much of Europe experienced 
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the highest levels of radioactive fallout ever recorded there. 

Within two weeks "minor" radioactivity was detected in Tokyo, 

Washington, and throughout the Northern Hemisphere. 

12 

Despite the Soviet government's new policy of Glasnost, 

authorities waited almost three days before announcing the 

disaster, and that was only because of pressure from nearby 

Scandinavia. 12 Still, the Soviets did not act decisively and 

with honesty. Instead, the authorities downplayed the 

seriousness and refused to release detailed fallout information. 

In fact, although the reactor was virtually disintegrated in the 

initial seconds of the explosion, the Soviet Union, days later, 

maintained and assured the world that the reactor was under 

- control. 

Chernobyl as a Policy Window 

The Chernobyl accident served as a policy window for both 

government elites and the general public. Simply put, a "policy 

window" is either a part of the political structure, such as an 

election which sees an influx of new members and subsequently 

allows for certain items to pass into law, or it can be an 

incident such as that at Chernobyl that is regarded as pressing 

and forces government to take action on an issue.13 In such a 

situation, critics and advocates alike try to couple their own 

"pet" solutions to the problems. The policy window serves a very 

useful function as it allows an opening, though temporary, 

through which new ideas can become policy. Although the Three 



Mile Island accident had been an earlier example of a policy 

window, the Chernobyl accident was more dramatic, and enabled 

political parties, ruling governments, and citizens to again 

reassess the nuclear programs already in place throughout the 

world. 

13 

As mentioned above, policy windows are temporary. That is, 

they are open only for a short period of time before attention is 

diverted to some other pressing problem and interest is lost. 

The Windscale and Three Mile Island accidents can be thought of 

as earlier policy windows which brought the risks of nuclear 

power to the forefront of government agencies. 

The Windscale accident took place in Britain in October 

1957. For thirty years, the government kept the accident a 

secret. One member of the Atomic Energy authority that first 

investigated the incident said, "Publication of the report would 

severely shake public confidence in the authority's competence to 

undertake the tasks entrusted to them and would inevitably 

provide ammunition for all those who had doubts of one kind or 

another about the development and the future of nuclear power."14 

Although the authority's chairman and the Ministery of Defense 

wanted its report made public, the Prime Minister, Harold Mac 

Millian decided to keep it a secret. Immediately after the 

accident, the government maintained that winds took the 

radioactive material out to sea. Yet, later papers revealed that 

activity was picked up across Britain and in parts of Europe. 

Perhaps the greatest reason for keeping the truth hidden is that 
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the British officials feared America would find out that Britain 

was still using Polonium 210 to make its bombs work. This would 

have weakened Britain's case for sharing nuclear secrets with the 

United States.lS 

The accident at Three Mile Island occurred in 1979 when the 

reactor core partially melted and heavily contaminated the plant. 

All but a tiny portion of the dangerous materials were contained 

within the building. Like the Soviets following the Chernobyl 

accident, however, the American government was slow to disclose 

information of the accident to the public. After the inevitable 

public disclosure a number of demonstrations did occur, with 

large turnouts in New York City, Washington D.C., and San 

Francisco. 16 

The two accidents described above provided an opportunity for 

members of government and, in the case of Three Mile Island, the 

public, to express their beliefs concerning the future of the 

nuclear industry. In both cases, the ruling government decided 

to continue forward with its nuclear energy programs, with 

perhaps the only major change in policy being an increased 

attention to safety standards. As for the public, Americans 

received the opportunity to voice their opinions of the industry. 

Public opinion polls taken shortly after the Three Mile Island 

accident showed no remarkable change in the perception of safety 

of nuclear power plants in the United States.17 

These two earlier policy windows, though not on the order of 

the Chernobyl disaster, provide examples of a chance for dramatic 
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policy change. Chernobyl, then, if for no other reason than the 

sheer magnitude of the disaster, provided an even larger and 

perhaps more widely spread policy window through which 

significant change in policy could enter the political systems of 

Britain, France, and West Germany. It is now, then, that I will 

turn to the study and comparison of those changes that did or did 

not take place in the nuclear energy policies of those three 

countries following the 1986 accident at Chernobyl. 

Immediate Governmental Reaction to Chernobyl 

Following the Chernobyl accident, the governments of 

Britain, West Germany, and France were forced to come to grips 

~I with their own nuclear programs. These nations now had to decide 

whether to continue their programs or cancel them. They also had 

to make assessments on the safety of the plants. In Great 

Britain, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher made it clear that she 

wanted to keep Britain's nuclear industry alive and moving 

forward despite the call from the labor and liberal parties for a 

phase out of this energy source. The ruling party's defense of 

nuclear power rested on its argument that nuclear energy is 

needed in order for industry to remain competitive.18 

In terms of immediate policy change, little change occurred 

following Chernobyl. The Conservative government was determined 

to hold down energy cost even at the expense of increasing 

environmental pollution. In fact, with the aid of industry and 

the Civil Service Departments responsible for energy strategy, 
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the Thatcher government pursued a policy of encouraging the 

electricity industry to construct a small family of pressurized 

water reactors. 19 The government promoted this policy by 

deliberately manipulating the finances of the electricity 

industry and lowering the cost of borrowing for large capital 

investment in nuclear power stations. This policy also served to 

"isolate" the nuclear industry from competition with coal-fired 

and combined-heat-and-power schemes that are becoming more cost 

effective as coal prices fall.20 In fact, in 1987 and early 1988 

in several policy statements, the government made it clear that 

up to 20% of future power stations must use non-fossil fueled 

sources (meaning nuclear power).21 

.~ Several key concessions, though, were made immediately prior 

.~-

to the 1987 election in the hope that the Conservatives could 

somehow strike a balance between their strongly held pro-nuclear 

plans and the public's sentiment that nuclear power should be 

phased out (80% of the citizens in early 1987 opposed the 

building of new plants). Those concessions will be pOinted out 

here and then discussed in greater detail later in the paper. 

Noting the considerable voter sympathy for Green issues, the 

Conservative party made distinctive and opportune concessions to 

the Green Lobby. The first was the creation of her Majesty's 

Inspectorate of Pollution (HMIP) which was to regulate 

environmental discharge of hazardous materials. In addition, the 

government changed its policy with respect to radioactive waste 

disposal. In May 1987, the Nuclear Industry Radioactive Waste 
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Executive (NIREX) had been encouraged to search for two new sites 

for radioactive waste disposal and to do so without public 

consultation. Suddenly, one month before the election, NIREX 

embarked on an expensive and extensive public consultative 

exercise designed to increase the government's credibility. 

Government policy in Great Britain has, then, been 

incremental and reactive. The Conservatives in power have 

continued their attempt to keep nuclear power alive, with the 

only change in policy small, accommodating measures designed to 

please both the public and industry, to quiet public outcry and 

to establish the legitimacy and credibility of the British 

nuclear program.22 

west Germany, devastated by the destruction of World War II, 

has become dependent on nuclear energy as a means of competing 

with other industrialized countries economically. Chancellor 

Helmut Kohl, who has always been a believer in the success of 

nuclear power, must, in the wake of Chernobyl, be cautious with 

his plans to expand West Germany's program. Especially important 

in Germany is the emergence of the Green Party which is not 

represented in the federal government. Also, opinion in West 

Germany, like most of Europe, reflected a public distrust for 

nuclear power. Germany, like most of Europe, showed a public 

distrust for nuclear power. In accordance with the growing 

strength of the Green party and in the face of a citizenry which 

is distrustful of nuclear power, the government of West Germany 

has slowed its nuclear program to almost a complete stop. The 
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construction of the Waclusdorf nuclear reprocessing plant in 

Bavia, however, continued. Indeed, in reply to protests from the 

Austrian government, the West German Foreign Minister's reply was 

that "his government is moving forward without pause for 

thought. "23 The Waclusdorf project has now been halted, evidence 

that the nuclear energy program in West Germany is indeed moving 

forward, though with much more caution. 

France is the only major country in the world which did not 

hesitate at all to move forward in the nuclear arena following 

the Chernobyl accident. Politically, the government has made no 

policy changes. It believes its reactors to be safe, and the 

public seems to believe it. The French have a strong political 

commitment to nuclear power and take national pride in their 

program. In fact, the French depend on nuclear power for 65% of 

their electricity and are now exporting power to West Germany and 

to England through a tunnel beneath the English Channel. 

Furthermore, electricity generated from French nuclear power 

plants cost two thirds that from coal-fired plants.24 The French 

government, then, was left unscathed by public opinion and other 

pressures. The consequence was a reaffirmation of the French 

commitment to nuclear power. 

Explaining Administrative Policy 

Explaining administrative policy is a difficult task. The 

policies outlined above by the governments of Great Britain, West 

Germany and France following the accident at Chernobyl are, if 
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anything, more difficult to explain. This is due largely to the 

very nature of the nuclear industry and government leaders' 

reliance on scientists throughout the policy making process. 

Environmental protection can not be achieved without science. 

The state of our environment, for example, is described in ever

increasing detail by scientists. At the same time, public 

policy, such as environmental protection, is a distinctively 

cultural term, which incorporates the assessment and evaluation 

of scientific and other evidence. The final decision on whether 

to protect and how to protect the environment is a matter of 

judgement in which one must balance between many policies. Among 

these are military, social, costs vs. benefits (economics), as 

well as political opportunities and social priorities. Before 

explaining the policy responses in Great Britain, west Germany, 

and France, then, it should be remembered that environmental 

protection, when it comes to political decision making, is indeed 

dependent on a variety of other factors. It depends on the 

weight an individual country puts on importance as well as which 

scientific information it takes into account and believes best 

benefits its people. 

The Role of Public Opinion 

One of the most important influences on environmental policy 

within the Western world is that of public opinion. Yet, the 

importance or effectiveness of public opinion varies from nation 

to nation. In Great Britain, the spirit of public outcry on 
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environmental matters, here specifically the nuclear industry, is 

based on NIMBY (not in my back yard).25 The only strident 

demands by environmental groups are based on this train of 

thought. It should be noted here also, that there is not a 

really strong, coherent group of antinuclear activists on a large 

scale in Great Britain. Public opinion polls performed by SOC, 

Social Surveys (GaIly's Poll) Lts. London, shows that in January 

1986, 22% of the population opposed nuclear power. One month 

after Chernobyl, opposition rose to 36%, yet by March 1987, less 

than one year after the accident, opposition to nuclear power had 

dropped back down to 22%.26 This poll reflects the short term 

effect of public opinion and the absence of long term effects 

(the British government is still moving ahead with plans for more 

nuclear power stations). 

The very manner in which the British public cries out 

against nuclear power is largely to blame for the absence of a 

growing, powerful Green party to represent the interest of the 

public in Parliament. The British anti-nuclear involvement is a 

populist campaign.27 That is, there are demonstrations, banners, 

and petitions. This political behavior is not pragmatic, though, 

and therefore is of little influence. For example, there may be 

a large demonstration at the Sellafield reprocessing plant but it 

comes from those few well-informed, local citizens protesting in 

the name of NIMBY. There is not yet any national party (such as 

the Greens in West Germany) which seeks to represent all of those 

in Great Britain opposed to nuclear energy. Until such a 
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coherent, strong national party develops in Great Britain and 

works its way into parliament and minister positions, the ruling 

government will continue to pay lip service to public opinion and 

do what it deems best. 

In West Germany, the public has steadily, since the mid 

1970's, shown a growing distaste for nuclear energy. Huge 

demonstrations were held in the late 70's to protest this 

industry. To this public sentiment, the West German government 

has begun to listen. Unlike Great Britain, where members of 

parliament are elected based on the greatest number of votes 

received in a particular constituency, West Germany has a 

proportional representation system. As long as a party receives 

at least 5% of the vote, it will have members in parliament. The 

Green Party, first formed in the late 60's, first won seats in 

the Bundestag (28) during the 1983 general election. Thus, in 

West Germany, there exists a national party which, at least in 

theory, is available through which those opposed to nuclear 

energy can express their views. Yet, as will later be shown, 

even in West Germany, where such a political party exists, the 

influence of public opinion on political output (policy) is 

limited. 

In France, public opinion, to put it simply, is of little 

consequence. First of all the French people are united in favor 

of the nuclear industry. As mentioned earlier, the French take 

great pride in their nuclear success. Secondly, the structure of 

the system, a very strong executive and no open routes for public 



-

..-

22 

access during the decision making process (for example, no public 

inquiries during the licensing procedures) means little chance of 

a successful public campaign against the nuclear industry. The 

only setback (albeit temporary) for the French nuclear program 

was the public feeling that the government had lied about the 

fallout patterns and provided inaccurate safety guidelines. Yet, 

as David Dickson wrote in Science in August 1986, the French 

accept the state in the role of a "protective mother" and remain 

confident that it is protecting their interest, even if they are 

unaware of the precise measures being taken.29 

The Role of Partisan Politics 

Environmental policies, being a part of politics, are 

developed, fought over and finally made into law by politicians, 

who of course, are members of a particular party. All 

politicians, no matter what nation, owe a certain amount of 

allegiance to their party. In turn, these parties must have a 

stand on a given issue, and, therefore, it is the policy proposed 

of the party as a whole and not necessarily of the individual 

politician which makes its way into official government policy. 

It is important to note the particular policies put forth by the 

major parties, then, in order to find why the policy responses to 

Chernobyl formed as they did. 

The two parties of Great Britain (Conservative and Labour) 

hold differing views concerning environmental and nuclear issues . 

It should be stated that environmental politics in the United 
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Kingdom is essentially "reactive and accommodative to prevailing 

political realities."30 Both parties, however, took 

environmental issues seriously with the 1987 election, largely 

due to the Chernobyl accident and the consequential public 

outcry. The Labour party called for a phaseout of nuclear power. 

In fact, the party advocated the abandonment of the whole nuclear 

program including nuclear weapons systems.31 The Conservative 

party, while not giving in on nuclear power, did make some 

concessions to the recent upsurge in "Green fever." The ruling 

party created Her Majesty's Inspectorate Pollution (HMIP), a 

pollution control agency based on the United states Environmental 

Protection Agency. The government also opened up its search for 

~ a radioactive waste disposal site to public discussion. But 
/ 

again, as far as the nuclear industry itself is concerned, the 

Conservatives reiterated their steady-growth nuclear power 

program following the June 1987 elections. 

As for the British Green party, taking the stance of anti-

nuclear was unsuccessful in the June, 1987 election as it 

gathered only about 1.3% of the national vote.32 Again, without 

a strong Green party, the individual concerns of the citizens of 

Great Britain would never be transmitted into policy. 

In West Germany, in the immediate aftermath of Chernobyl, a 

political debate began not on how fast to move ahead with the 

nuclear program, but on when to shut down the country's existing 

plants. The ruling Christian Democratic party called for a ten -', 
year phaseout, and the Green Party wanted the job done in two.33 
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Led by Helmit Kohl, who like Britain's Thatcher, believes in the 

future necessity of nuclear power, West Germany is moving forward 

with nuclear power despite protests from opposition parties. 

France, as mentioned earlier, is a very centralized state. 

Parties are based more on class divisions than any other factors. 

Neither of the two major parties have had much of a desire or 

fortune in developing anti-nuclear movements. The people of 

France believe strongly in their nuclear program and President 

Mitterand is also a strong believer. Therefore, party politics 

has had little effect of the French nuclear program as far as 

creating any strong voices of protest or opposition. 

-- Economic Influence on Policy 

Governments, as a whole, more often than not base many of 

their policy decisions on economics. Great Britain, under 

Margaret Thatcher, was set on the future economic benefits of 

nuclear power as a low cost energy source. The Labour party 

called for a ten year phaseout of nuclear power, despite the 

opposition of workers employed in the nuclear industry who 

would, of course, lose their jobs.34 As long as the 

Conservatives are in power it seems that with state support 

research and development and beneficial borrowing arrangements, 

the nuclear industry will continue to move forward. The Energy 

Secretary, in fact, hinted following Chernobyl that he may make 

it a requirement that up to 25% of electricity must be produced 

by nuclear power.35 



In West Germany, the decision to slow down nuclear energy 

growth is based on politics than economics. Since the 1970's 

nuclear power has been a slow growth industry here. During the 

1980's and especially after Chernobyl, it seems that the 

opposition from the state governments, and the increasingly 

successful opposition of the Green party might bring nuclear 

energy to a stop in West Germany. 

25 

France, while moving forward, has slowed dramatically in 

nuclear energy growth. By the time of the Chernobyl accident, 

France had invested fifty billion dollars and was producing 65% 

of its electricity by nuclear power. France also boasted the 

lowest electricity prices in Europe. That is the good news. The 

-- bad news for France is that it now has a massive overcapacity and 

must export billions of kilowatt hours a year to its European 

neighbors. 36 Additionally, Electricite France, the state utility 

which operates the nuclear power plants, has a huge debt of $32 

billion, more than that of most developing countries. 

Nevertheless, France is building two to three new plants per year 

in an effort to keep up on technology and to keep up to date on 

construction practices. 

".-. 

The Courts 

The courts also playa major role in politics. After a 

policy becomes a law, the courts are often the last place where 

the public can turn to voice its protest. Britain and West 

Germany offer different examples of two different systems. In 
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Great Britain, the weak judicial system has come to strengthen 

the position of the central government. The British courts are 

constitutionally weaker than their United States counterparts. 

Intervention through litigation, for example, to stop 

construction of a plant or a waste disposal site is rare, 

expensive, and risky. With no Bill of Rights, Britain can not 

look to the courts to defend the environment. With no judicial 

review or open legal opportunities for the public, the British 

government is able to pass legislation based on the perspective 

of the prime minister and cabinet. In January 1975 the 

government of Baden-Wartenberg granted the first permit for the 

partial construction of a nuclear power station. In March the 

court in Frieburg ordered an immediate stop on construction in 

Wyhl. The reasons given by the court were that the governments 

decision was inappropriate and the program's lower cost for the 

energy produced was simply quoted in order to justify the 

building of the plant. Further, the court found that the planned 

atomic power station could not sufficiently contain an 

explosion. 37 This decision was very important in that it showed 

the Green party and other opposition that their protests could be 

make known and possibly upheld in the courts through 

constitutional rights. Such decisions have become more and more 

common in the West German courts, and, increasingly, public 

interest (such as in the above case) has given way to doubts 

about the security of individuals as a major consideration in 

numerous decisions.38 
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Whereas the courts of Great Britain have come to increase 

the decision making power of the government, the court decisions 

in West Germany have created a change in the procedure for 

granting construction permits. This procedure has now been 

extended. Reports are longer and more detailed and facts are 

completed with exactness. This has caused a corresponding 

increase in time from the application and authorization for 

construction. For example, in 1957, the application for 

construction at Kahl was approved in only six days, while more 

recently it took sixty months until authorization was granted for 

construction in Biblis.39 With greater access to the courts, 

anti-nuclear activists in West Germany have received the 

opportunity to stop construction of plants, delay construction, 

or at least force the industry to provide accurate data on safety 

and the economic justification of the plant desired. 

The International Influence of a Nuclear Reactor 

Prior to the Chernobyl accident, trans boundary health 

threats were largely ignored and treated hypothetically. 

Chernobyl showed to the world that nuclear safety is not a solely 

national concern. Despite the safety concerns of neighboring 

states, countries have maintained the sole right to determine the 

scope and placement of nuclear stations within their borders. 

Also, these independent states determine the level of safety to 

be involved. 

With nations constantly rebuffing requests from their 
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neighbors (such as France refusing West Germany) to inspect 

reactors (such as Cattenom in France) for safety levels, where 

can a nation turn to ensure the safety of its people from someone 

else's nuclear reactor? So far, the world has turned to the 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), an independent, 

intergovernmental organization within the United Nations founded 

in 1957.40 While one of its main functions has been to aid 

countries in the development of civilian nuclear programs, 

following the Three Mile Island accident in 1979, IAEA activities 

began focusing on nuclear safety such as the establishment of a 

data collection system which draws upon national reports of 

incidents, and the Operational Safety Review Teams (OSART) which 

.- check the safety practices at the nuclear plants on request.41 

.-

Following the Chernobyl accident, in September 1986 the IAEA 

general conference adopted civilian nuclear accidents with 

possible transboundary consequences immediately to IAEA and 

neighboring states. The IAEA began forging a set of universal 

standards and setting international inspections.42 These are 

lofty ideals and may never see fruition. For example, 

difficulties to standardization of safety regulations include 

differing national atomic energy laws, the differing nature of 

nuclear reactors, and differing industry practices and 

organization. 43 

As for IAEA becoming an international watch dog, the agency 

lacks the money and the personnel. Of the almost four hundred 

reactors worldwide, IAEA inspected only six in 1986. According 
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to Jack Barbenbus, writing in International Organization, the 

size of IAEA will probably expand greatly in the future, as will 

its respectability and influence (through the threat of public 

discloser).44 Whether IAEA becomes the international source for 

safety standards and accident awareness or not, Chernobyl has 

shown that nuclear power safety choices can not rest solely with 

the state. Some form of a supernational agency is surely needed. 

The Future of Nuclear Energy 

Also with regard to the future, one can not help but wonder 

if massive nuclear expansion will take place in Eastern Europe. 

In the last few years we have seen the iron curtain come down in 

,- Europe. The Easten Europe countries of East Germany, Hungary, 

Czechoslovakia, and Romania, as well as others, have, since World 

War II been cut off from Western technology and industrial 

progress. How will they react to the chance now to compete with 

the West on the global market? Given the path followed by 

France, West Germany, England, and Japan, the former Eastern Bloc 

countries will turn to nuclear power as the means by which they 

will power their growing industries, and, like France, will take 

pride in knowing they have nuclear technology and are, therefore, 

at least in some ways on equal footing with the West. 

,-

How will the West react to these growing economies? That is 

hard to say, but they should do several things. First, they 

should make sure that the Eastern countries have adequate waste 

disposal sites. Judging from the past, environmental cleanliness 
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is not high on the list of these people (East Germany has been 

found to have some of the most heavily polluted and toxic rivers 

and lakes in the world due to outdated factories and poor waste 

disposal techniques). It should be the responsibility of the 

United States, France, and other highly industrialized, nuclear 

nations to offer advice and warnings of the costs and benefits of 

nuclear power. 

Other considerations for the future include the 

possibilities of a nuclear dominated world. That is, up to the 

Chernobyl accident, nuclear waste sites and fuel manufacturing 

facilities were to be as common in 2010 as steel plants are 

today.45 Yet Chernobyl has put a delay on widespread, 

accelerated nuclear expansion. Indeed, many wonder what kind of 

a political system it would take to control such a program. Only 

the French depend on nuclear power for more than 60% of their 

electrical needs. Yet, this state is centrally planned with many 

curtailments of democratic institutions. Indeed, a West German 

government- sponsored study examining the societal implications 

of a large-scale nuclear power system found that the security 

measures needed would make that nation a police state, requiring 

a curtailment on states rights, suspension of some civil 

liberties, and perhaps even a change in the constitution.46 Tim 

O'Riorden suggests, in Political Quarterly, April 1988, that the 

nuclear industry could become "user friendly" by putting smaller 

reactors under ground and using them for heat-and-power 

schemes.47 Yet, with current technology and the public's 



31 

mistrust of both the industry and government officials, this does 

not seem possible in the near future. If nuclear reactors could 

prove cost effective and safe, however, perhaps such a scene may 

one day be possible. But, as Leonard Tivy also writes in 

Political Quarterly it will also take a long and intense public 

relations campaign, with exhibitions at nuclear facilities like 

Sellafild and in schools to show the extreme safety levels of 

such nuclear stations.48 

currently, most nations, with the exception of France, are 

at least considering the phasing out of nuclear power. But, just 

as the industrialized countries exploited the energy rich 

countries of Africa, South America and the Middle East, these 

same Third World countries may, in the future, become the homes 

of nuclear power stations from which electricity will be 

transported to the West (much like France exports some of its 

excess nuclear energy to Great Britain and West Germany). While 

plans for nuclear expansion in the Third World have been revised 

(nuclear companies had been looking toward China, for example, as 

an export market for their reactors), the reverse can not be 

ruled out as a possibility. While it is generally agreed that 

the Third World countries can use their money more wisely than 

spending it on nuclear reactors, it is not entirely out of the 

question for Western nations to simply use these countries as a 

location for their reactors. These reactors would be far from 

home, thus enhancing the safety of western people and quelling 

public dissatisfaction. 
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The future of the nuclear industry seems bleak. Economics 

has blended with anti-nuclear parties, public outcry for more 

safety guarantees, and increased environmental awareness to cast 

a shadow on the nuclear future. At the present time, nuclear 

energy is simply not cost beneficial. Even in France, the most 

commercially successful nuclear nation, Frametome, the company 

which operates the reactors, is $52 billion in debt. 

Conclusion 

The world has become, in the last twenty years, increasingly 

conscious of its environment. The accident at Chernobyl in 1986 

only enlightened us further as to what havoc nuclear power can 

bring to the world's land and water system. Chernobyl provided a 

policy window, a chance for the leaders of the world to reassess 

nuclear energy. 

Administrative responses varied, but it now seems that 

nuclear energy, as we now know it, is on its way out. Several 

factors have been used to help explain the policy responses in 

Great Britain, West Germany, and France. Among these were the 

influence of public opinion, the role of political parties, the 

courts, electoral systems and the role of elections. All of these 

elements combine to influence the policy cycle, through which an 

idea is transformed from an item on the political agenda to 

actual governmental policy. 

Politics as a functional system of society is expected to 

perform a large and growing number of diverse tasks: allocate 
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resources, defend the realm, and of special concern here, to 

resolve major social problems, especially those arising from 

technological change and associated risks. We expect our leaders 

to do what is right for the common good, yet we know that above 

all else, politicians want job security, and to this end they 

will try to manipulate public confidence and anxiety.47 The 

nuclear energy debate has proven especially difficult when it 

comes to forming policy. Scientists do not fully understand the 

industry, yet it is often on them that politicians ultimately 

depend when forming public policy. Consequently, we live in an 

age of uncertainty and 

experimentation in which existing political structures and ideals 

attempt to cope with environmental problems which are not fully 

understood. 
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