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THE CHERNOBYL INCIDENT - CONTINGENCY PLANNING
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In Tuesday's Nuclear Debate, Kenneth Baker and Peter
Walker shrewdly prps ented a mulflole target - the Government's
recent h;;;llng of the Chernobyl 1nc1dent, the Government's
continued commitment to nuclear power, and the possible sites

for the disposal of low-level nuclear waste. Had attention

been focused exclusively on our handling of the Chernobyl

incident, some oretty maladrOLt footwork could have been

exposed - especially in the initial stages.

Over the Bank Holiday weekend, when the fall-out first
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occurred, you, Geoffrey Howe and Bernard Ingham were away in

Tokyo. Whitehall lacked a firm lead. Plans existed for an

emergency arlblng from a nuclpar lnstallatlon Ln the UK, but

B e e e

not from an external source.

Anxious telephone callers inundated MAFF and seriously
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hampered communlcatlons Not until after the weekend did Ddﬁ
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and Environment Ministers firmly take Vharge of the
P _r , SR e
Government S response. Before that, the 1ll—co—ordlnatgﬁ
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nature of the information and advice arous@d rather than

calmed pubch anx1ety There were moments of Earce: for

example, when William Waldegrave unwittingly gave Radio 4
—_————
listeners the telephone number of the DoE drivers rather than

the Technical Information Centre.
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For the most part, the nuclear professionals performed

satisfactorily. They have a well—esgg?{éshed network of

contacts and talk the same lanquago The snag is that without

careful translation that languag@ can be confusing and

sometimes alarming to the public.
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Many people don t und@rstand Jtarlsrlcal probability,

pecially of very low order. For example, on the day that

Kenneth Baker assured the public that the risks from the
~
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Chernobyl fall-out were insignificant, John Dunster, Head of
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the National Radlologlcal Protechon Board was saying that the

death toll in the UK would run to tens of people. Both
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conclusions derived from the same assumpflons and analysis.

Dunster was quantifying what he regarded as an insignificant

>

risk. The next da&uheihad to explain that the tens of deaths

would arise from cancer over the next 30-40 years, during -

which time millions would die from cancer wholly unconnected

with the Chernobyl incident.

The Lessons

15e Effective contingency planning entails more than drawing

up plans and puttlng them on file. Constant effort is
- T —— - -

required to keep the emergency arrangements in good
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working order. All thp anumbents of key jObS, including
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Ministerial positions, need to know their

responsibilities and who initiates the machinery.

—
Telephone numbers must be kept up fo dat likewise,
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maps, fact sheets, etc. Occasional exercises are

required to expose the weak spots.

2. The acid testwpﬁrgfﬁgg;iye“qgntinggpcyrplanning comes in

the first day or two when confusion and public anxiety

are greatest.

The media's hunger for information and comment, coupled
- td
with the tendency to dramatise and exaggerate, is

vl

inescapable. The need for good, well-briefed spokesmen

should be catered for in the contingency plans.

- .
Recommendation No . (way w
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It would be worth getting, say, the Efficiency Unit to
compare contingency planning in Whitehall with the best
practices in large industries engaged in operations which

might entail serious emergencies.
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JOHN WYBREW
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10 DOWNING STREET

From the Private Secretary

MR. UNWIN
CABINET OFFICE

CONTINGENCY PLANNING

The Prime Minister is concerned that over the Bank
Holiday weekend when public concern about the Chernobyl
incident was increasing, the Government gave an appearance
of disarray. Her impression is that there was a lack of
co-ordination of the Government response and that the
information and advice given to the public and the media was
not always helpful.

The Prime Minister would be grateful if you could
prepare an early report on the Government's handling of the
Chernobyl incident, with recommendations on how the
contingency planning might be improved.

DAVID NORGROVE

19 May 1986






