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This brief presentation summarizes a collection of 20 short country reports 
(SCRs) on the History of Nuclear Energy and Society (HoNESt, project 
Ref.662268). 
  
Nuclear developments, notably nuclear energy, are closely intertwined with 
social, economic, environmental, political and cultural spheres.  
  
Nuclear energy is also a globalized system involving transnational transfers of 
knowledge, materials, technologies, people and products including electrical 
power, medical elements, toxic wastes and other environmental hazards, 
materials, capacities and knowledge that must be carefully safeguarded.  
  
Nuclear energy is a complex social and technological phenomenon that 
influences societies but is also shaped by societies. 

Introductory 

Comment 

Image 1 – Traveling Atoms for Peace Exhibition, Source:  ORNL 
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• Growing out of secret Cold War programs, nuclear power rapidly 
commercialized after US President Dwight D. Eisenhower  ‘Atoms 
for Peace’ speech at UN (1953) 

• Russia and England both claim in this light having been the first 
nations to attach a civilian reactor to the nuclear grid (Russia, 
Obninsk, 1954; United Kingdom, Calder Hall, 1956). 

• Specialists and promoters largely shaped knowledge of the nuclear 
age and its peaceful applications. 

• Significant overlap between government and industry in some 
countries (France, USSR) 

• Public worries largely limited to fear of nuclear weapons and the 
spread of fallout from atmospheric tests. 

* Some in scientific community had doubts about safety and efficacy. 
• Involvement of many actors: 

- government ministries and bureaucracies; scientific 
organizations, universities, laboratories, and professional 
societies; producers, operators, utilities, construction firms; 
later citizens’ groups, NGOs, protest organizations 

01. 

01 Public 

Understandings in 

Atoms for Peace Era 
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 Atoms for Peace programs did not mean necessarily a nation 
would rapidly commercialize nuclear power or that the public 
would idly accept it. 
• Yet Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), the United 

Kingdom (UK), Russia, France, Sweden – essentially all of 
the nations of Europe embarked on programs to 
commercialize nuclear power. 

- The FRG fully embraced Atoms for Peace, but 
commercial nuclear power did not initially attract utility 
interest it is costly unproven technology. 
- Austria, too, soon soured on Atoms for Peace with its 
plans for three nuclear power stations at Zwetendorf 
stopped by public referendum 

01. 

Public Industry 
Relations During 

Atoms for Peace Era?  
Positive, but in Flux  
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• Elsewhere in 1950s commercialization moved ahead with 
government financial and regulatory support, including 
direct and indirect subsidies. 

• Governments often had difficulty in convincing 
manufacturers and utilities to adopt and develop 
technologies (reactors) of unproven efficiency, uncertain 
operating parameters, unknown risks and significant costs. 

• They therefore subsidized this technology directly and 
indirectly. 

• At this time also blurring of promotional and regulatory 
functions of government bodies for nuclear power that 
sowed seeds of public opposition  

01 (continued). 

Public Industry 
Relations During 

Atoms for Peace Era?  
Positive, but in Flux  
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Concerns about safety, siting, cost, nature, and the perceived 
‘authoritarianism’ of nuclear power 
• Protest rises with environmental and anti-war movements 

in the late 1960s and 1970s 
• Breaks out in most European pluralistic societies 
• Protest over safety, risk, waste management, cost, siting 
• Violent protests in Germany against building of nuclear 

power plants, radioactive waste disposals and 
reprocessing facilities, beginning in Wyhl 

• Chernobyl triggers peak violence and lead to construction 
freeze in 1988  

02. 

The Rise of Nuclear 
Protest in the 1960s 

and 1970s  
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• In the United States – massive and usually non-violent:  
Seabrook Station and the Clamshell alliance, Abalone 
Alliance and Diablo Canyon NPP 

• In some cases leads to scaling back plans (Sweden, 
Austria, Germany [especially after Fukushima] 

• NIMBY successful in slowing nuclear power also in 
Portugal, Austria 

• Transition to democratic regimes (Spain, Portugal) meant 
institutional change and new tools for public intervention 
that included public debate 

02 (continued). 

The Rise of Nuclear 
Protest in the 1960s 

and 1970s  

Violent protest in Germany; peaceful protest in Portugal. 
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• Decision-making in authoritarian regimes involves 
essentially only promoters and operators. 

• Poorly developed civil society + censorship prevents 
opposition 

• Especially the Soviet Union and socialist states 
-  Specialists often pressured to meet targets 
-  the first generation Soviet VVER (PWR) has no 
containment vessels 
-  the RBMK Chernobyl-type channel graphite reactor 

• Spain (and others) as symbol of modernity, pursues 
nuclear power from 1948 

• In 2017 Belarus moves ahead with plans to open a new 
reactor 

• Portugal an open relationship between the nuclear 
industry and society evolves from the 1974 Democratic 
Revolution with fierce local opposition at Ferrel 

03. 

Authoritarian 
governments have 
greater success in 
pushing nuclear 
power 
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Spain’s Atoms for Peace 
Program 

USSR’s ‘Atommash ‘ 
Factory to mass produce 
Reactors 
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Nuclear power is national programs and international 
frameworks, organizations, and industries 
• Accidents are both national and international in impact: 

TMI, Chernobyl and Fukushima 
• UK government whitewashed Windscale accident 

concerns (1957) 
• USSR keeps Kyshtym (1957) and other accidents in secret 
• Three Mile Island (TMI), Chernobyl, Fukushima provoke 

fear and concern 
-  Led to changes in regulation and governance 
(France, US, elsewhere) 
-  …to abandonment of nuclear power (the 
Netherlands, Germany)  

04. 

Impact of 
Catastrophic 
Accidents 

Chernobyl before the 
Accident in April 1986 

The Fukushima Accident (2011). 
Source:  Fukushima Watch 
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Chernobyl (1986) 
• Slows construction and starts in many countries 
• Some governments misled the public (Bulgaria, France, 

USSR) 
• Contributes to break-up of USSR and impact on nuclear 

power in Baltic and East Central Europe 
Fukushima Daiichi (2011) 
*continues to have impact on public-industry relations 
leading to public disapproval for nuclear power into 
disapproval. 

04 (continued) 

Impact of 
Catastrophic 
Accidents 

Chernobyl ‘cloud’. 
Source:  ICRIN 
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• Independence movements in Ukraine, Lithuania 
• To this day greater public involvement, in Russia, too 
• New regimes and approaches for nuclear power in East 

Central Europe 
- To enter EU, Lithuania must close its Chernobyl-
type reactors (late 2000s), but raises great concerns 
about energy future 
-  Bulgaria and Hungary must upgrade Soviet models 
and find their own paths 
-  Ukraine seeks energy independence through 
nuclear power, yet reliant on Russian technology, fuel, 
etc. (50% of electrical energy is nuclear) 

05. 

Impact of Break-up of 
USSR 

Lithuanian nuclear protest 
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The Public concerned about risk and safety and energy costs 
• Cost, trade and energy considerations have both 

accelerated nuclear programs and belaboured them. 
• Energy crises of mid-1970s pushed nuclear power 
• Until Fukushima, concerns about fossil fuels pushed 

again 
• Costs much higher than industry estimates, both in 

construction and operation 
• Industry pushing license extensions and government 

subsidies 
• Intractable problems of waste 
• Concerns about operator safety culture 

06. 

Conclusions:  Nuclear 

Power in the Twenty-

first century 
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• Public Involvement now active and ‘regularized’ 

– Through hearings, legal means, NGOs 

• Industries have learned effectively to engage the 
public. 

- Not only in Europe but in former Soviet spaces 
well-equipped information centers, PR efforts 

- Promoters point to nuclear energy as a green 
technology because it does not contribute to 
global warming. 

 

 

06 (continued). 

Conclusions 

Festival of Nature 
Flamanville NPP 
May 2016 
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 Public interface across the world has changed from 
almost utopian expectations of nuclear power as a source of 
inexpensive and safe energy, and as a replacement for rapidly 
diminishing coal and oil reserves, to one of issues and 
concerns like any technology. 
  
 In the twenty-first century, the issues for nuclear 
power and the public remain as they were in the heyday of 
Atoms for Peace:   
• To what extent will it be a solution to energy problems of 

the future? 
• Will it be cost effective and relatively risk free? 
• How vital is nuclear energy as part of international and 

national efforts to prepare for peak oil and deal with 
global warming? 

 
 The SCRs indicate that the public can have an 
important and direct influence in answering these and other 
questions. 

06 (continued). 
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