I. 
Introduction


This paper focuses on how the U.S. public perception of nuclear power has developed. It is argued that the negative perception of nuclear power that developed through time was irrational. Several of the key events or flag posts of nuclear history will be discussed in chronological order; Hiroshima and Nagasaki, The Cold War Influence; The China Syndrome; Three Mile Island; and Chernobyl. These events are what have shaped the public perception of nuclear power the most.  The facts behind the accidents will be presented along with analysis from various sources that give an idea of media perception of nuclear power. 
The nuclear story ties in perfectly with the themes of the Galileo class. It is a story of scientific suppression and misrepresentation both in facts before and after the accidents. It is also a story that demonstrates how the media or an organization can cling onto a battle simply because it is a means of providing its own existence, whether it is more funding from donors or government agencies, or more newspaper sales on the street.

One can’t blame environmentalists for wanting to identify hazards to the environment and bring those hazards attention. However, it seems that on the nuclear power issue, environmentalist groups that fought hard against nuclear power may have focused in on an issue while losing sight of the bigger picture. Sure, nuclear power presents environmental hazards, and there are certainly nuclear disasters that have happened in the past. However, when one looks at the alternative, the burning of coal and other fossil fuels, it seems silly to give nuclear power such a bad image. Ignoring the cost-benefit analysis between nuclear power and fossil fuels is hypocritical of environmentalists who I would assume want to provide the best benefit for the planet that they can provide.
I. 
From the Bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki Through the late 1960’s

Our understanding of public perception of nuclear power must begin with the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The bombing has undoubtedly burned an image of nuclear power into the minds of everyone worldwide, forever changing public perception and international relations. The image of a mushroom cloud is probably one of the first images that flashes through a person’s mind when they thing about nuclear power.

Media Discourse and Public Opinion on Nuclear Power: A Constructionist Approach by  William A. Gamson and Andre Modigliani will be referenced many times during this paper because of their comprehensive review of the general U.S. media reporting on nuclear power throughout the nuclear age. They provide an excellent account of the public opinion on nuclear power through their analysis of media reports during the period from 1945 to the 1960’s, in addition to reports on other periods of the nuclear deabate that will be presented at their appropriate sections.

Gamson and Modigliani claim that nuclear media discourse from 1945 to 1950 was focused on the “destructionist” view. Man had created a Frankenstein, a destructive monster- mushroom cloud. This is an understandable viewpoint for the years immediately after the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
The rest of the period was dominated by a progressive view of nuclear power that exhibited a dualism analysis. It is very similar to a devil’s bargain argument that Gamson and Modigliani propose took a major role after Chernobyl. The dualism argument basically said that makind would either blow itself up, or reach an age of energy prosperity with nuclear power; at two-face being that presents wonderfull energy solutions yet can cause so much damage.

A significant event during this period was President Eisenhower’s speech to the United Nations on nuclear power on December 8, 1953. The speech would be titled and remembered as the “Atoms for Peace” speech because Eisenhower was willing to make U.S. nuclear technology available to an international agency. It was an attempt to bring about a peaceful spin and use to nuclear power. Gamson and Modigliani’s review of media reports in the two weeks following the speech show that the media maintained a majority progressive-dualism stance on nuclear power.
Another event during this period was a increased awareness of the long range effects of radiation that were being caused by weapons testing when dairy farmers found strontium 90, a radioactive byproduct released in the water and steam discharge of a nuclear power plant. This problem was solved for the most part in the public eye when Limited Test Ban Treaty of 1963 ended atmospheric testing of nuclear weapons.

Gamson and Modigliani conclude that “in effect, there was no significant anti nuclear discourse during this era.” They especially highlight the fact that there was little to no anti-nuclear reporting, or reporting in general, about the Enrico Fermi meltdown outside of Detroit in October 1966. A blockage of the flow of sodium through the core caused a partial core meltdown at the facility. Two of the 105 fuel assemblies melted during the incident, but no contamination was recorded outside the containment vessel. 
 The accident received almost no attention by media sources and when reporting was conducted anti-nuclear positions were not taken. There was on a greater level, an almost ambivalence towards nuclear power. Gamson and Modigliani Quote a Media institute study from 1979 that found that “From August 5, 1968, through the end of 1969, there was only one 15-second item on nuclear power on the television evening news programs of the three major networks.” 
II. 
The 1970s to Three Mile Island. 
My Previous report on Bernard Cohen’s chapter on nuclear power in Politicizing Science; The Alchemy of Policymaking begins by describing the excitement among the utility industry, scientists, and congress about the future of nuclear power and its ability to solve energy needs in the early 1970’s. A surge in nuclear research both in the private sector and government produced a wealth of data proving the superiority of nuclear power over fossil fuels and identified the risks associated with nuclear power. Nuclear power construction projects reached a peak of close to fifty new plants per year between 1973-74.


From an energy perspective, the early 1970’s were dominated by the Arab Oil Embargo that started in 1973. Briefly, the embargo lasted five months and was an OPEC response to U.S. support of Israel during the 1973 Yom Kippur war.
 The Arab Oil Embargo caused the introduction of a new pro-nuclear camp that focused its arguments on energy independence.

Also important in the 1970’s and the lead up to Three Mile Island was the Soviet Nuclear threat. President Carter was supportive of nuclear proliferation in order to respond to the vulnerability that existed for the U.S. and Western Europe from soviet long range missiles. At the same time he attempted to balance this nuclear proliferation and gain pressure against the Soviets by promoting international control over nuclear technology similar to President Eisenhower. Since nuclear weapon proliferation somewhat come hand in hand with nuclear energy technology, Carter was also supportive of reactor technology. 


It is under this backdrop that Gamson and Modigliani identify an erosion of the dualism view of nuclear power; remember the “we are all dead or we have ultimate energy prosperity” view. The new geopolitical climate encouraged the support of both sides of the dualism; the weapons technology for our national defense and the reactor technology for energy independence. As Gamson and Modigliani say, “Atoms for Peace, and Atoms for War no longer seemed to be such separate paths.”

Gamson and Modiglian also identify three additional nuclear arguments that emerged during this period. The environmental wing offered what they call a “soft paths” package that essentially mirrors present day emphasis on developing alternative energy technologies like wind and solar. The environmental wing also focused on the environmental damages of nuclear waste. 
Bernard Cohen identifies the 1970’s environmental movement, and the environmental organizations that it created, as the first and main opponents to nuclear power. Cohen blames these environmentalists for overstating and overemphasizing the dangers of nuclear power to attract public attention. Cohen describes how the environmentalist used the research conducted by the initial pro-nuclear charge to then attack the pro-nuclear community later on. The most powerful tool for the environmentalists came from concerns within the nuclear scientific community in the late 1960’s about potential reactor meltdowns occurring from a sudden loss of reactor cooling water. This emergency core cooling systems (ECCS) problem attracted very wide media coverage when Cohen says, “very crude small-scale mock-up experiments” were performed between 1970-71 that indicated that the ECCS system might fail in the way just described. 
Cohen also points out that because most nuclear reactors were being built by big energy corporations, environmentalist were able to use it a means to gain support from an anti-corporation 70’s movement. The anti corporation portion of the anti-nuclear argument is identified by Gamson and Modiglian as being epitomized by the Ralph Nader organization Critical Mass. This view in addition to an anti-corporate message, stressed the importance of public accountability.
Lastly, the Union of Concerned Scientists were engaged in a cost benefit debate and discussions over security concerns, primarily with the ECCS systems described above in the paragraph on the environmentalist position. In 1972 the Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) was created to gather public attention and demand action on the ECCS problem. Government regulators responded by introducing changes in reactor operating procedures and spent hundreds of millions of dollars researching the problem. By 1973, all but one of the original UCS scientist-founders resigned from the organization feeling their concerns had adequately been addressed. Cohen claims that between 1973–78 it became gradually accepted that the ECCS system would work, and in 1979 tests showed conclusively that the ECCS would work very well. According to Cohen, however, it was too late because the public had been convinced by zealous environmentalists and bad media reporting that nuclear power presented too many risks, especially the risk of a nuclear meltdown.
The period of the 1970’s was generally a period where the “progress” and “erosion of dualism” viewpoints seem to dominate. Cohen tells of the excitement of the scientific community towards nuclear power and their satisfaction with the safety measures. Gamson and Modiglian’s survey of major media reporting shows that there were limited anti-nuclear positions. The oil embargo, fears of Soviet missiles, and the prospects of energy independence made nuclear power a reasonable and optimistic response for the majority of people. 
I. 
The China Syndrome


Before talking about the Three Mile Island accident, the next stop in our chronological analysis, a stop must be made to talk about The China Syndrome. The China Syndrome is a fictional nuclear accident where the molten core from a nuclear meltdown burns through the cement holding container, through the containment building, all the way through the ground and the core of the earth and ends up in China, or vice versa. It is of course an entirely fictional event as gravity would hold the molten material in the earth’s core if it could possibly reach that far. 

Much more important was the movie, The China Syndrome released in 1979, that told the story of a reporter that discovers safety cover-ups at a nuclear power plant and witnesses a near accident that could have resulted in the China Syndrome meltdown scenario. The movie has themes of reporting ethics, such as how much information the public should be given in such an emergency. It supports a runaway analysis of nuclear power where man has lost control of the beast he has created. It also touches on the anti corporation, need for oversight and accountability arguments. These are some of the exact themes of the nuclear power debate that were developing during the 1970’s as previously discussed and clearly were an influence to make this film. 


A review of the movie published March 16, 1979, by Vincent Canby in the New York Times, demonstrates the themes just described in addition to the dualism dilemma theme: 

“In the atomic age, technology has been accelerating at a rate that leaves many of us exhausted, if not fearful. For someone who hasn't yet learned how to dominate a high-spirited electric typewriter, the thought of nuclear energy—with its potential for good as well as for destruction — turns the imagination into a nervous heap… Could this happen? I've no idea, but the film makes a compelling case based on man's not-so-rare predisposition to cut corners, to take the easy way out, to make a fast buck, to be lazy about responsibility and to be awed by the authority representing vested interests.”  

What is truly amazing about the movie was not its content but its timing. The China Syndrome was released on March 16, 1979, only 12 days before the Three Mile Island nuclear accident in Pennsylvania. As another strange twist of coincidence, in the film, Donald Hotton has a line in the movie as the physicist, Dr. Elliott Lowell, where he says the China Syndrome would render "an area the size of Pennsylvania" permanently uninhabitable. 

The film provided a strong medium to push the environmentalist and public accountability nuclear messages. Jane Fonda played the star role as the news reporter who learns all the secrets. Jane Fonda was at the time a strong supporter and symbol of the anti-nuclear movement that pronuclear groups used her as a symbol of it.” As you will see in the explanation of the TMI accident in the next section, both the TMI accident and the movie were victories for the environmentalists who battled the pro nuclear side over the probabilities of nuclear accidents, and for those pushing for public accountability of energy corporations like Metropolitan Edison who ran the TMI power plant. The themes of confusion, helplessness, and cover-up that were portrayed in the movie from a nuclear accident would be played out in real life only 12 days later. This combination certainly had a negative effect on public opinion concerning nuclear issues. 
I. 
The Worst U.S. Nuclear Accident: Three Mile Island, 1979

Three Mile Island (TMI) is the worst nuclear accident that has occurred in the United States. After TMI, construction on new reactors was put to a halt, and the public perception of nuclear power was drastically changed. This huge backlash came from an incident that in reality had little to no effect on public health. First there will be a brief account of the TMI accident. Then there will be an review of the media reports on nuclear power before, during and after 
This very rough and brief account of the accident that follows is taken primarily from the World Nuclear Association and the Nuclear Energy Institute. Maintenance crews at TMI were cleaning pipes with a pressure washer. It is believed they somehow caused a malfunction in one of the cooling circuits that circulates coolant to the reactor core. This caused the reactor to shut down automatically. A pressure valve at the top of the reactor then failed to close, but the instrumentation in the control room said that it had closed properly. As coolant inside the reactor core drained out of the malfunctioning valve, the core began to overheat. Other instrumentation in the control misleads the controllers who were unaware of the leak, causing them to make decisions that make the situation even worse. In the end approximately one third of the core melted before the malfunctions were discovered and the core was stabilized.
But that is not the entire story. Before the core was stabilized, scientists discovered a large hydrogen gas bubble that had developed in the containment building from a chemical reaction between water and the zircaloy metal tubes holding the nuclear fuel pellets. With the correct mixture of oxygen, the hydrogen could have exploded and damaged the reactor vessel and the containment building leading to a release of radioactive materials into the environment. Thankfully, and shockingly, scientists finally resolved disagreements over the possibility of the hydrogen bubble exploding when they realized some of the scientists had been using the wrong equations in their calculations! The hydrogen gas was slowly released from the containment building and the accident came to an end. 
The accident was a tragic combination of mechanical failure and human error, from valve and instrumentation failures, to inadequate operator training and miscalculation. However the effects on human health were virtually non-existent, and one can look at the accident as a partial success. The reactor containment vessel worked as designed. In the event of a meltdown it kept the radioactive material enclosed and the public safe from radioactivity. Although radioactive gas was drained from the plant several days after the accident, this release did not cause any radiation dose above normal background levels. This was confirmed by thousands radiation measurements taken during and after the accident. 
There was certainly the possibility of a terrible disaster at TMI, but when one looks at the ultimate effects of the accident on public health, the fear over nuclear power that developed after the accident was unjustified. The fact that TMI was the worst nuclear accident in U.S. history, yet ended relatively safely, says a lot about the track record of U.S. nuclear power safety. We have yet to have an accident where radiation has been definitively linked to a death to a member of the public. Acknowledge that those working in the nuclear power industry may be exposed to greater amounts of radiation and demonstrate a greater link between radiation and their illness.
The public panic from TMI was justified on some level given the situation, but was significantly amplified by many of the parties involved. TMI was not only a nuclear accident but a giant public relations and communications failure. The Metropolitan Edison Company (Met Ed) that ran the nuclear plant was bias in its presentation of information to the public prior to the incident and was completely unprepared to handle the public relations storm that resulted from the accident. The media outlets did not inform the public adequately of the realities of nuclear power, both positive and negative, and were completely confused and ill equipped to handle the reporting of this complex accident. At the same time, the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) felt out of the loop during the accident. Bad reporting of data from Met Ed, combined with disagreements between scientists over theories of possible explosions, made the NRC feel they were in a helpless panic.
Before exploring this communications breakdown that caused much of the panic during TMI, the purpose of this exploration has to be put into an argument framework. In the review I completed on Bernard Cohen’s chapter on nuclear power in Politicizing Science; The Alchemy of Policymaking, I made the argument that the public must be better informed about the risks and benefits of nuclear power in order to make decent risk assessments about it, and be able to respond to accidents when needed. This brought up the question of where do most people get their information about nuclear power from, and how do we provide better information? It also brought up the question of what has shaped public perception of nuclear power, and does that perception match the reality?

Thus, an exploration into the primary source where people get their information on nuclear power from; newspapers, television and other media, will provide a good answer to the question of what information was the public getting and how reliable was this information? 
Blueprint for Breakdown: Three Mile Island and the Media Before the Accident

Sharon Friedman’s Blueprint for Breakdown: Three Mile Island and the Media Before the Accident, provides an excellent account of the information the public was receiving before and during TMI. The main conclusions brought by this article will be presented here.
Sharon Friedman was part of the Public’s Right  to Information Task  Force established by the President’s Commission on the Accident at Three Mile Island. The task force was a group of “communications re- searchers and information specialists [who] assessed performances of public information officials and news media personnel before and during the accident.
” The Task Force “concluded that the public’s right to know had been ‘ill-served’ by Metropolitan Edison (Met Ed), the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC),
 and the mix of engineer and media sources.
 
The Task Force concluded that “the public information programs by Met Ed were the prime sources of information about TMl before the accident, both for the media and the public.” It claims some of these programs were not surprisingly slanted pro nuclear and highlighted the benefits of nuclear power, and was an effort to appear “a good and desirable neighbor.” Friedman tells how the plant built an observation tower where residents could watch the construction of the plant and how the plant later conducted tours of the facility. These programs had the effect of easing the public into the building of the plant in their backyard and provided them with a false sense of ease that later would contribute to the panic and confusion that resulted when the TMI accident occurred. As Friedman says, “One of the key aspects of the communications breakdown was lack of planning, which was primarily caused by the failure on all parts to acknowledge the possibility that an accident such as this could occur.”
Another problem identified within the Met Ed information system was that “Unlike Met Ed’s general public relations program, the TMI information program was originated and run by engineers.” These individuals were no trained nor qualified to be dealing with public relations tasks before and certainly during the accident. One of the main problems that led to the local public hysteria over the incident was the ineffective communication that occurred between the media and the engineers at the plant.
 
Met Ed can be given credit for starting to release weekly incident reports on what was occurring at the plant in 1974. The only problem was these reports were written by engineers in technical jargon barely understandable even to those with decent scientific background. When the media could not read them they discarded them or reprinted them verbatim. Friedman also says that these incident reports “failed to describe what the events…meant for the plant or area residents and, in some instances, appeared to purposely avoid such description.” Friedman adds that they were “positive and upbeat” and that “almost every release described such events as not affecting the health and safety of the public.”

As for the efforts of the media, the Task Force found that coverage of Three Mile Island was “uninspired” and “flaccid” before the accident. The news reports focused primarily on the positive aspects, and the weekly reports were not pursued adequately. There could have been a better effort to squeeze Met Ed for more clear information and explanations of its accidents in the years leading up the TMI accident. 

Friedman makes several suggestions as to how local media could have done a better job. She questions why they did not have someone with some experience dealing with general science issues that could have followed the plant operations more closely given that it was located so close to their communities. There could have been a better effort to seek out outside information related to the plant other than Met Ed such as universities. 

Overall, Blueprint for Breakdown: Three Mile Island and the Media Before the Accident, offers a good account of the kind of information the local communities around Three Mile Island were receiving prior to and during the accident. A community that was unprepared and ill informed about the dangers of the plant, mixed with the fact that the media and Met Ed were unable to provide the public with adequate information during the accident, combined to create a scenario where the public was not only thrown into a scared frenzy, but that the entire situation may have been overblown due to speculation and doubt. Met Ed and the surrounding media quickly lost their credibility when they were unable to provide reliable information to the public.
It is by1980 that Cohen claims the scientists had already lost the battle over nuclear power. Cohen spends the last half of his article citing media statistics that show the level of bias that was involved in the reporting of the nuclear debate in the 1970’s. The conclusion Cohen reaches is basically that the scientific community was not equipped to win a media battle. “While the environmentalists were making political contacts and learning how to secure media cooperation, the scientists were absorbed in laboratory or field problems with no thought of politics or media involvement. It was a lion attacking a lamb.” 

Using the New York Times Information Bank, Cohen examined the period between 1974-1978, and compared the number of reports on nuclear related accidents compared to other accidents. During that period there were approximately 200 entries per year on nuclear accidents, despite the fact that there had not been a single death from such accidents, and not even an exposure that might eventually cause a cancer. Compare this to the 120 entries per year on motor vehicle accidents which were killing 50,000 per year, and the 50 entries per year on industrial accidents which were killing 12,000 per year. Of course, most could describe these numbers by saying who wants to read about another car accident, nuclear accident are more exciting and sell papers, so that is what gets written. 

I. 
Chernobyl, 1986


The Chernobyl nuclear disaster is the greatest worldwide nuclear disaster to date. It occurred in 1968 at a Soviet Chernobyl reactor in northern Ukraine near the city of Pripyat. 
The accident started as plant operators conducted a test to see how low of power the turbines could be operated at. A sudden power surge prompted an attempted emergency shutdown of the reactor, but this resulted in another power surge when the control rods that slow the nuclear reaction were dropped into the reactor. The combination of the power surge and the interaction of hot fuel with water caused the reactor vessel to break and create a series of explosions, including a hydrogen bubble explosion like to the one feared at TMI, which ignited and blew the containment roof off the facility. These events in turn exposed graphite moderator of the reactor to air, causing it to ignite and send a cloud of radioactive smoke and steam into the air. The immediate smoke and steam fallout emitting from the plant was not stopped until enough lead was dumped by helicopter into the core to cool it and create a temporary seal.
 


As with the TMI incident,  one of the main concerns, and what ended up to be the second phase of the Chernobyl emergency, was the burning of the molten nuclear core through the bottom of the containment vessel; the “China Syndrome.”  It wasn’t until soviet miners dug a tunnel to reach directly under the core and were able to install a secondary containment structure that the accident came to an end. 

The fallout from Chernobyl drifted over a tremendous area. Swedish nuclear facilities detected radioactive elements in the air from the accident 6 days afterwards. From 1986 to 2000, 350,400 people were evacuated and resettled from the most severely contaminated areas of Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine. The city of Pripyat remains uninhabitable due to radiation. 
There can be many parallels drawn between TMI and Chernobyl. Both accidents were caused by a volatile mixture of mechanical and human error. Both accidents exhibited a failure to communicate the dangers to the local public and to media and regulatory sources. Both involved similar dangers as all nuclear accidents do. We have examined how some of these elements played out in the TMI accident, so now there will be an examination of how these elements played out in the Chernobyl accident, and the possible effects they had on public perception of nuclear power. Critical distinctions between the two accidents will also be examined and hwo much of these differences were made apparent to the public when the accident was reported and the public formed its opinions. 

A first crucial distinction was the level of human error that was involved to start the accident. The TMI accident occurred in primary part because mechanical instruments were giving operators a false evaluation of the situation. Had the valve problem and its instrumentation failure been detected by operators earlier, the entire problem could have never reached the level it did. Operators at TMI were responding to a mechanical failure to the best of their ability based on information they were given by their instruments and protocol they were trained to follow. 

The Chernobyl accident by contrast was primarily started by human intervention. The operators were testing to see the lowest level of power the turbines of the plant could run at in the case of a power failure. In forethought, operators should have realized that the information that could have been gained by this test was drastically outweighed by the dangers that could have, and did result. As part of the test, emergency shut off systems had to be disabled, and normal protocol was discarded or disrupted. There was a dramatic breach of precaution at the Chernobyl plant that was simply not present at TMI.

Both TMI and Chernobyl saw a giant communications failure on the part of plant operators to adequately inform the public of the dangers associated with the accidents. At TMI these failures resulted from a mix of public relations failures on the part of the Metropolitan Edison company who ran the plant, and the inadequacies of media and the NRC to gather and synthesis information related to the accident. With Chernobyl, the responsibility and blame for the communications failure can be more directly linked to the soviet officials and power structure that operated the plant.
The most drastic example of the difference between the level of public accountability and response times between the two accidents is the procedure that went into determining if locals should be evacuated from around the plant. In the case of TMI, there was almost zero public exposure to radiation levels above average exposures before evacuations of pregnant women and young children was order in the communities surrounding TMI. Evacuations were ordered as a precautionary measure before the public was exposed to radiation. Also, although it occurred much later than it should have, NRC participation in the evaluation and resolution of the accident did take place. And the president** became involved when he visited the TMI plant himself to ease public fear and get a handle on the situation. 
With Chernobyl, Soviet officials and plant workers did not did not order an evacuation at Chernobyl the moment they became aware that nuclear material was being emitted into the atmosphere. There was clearly a severe chance that nuclear contaminants where reaching the public. However, it was not until after plant operators did a scan of the surrounding area cand confirmed their obvious predictions that the nearby communities, especially the city of Pripyat had been exposed to this nuclear fallout. One of the most disturbing images of the Battle of Chernobyl documentary was the images of soldiers walking thorugh Pripyat in masks and other radioactive protective gear taking readings of radiation they certainly knew had to exist, while the public is walking around them completely unfazed by the soldiers’ attire. It is a very clear representation of how the communities around Chernobyl where kept in the blue while this disaster was occurring right next to them.  
Beyond the local level, the Soviets were completely irresponsible in reporting the incident to the international community. It was previously mentioned that Swedish nuclear facilities detected radioactive material in the six days*** after the accident had started. At this point, the international community had not been informed of the accident, so it wasn’t until those Swedish facilities contacted the International Atomic Energy wondering where this radiation was coming from that the international community had any idea that a nuclear accident had occurred somewhere in the world. U.S. spyplanes confirmed the accident through aerial photographs of the Chernobyl plant. 
In interviews conducted for the documentary The Battle of Chernobyl, Mikhail Gorbachev claims that the delay in notifying the international community of the accident was simply the result of the Kremlin not receiving information about the accident fast enough. Gorbachev claims that requests were constantly sent for more information, but that none was available. These justifications are inadequate and simply demonstrate even further that the Soviets were aware of the general situation and its long before the international community was informed. This delay in reporting was simply unacceptable given the information that had to have been known in the hours and days that followed the accident. 
Another key difference between the two accidents are the containment structures that were built for each facility. There were media accounts following the Chernobyl accident that followed the general headline that there were Chernobyl’s waiting to happen everywhere, painting a picture that the safety measures in place at Chernobyl were similarly ineffective as those at other sites, particularly in the U.S. 

Bernard Cohen provides a dramatic example of this bad reporting. Upon finding a New York Times article that made a false claim that the containment structure at Chernobyl was very similar to the ones being used in U.S. nuclear reactors, Cohen took the time to call the reporter to clear up the confusion. To Cohen’s astonishment, he learned that Richard Wilson, a Harvard nuclear scientist, had already spent over an hour on the phone with the reporter explaining the differences; “The [Chernobyl containment structure] was designed to protect only against very minor accidents while [U.S. containment structures are] designed to defend against what is almost the worst conceivable accident.”
 The reporter published the story anyways, knowing the information it contained was incorrect.

Now for a quick look at the effect of the accident on American public perception. For Cohen, the fight for nuclear power was lost as soon as 1980. He says “it became clear that the battle was over, and we had lost. The public seemed to be convinced that nuclear power was bad, and it was not interested in further discussion on that subject. The environmental activists turned their attention to other issues, leaving scientists no opportunities to respond.

This idea that the battle had already been lost even before the Chernobyl accident is somewhen supported by the data presented by Ganson and Modgiloi. They also claim that major media discourse didn’t really see many differences between the time period after TMI and after Chernobyl. 

Many of the same media themes were repeated. The general themes of pregress, the devils gift, and the runaway technology argument are presented both before and after TMI and Chernobyl. It seems the public through TMI may have already solidified their viewpoints on nuclear power, and when the Accident at Chernobyl occurred, it simply allowed people to relive TMI and solidify their views concerning nuclear power.
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