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11 October 2011

Dear Dr Dorfman

Re: Bang Goes the Theory – Nuclear Power 3 October 2011

I acknowledge receipt of your comments relating to the programme above, and have taken care to read them fully. I am, of course, sorry that our programme has raised such concerns amongst you and your colleagues, and I hope that my response below will go some way to reassure you that the programme was made with appropriate editorial integrity.

I will respond to a number of your points directly.

1.1   While differing, and highly contested understandings exist, our mission in the programme was to report what is known, not that which is contested. With respect to low dose exposure in particular, there is a historical precedent of overstating risk. The data presented with respect to deaths from radiation exposure at Chernobyl are derived from the one scientific document that is widely accepted amongst academics as reliable and accurate (the United Nations Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation, 2008).

1.2   The figure of 122 deaths refers to a) actual observed deaths that we can, with reasonable confidence, attribute to radiation exposure (28 by Acute Radiation Sickness, 15 from thyroid cancer), b) up to 19 from other radiation related illnesses, plus c) a further projection of 60 deaths from thyroid cancer, based on the observed rates so far. There are no other equally reliable or confidently attributable statistics for other deaths caused by, or expected from radiation exposure at Chernobyl. For that reason I remain confident that this figure does not misrepresent the available evidence, and does not exclude a significant category of effect. 

1.3   The IAEA report makes reference to an estimate of 4000 future casualties resulting from radiation exposure. It does not confirm this estimate, or conclude that it is credible as you suggest. Quite the opposite, the report goes on to acknowledge that about a quarter of this population may die from other cancers not caused by Chernobyl, that confusion about the impact has arisen owing to thousands of people in the affected areas dying from natural causes, and that widespread attribution of all health problems to radiation exposure leads residents to assume Chernobyl related fatalities are much higher than they actually are. For these reasons, it was not appropriate to refer to this estimate in a presentation of data about which we can be confident.

1.4 – 1.5   I repeat that the intent of the programme was to present only data which can be confidently attributed to radiation exposure. As such, to speculate on the ambiguous projections to which you refer was not within the remit of the programme. Our view was that such speculation would merely perpetuate the contradictions found in much media coverage, and present a barrier against our audiences basic appreciation of facts that we hoped to provide. 

1.6- 1.7   In referencing (in my previous communication) other estimates of post-Chernobyl deaths, including one of 40,000, there is no acknowledgement on my behalf of their credibility. In fact the method of derivation of such figures is itself controversial, and widely regarded as producing over-estimations.  Such figures again fall outside the remit of the programme in reporting statistics known with confidence. Far from a mis-match between background research and broadcast content, I maintain that our research into the credibility of such estimates substantiated the statement made in the programme that “radiation from accidents like Chernobyl is not as worrying as a lot of the media coverage would have us believe”.
1.8 – 1.9   Professor Thomas’ statement that “there won’t be a death toll from radiation from Fukushima” is based on actual observed evidence:  There have been no deaths from Acute Radiation Sickness (this is the first and most direct cause of deaths from a nuclear accident, and a significant indicator of deaths to come); No deaths from thyroid cancer, and appropriate administration of preventative treatment to those at risk. Based on these early indicators it is reasonable to predict no future deaths that might be confidently attributed to radiation exposure. 

2.1   The statement by our interviewee that “controlled waste will go into an underground repository and will be stored for ever” is an accurate description of the intended strategy for disposal at Dounreay. It was not within the remit of the programme to enter into the broader political and scientific debate as to how and where such storage might be achieved. However there were several references acknowledging the controversial nature of nuclear waste disposal: “In tonight’s show  I … get to grips with that thorny issue of what to do with radioactive waste” and “Ahead lie years of clean up and decommissioning, in fact the actual reactor core here is set to remain on site for the next 100 years, and that really raises possibly the most contentious  issue when we talk about nuclear power, whether it’s to do with an ordinary operation like here at Hinckley point or the result of an incident like Fukushima or Chernobyl: What can we do with the radioactive waste?”. I maintain that in this context of recognised contention, the programme’s factual report of the method of waste disposal proposed at Dounreay is entirely defensible.

2.2 – 2.3   I remain confident that, amongst all the analyses available, the UNSCEAR report provides the most widely accepted and reliable data, and so its use as the source of data for the programme remains wholly defensible, and provided material that was manifestly correct. 

Finally, I’d like to draw attention to the programme’s clear acknowledgement that the subject of nuclear power is one of contention, and also its stated intent to look beyond the confusion and speculation that is common in media coverage, to deliver what is known rather than what is contested. 

As clearly stated at the beginning of the programme: 

“It’s (the Fukushima) incident that really came to dominate the headlines. But how much of the actual science do we understand behind those headlines? Well here at Bang we wanted to find out, so in tonight’s show  I … get to grips with that thorny issue of what to do with radioactive waste…”
and again at the end of the programme:

“I hope we’ve given you a little bit of food for thought. The bottom line of course though, there are no real easy answers when it comes to discussing Nuclear Energy, we’ve all got strong opinons. In fact the government is releasing a report into the future of the UK’s nuclear energy policy in the next few weeks...”
These statements provided the framework for the entire programme, in which irrefutably known facts were presented, free from wider debate on points of political or scientific controversy. Having carefully examined your comments in turn, I remain confident that the programme content was justifiable in its scope, and accurate in its content.

I hope these comments will go some way to addressing your concerns about the programme.

Yours sincerely

Paul King

Series Producer

Bang Goes the Theory
