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1. INTRODUCTION 

The particles issue in Caithness and Sutherland touches many peoples’ lives.  The issue already 

affects public beaches, the fishing industry, tourism and both the local community’s and 

visitors’ perception of the area.  The long-term management of particles is a more complex issue 

than merely meeting regulatory obligations and the wants and needs of technical industry 

specialists.  At the centre of any long-term management strategy for particles are the wants and 

needs of the local community in Caithness and Sutherland. 

Recognising this, the UKAEA embarked upon a stakeholder engagement process that will 

support a best practicable environmental option study (BPEO) to determine a long-term 

management strategy for particles.  Any BPEO must consider social and economic aspects.  In 

the case of the particles issue this is even more important than may typically be the case.  This 

paper will: 

• Explore the role of stakeholder engagement in determining a long-term management strategy 

for the particles issue; 

• Explore the role of stakeholder engagement as part of a corporate risk management; 

• Present and discuss the plans, approaches and techniques to be used to engage stakeholders; 

• Explore the reasoning of the stakeholder groups selected; 

• Examine the issues to be raised with stakeholder groups and why; and 

• Review the mechanics and management of the engagement process. 

Any stakeholder engagement process has a local context.  In the case of the particles issue this is 

unique given the remote location, strong local culture and identity, importance of Dounreay to 

the local economy and the effect the particles issue may have on the future economy. 

To provide some background, I lived in Thurso with my family and worked at Dounreay 

providing support to the Safety, Health Environmental and Quality Department from October 

2002 until November 2004.  Entec is now contracted to deliver the consultation programme that 

feeds into a long-term strategy for particles.  I am Entec’s Project Manager for the project. 
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2. WHY INVOLVE STAKEHOLDERS IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE 

MANAGEMENT STRATEGY? 

There are fundamental reasons for involving stakeholders in the development of the long-term 

management strategy for particles.  These include: 

• Any BPEO is required to consider social and economic issues alongside environmental, 

technical and the capital and operating costs of options; 

• The issue affects the local community and visitors to the area now.  Any management 

strategy put in place hereon in will affect these stakeholders in the future.  How it affects 

them will be dependent on the management strategy implemented; 

• Whatever management strategy is put in place, the particles issue is certain to continue to 

affect the area and the public post-decommissioning of Dounreay.  Considering where the 

community wants to be in say 20 or so years time, will influence the required deliverable of 

any management strategy – some strategies may not meet these required deliverables; 

• Linked to this is that the issue may impact on development options for Caithness in 

particular as the economy looks to diversify due to the decommissioning of Dounreay.  The 

environmental capital of the area has the potential to be significant – particularly if tourism is 

to be developed as an important part of the economy as it has been across the Pentland Firth 

in Orkney.  The presence of particles and their actual or perceived risk may influence the 

ability of the local economy to capitalise on this ‘resource’; 

• For the organisation operating Dounreay – whether this is the UKAEA or any other 

organisation, managing the particles effectively is important to corporate risk management – 

e.g. the company’s reputation, the risk to investors and shareholders, the potential for 

compensation claims, its role in the community and local economy, etc. 

To not engage with stakeholders then, would result in the UKAEA not understanding or 

meeting its responsibilities within the local community and economy and being unable to 

understand properly and subsequently manage the corporate risks presented to the business.  

The technical issues such as monitoring techniques, material science, behaviour in the marine 

environment of the particles, the risk to human health and so on are critical parts to the jigsaw of 

managing the particles issue.  But these technical aspects and parts of the jigsaw do not 

necessarily tell us what end point and outcome we are attempting to achieve.  What are we 

trying to achieve by implementing a management strategy for particles? 

This question can only be fully answered by combining our best understanding of what is 

happening, what the implications are and what it is possible to do about the particles with a clear 

understanding of stakeholders’ requirements on the destination.  To use a metaphor, we can 

understand how a car works, how to build roads and how to drive safely, but if we do not know 

the destination, there is no point in starting the journey.  Engaging with stakeholders will help 

define that destination. 

Having described the rationale for and role of stakeholder engagement, I would like to turn to 

what has been done to date. 
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3. WORK TO DATE 

In 2003, Stage 1 of the public consultation project commenced.  Work completed as part of 

Stage 1 can be summarised as follows: 

• Launch of the of the consultation through public exhibitions in Thurso and Reay and 

publication of the document ‘Dounreay Public Participation Newsletter 2 – Radioactive 

Particles in the Environment’; 

• The External Consultation Steering Group (ECSG) was established; 

• A broad programme for the consultation comprising four stages was proposed; and 

• Public consultation documents were drafted. 

Delivery of Stages 2-4 of the public consultation project was tendered in autumn 2004.  Entec, 

who has teamed with Alison Millward Associates to deliver the project, was awarded the 

contract. 

The first task of Entec’s Stage 2 contract was to review the proposed consultation process.  The 

review identified changes to be made to the process initially proposed, in summary these were: 

• Outreach meetings with a smaller number but more focussed mix of stakeholder groups to 

replace larger workshops; 

• A reduction in the number of ECSG meetings from eight to four; and 

• The timescale needed to be reduced from the implied April 2007 completion date of the 

original proposals. 

Having described the work to date, I will now summarise the overall approach to stakeholder 

engagement to be used. 

4. THE APPROACH TO STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT 

4.1 How Much Influence? 

The stakeholder engagement process is being run to inform UKAEA’s decision-making on the 

long-term strategy for managing particles.  The process will include information provision, 

actively seeking comment and views on issues and BPEO workshops to establish how 

stakeholders’ prioritise evaluation criteria and how options perform against such criteria.  The 

stakeholder engagement is not to be progressed to the level of making a decision with the 

UKAEA – but will provide information to feed into the UKAEA’s decision-making. 

It will be important to clearly state the level of input and influence the stakeholders have over 

the decision-making process to ensure that expectations are managed appropriately.  This will 

avoid setting unrealistic expectations of stakeholders with regard to the degree of influence and 

control that they may exert over the final decision on the long-term management strategy to be 

adopted. 

Let us now examine the various elements of the stakeholder engagement process. 
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4.2 Process Elements 

The following table presents the elements of the engagement process for stage 2 together with 

their programming. 

At the time of drafting this paper, the reprogramming of the work is underway with the 

exhibitions and outreach meetings of Stage 2 anticipated to be held over the winter months of 

2005/06 and the Stage 3 workshops in spring/summer 2006. 

Following the Steering group meeting of March 2005, the consultation activities of Stage 2 were 

due to commence in April.  Following the finds of a particle and radioactive material on Dunnet 

beach in March however, the programming was put on hold until the UKAEA could consult and 

discuss the issue with key institutional stakeholders
1
.  This discussion was held in early July 

2005 and it was decided that Stage 2 of the process should recommence following the 

publication of the National Radiological Protection Board’s (NRPB) report regarding risks 

presents by particles (due October 2005). 

Process Elements 

Stage Element 2005 2006 2007 

  
Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 

Stage 2 ECSG meeting          

 Internet questionnaire          

 Two public exhibitions          

 Outreach meetings with selected groups          

 Stage 2 report          

Stage 3 ECSG meeting          

 Five stakeholder workshops          

 Stage 3 report          

Stage 4 ECSG meetings          

 Internet questionnaire          

 Stage 4 report          

4.3 Stage 2 Details 

4.3.1 Issues to be Raised During Stage 2 

The following table illustrates the focus of the issues to be raised with stakeholders during Stage 

2.  The issues raised focus on stakeholder concerns, how the particles affect behaviour now, 

                                                      

1
 Scottish Executive, Scottish Environment Protection Agency, Highland Council, Committee on Medical 

Aspects of Radiation in the Environment, Highland Health Board, ECSG 
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long-term aspirations and needs of stakeholders, views on possible management options and 

their combinations, whether other option evaluation criteria should be considered and which 

criteria are most important to stakeholders. 

Question / issue Purpose 

1. What concerns do you have about the particles 

contamination problem? 

Establish stakeholders’ perception of problem. What 
concerns do they have about the particles problem for 

themselves, their family and their community? 

2. How does the particles contamination problem affect 

you and what you do? 

Establish the effect of the particles problem on 

stakeholders. How does it affect behaviour? 

3. How would you want to see the beaches and 
offshore waters currently affected by the particle 

problem, being used in 2025? 

Explore stakeholders’ visions for the area by 2025. How 

would they like to see the area being used? 

4. Should other onshore and offshore particle 
management options be considered and if so, what 

might they be? 

Explanation of ethical, legal and practical issues. 
Discussion of the merits of the various options. Evaluation 

of whether other options might be considered. 

5. Which do you think are the most useful combinations 

of onshore and offshore options for achieving your 

vision for the area? 

Assessment of most useful combinations for achieving 

their vision for the area. Evaluation of whether other 

combinations might be considered. 

6. Should other criteria with which to evaluate the 

options be considered and if so, what might they be? 

Discussion of the list of criteria. Establish any additional 

suggestions for criteria. 

7. Which criteria do you feel are most important to you? Discuss which criteria are the most important to consider. 

8. Any other comments Issues raised by the discussions for further consideration 

by UKAEA team. 

  

4.3.2 Stakeholder Exhibitions 

The exhibitions, to be held in Thurso and Wick, will provide information to anyone (in the 

locality) with an interest and will provide an opportunity for people to register interest in further 

participation.  Information on the particles problem and the BPEO will be presented including: 

• An introduction to the issue; 

• Definition of a particle; 

• Where the particles are found and how they are managed today; 

• The key questions around determining a long-term strategy; 

• Possible on-shore and offshore management options and their combinations; 

• Proposed criteria against which options will be evaluated; and 

• How to become involved in the consultation process. 

The exhibition will use ‘talking walls’
2
 and a questionnaire to elicit participants’ views and 

opinions. 

                                                      

2
 Board or wall on to which consultees may post comments that may be read by all. 
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4.3.3 Questionnaire 

A questionnaire will be made available through the UKAEA website and mailed to those on a 

stakeholder list held by UKAEA.  A hard copy version for those wishing to complete it off-line 

will be made available as will a large print version will be available on request. 

4.3.4 Outreach Meetings 

Outreach meetings will provide a selected range of stakeholder groups the opportunity to 

discuss and express their views on the BPEO objectives and proposed attributes and options. 

The exhibitions and internet questionnaire will facilitate the inclusivity of the process – they 

will be open to all to participate. The outreach meetings will facilitate inclusion of hard to reach 

groups (e.g. mothers of young children) and dedicated meetings with more technical 

stakeholders (where necessary) or stakeholders with a particular focus (e.g. conservation or 

tourism). 

Up to 15 meetings of up to two hours will be held with small groups of stakeholders.  The 

format of the meeting will be adjusted to suit the group of stakeholders being consulted. 

Selection and Recruitment 

The stakeholder groups will be: 

• Two groups from the Dounreay Stakeholder Group
3
; 

• Three groups of Dounreay employees and contractors; and 

• Ten other groups. 

The ‘other groups’ have been selected to provide a mix of stakeholders (age, gender, interests, 

background, etc.).  The groups have been selected with reference to a large list of potential 

stakeholders and evaluation of whether the groups’ focus included the following: 

Hard to reach groups  Beach users   Inshore sea users 

Reay community  Environmental interests  Economic (local and strategic) 

Social (cultural/heritage) Health 

The following ‘other’ groups have been identified for the Outreach Meetings: 

Group one: Environmental (Highland Rangers, FOE, RSPB, Greenpeace 

representation). 

Covers environment. Also addresses beach user and cultural / heritage. 

Group two: Sea Scouts & Sea Cadets 

Covers hard to reach (youth), beach users and inshore sea users. 

Group three: Surfers 

Covers beach users and inshore sea users.  Also the second ‘critical group’ identified. 

Group four: Creel fishermen and Caithness Sea Angling Association 

Covers beach users and inshore sea users.  Also includes the main ‘critical group’ identified. 

                                                      

3
 Previously known as the Dounreay Local Liaison Committee. 
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Group five: Reay Golf Club and/or Reay Parish Council/Community Group 

Covers the Reay Community and also beach users.  Group to be identified. 

Group six: Economic group 

Covers economic (local and strategic) and cultural / heritage.  Drawn from local business / 

economic groups. 

Group seven: Toddlers and nurseries 

Covers hard to reach group (young mothers/carers and concerns for the very young). 

Group eight: Youth group 

Covers hard to reach group (youth). The Save the Children Community Partners Programme, 

Thurso could be used. 

Group nine: Health group 

Covers health concerns. The organisations are to be identified for this group.  

By selecting groups in this way, the views of a range of stakeholders representing a variety of 

foci will be possible. 

4.4 Stage 3 

Following reporting and considering the implications of findings of Stage 2, the Stage 3 BPEO 

workshops will be held.  Five BPEO workshops are planned.  The detailed format of the 

workshops is yet to be developed however, at this time it is anticipated that the workshops will 

include criteria scoring and assessment of the performance of the management strategy options 

against these criteria. 

4.5 Stage 4 

Stage 4 comprises a questionnaire-based consultation (questionnaire on internet, mailed, on 

request) on the draft BPEO document prepared by UKAEA.  The document will have been 

developed taking cognisance of the outputs of the stakeholder engagement process. 

5. WHAT IF WE DIDN’T BOTHER? 

Having summarised the process let us consider what the implications would be if stakeholders 

were not consulted as part of the development of a long-term strategy. 

Some say that for a start, the process would be quicker – we could just get on with it.  But get 

on with what for what end?  The problem is that there is no absolute solution – we cannot clean 

up all particles and any risk that particles present, actual or perceived cannot be completely 

removed. 

Managing particles will need to be a balance within a context of a defined goal or range of goals 

within different areas – safety, cost, socio-economic impact, environmental impact and risk.  

Can the UKAEA, SEPA, the Scottish Executive or anyone else define what these goals are?  

The answer is yes – but only if the views of a range of stakeholders are considered.  If 

stakeholders are ignored and a long-term management strategy were defined on the basis of a 

limited number of institution’s aspirations and preferences, the destination may not be relevant 

for many and the endpoint may not meet the wider societal needs in the medium to long-term. 
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6. CLOSING REMARKS 

Stakeholder engagement around the particles issue is not a panacea – certainly, it will not 

resolve many of the technical challenges that are presented.  Amongst all the modelling, 

monitoring, experiments and research, the process of involving communities will help 

determine priorities and concerns – this in an area of much scientific debate and exploration – to 

identify the best technical solution. 

Social science can provide a context for the technical science and financial accounting of costs 

and benefits.  It helps define a broader societal reason for doing all this technical ‘stuff’.  How 

do particles affect peoples’ lives?  What vision do people have for Caithness in the future?  

What value do stakeholders place on decision criteria?  What will be acceptable management 

options? 

It is answers to these questions that will help shape the aims of a long-term management 

strategy for the particles.  By involving and understanding stakeholders’ needs, the management 

strategy will be driven by and acceptable to not only technical experts, regulators and the like 

but the community that lives and works in Caithness both now and in the future – when 

Dounreay is once more a green field. 

 


