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The best way to help communities clean up toxic sites is to advise and 
encourage, say Andrew McCartor, Bret Ericson and Sandra Gualtero 

Environmental pollution is the single 
largest cause of disease and death in 
developing countries, causing 8.9m 

deaths annually worldwide. By comparison, 
HIV/AIDS causes 1.5m deaths and malaria 
and tuberculosis fewer than 1m each. More 
than one death in seven is the consequence 
of environmental pollution. Despite the 
tremendous impacts on human health 
and the global economy, the effects of 
pollution continue to be undercounted, 
underreported and insufficiently addressed 
in national policies and international 
development agendas.
    Pollution is strongly linked to poverty. The 
overwhelming majority of the disease burden 
from pollution – 94% – falls on residents 
of low- and middle-income countries. It 
disproportionally affects countries that are 
ill equipped to deal with the problem, and 
vulnerable populations that do not have the 
resources to protect themselves and recover. 
The disproportionate poisoning of the poor 
represents a global environmental injustice. 
    Pure Earth (formerly the Blacksmith 
Institute) has conducted more than 80 
projects to help communities mitigate toxic 
exposures while also protecting livelihoods. 
This has proved manageable, cost-effective, 
and eminently do-able – by the communities 
themselves, following a nudge in the right 
direction. Let’s look at a few cases.

PCB Beach:  
Sumgayit, Azerbaijan
Andrew McCartor

It’s the first day of my first solo work trip. I’m 
in Azerbaijan to identify and clean up toxic 
hotspots. I have been here for less than 24 
hours. My boss is calling from New York to 
check in, and I’m in jail. 
    “Drew, mate, how’s it going out there? Seen 
anything interesting?” Indeed. I have seen 
children playing on a beach composed of 
dried effluent from a chemical plant that is 
highly contaminated with polychlorinated 

It’s the first day of my first solo 
work trip. I’m in Azerbaijan 
to identify and clean up toxic 
hotspots. I have been here for 
less than 24 hours. My boss 
is calling from New York to 
check in, and I’m in jail.

Providing the nudge

(Left): A secondary metal smelter in Vietnam 
recycles scrap metal into ingots in an open 
furnace. 

biphenyls (PCBs), benzene, and benzo[a]
pyrene. I have seen men bagging this toxic 
‘sand’ and selling it as construction material 
at the local market. And now, sitting next 
to me in our cell, I see a very nervous local 
colleague having a rough first day as our new 
national coordinator. I don’t say any of this to 
my boss. “It’s going…you know…peaks and 
valleys.” 
    I work for a non-profit organisation that 
cleans up life-threatening toxic pollution 
in low- and middle-income countries. I am 
in Azerbaijan to design and implement a 
cleanup project at the aforementioned site, 
which I have come to call “PCB Beach”. 
    Back in Azeri jail, my colleague and cellmate 
has a plan. He tells the police that he is a 
professor (true) of international law (false), 
and that under the Geneva Convention the 
police are required to call the American 
Consulate to explain my arrest. To this day, I 
don’t know if that is true, but it doesn’t matter, 
because the police don’t know either. A 
minute later we are outside the station.
    We were arrested for taking pictures of 
an abandoned industrial estate in the city 
of Sumgayit – the site of PCB Beach and a 
former hub of Soviet chemical production. 
For years, Pure Earth listed Sumgayit as one 
of the world’s most-polluted places. After 
contributing to the city’s infamy, it was 
incumbent upon us to help clean it up.

    We spent the next year meeting with Azeri 
government officials, the owners of the 
project site, and other relevant actors. What 
emerged was a peculiar, but not uncommon 
picture. The local actors could contribute 
expertise, money, labour, heavy equipment, 
even free disposal of contaminated soil in a 
hazardous waste landfill. They had everything 
required to complete a cleanup project. 
So what were they waiting for? Sometimes 
people just need a nudge.

    Between 2014 and 2015, we helped local 
partners in Azerbaijan move 600 m3 of toxic 
material to a high-quality hazardous waste 
landfill, re-grade the land with an equal 
amount of clean soil/sand, and plant the 
site with native vegetation. We contributed 
technical assistance, a small portion of the 
project funding, and most critically, the 
nudge to act.  

(Left): The Sumgayit industrial area is a mix of abandoned and operational industries, and 
historically suffered from a mix of soil contaminants; (Right): An industrial effluent settling pond at 
Pure Earth’s remediation site. The pond was occasionally emptied and the dried effluent piled on 
the adjacent beach.    
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The project paid for the 
cleanup of the 38 most 
contaminated residential 
yards. As of July 2015, an 
additional 67 yards had 
been remediated by local 
homeowners using the 
project’s protocol, but without 
external support or funding.

toxic ‘craft villages’: 
Dong Mai, Vietnam  
Bret Ericson

During the Vietnam War, a US bomber 
crashed near a rural North Vietnamese 
village. By chance, someone in the village 
had experience in smelting metals, and saw 
the plane’s mangled aluminium parts as an 
opportunity. He dismantled it, carried the 
pieces home, and melted them down to create 
aluminium ingots for resale. One by one, his 
neighbours caught on and the village was 
transformed into a small-scale aluminium 
smelter. Years later, aluminium scrap 
collected in nearby Hanoi would arrive by the 
truckload, and return to Hanoi as ingots. 
    By the time I arrived in Vietnam, China’s 
demand for raw commodities had helped 
transform hundreds of Vietnamese villages 
into horizontally-integrated metal recycling 
factories, each specialising in a particular 
metal or product. These villages are now 
misleadingly referred to as ‘craft villages’.
    Our interests in these villages are the 
potential human health risks, particularly 
risks to children. Backyard smelting presents 
such a variety of potential hazards that it can 
be difficult to identify, untangle and mitigate 
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Pure Earth conducted extensive soil sampling to assess contamination levels. We helped local partners in Azerbaijan move 600 m3 of toxic material 
to a high-quality hazardous waste landfill, re-grade the land with an equal amount of clean soil/sand, and plant the site with native vegetation.

A lead recycler pours molten lead into ingot moulds. 

each one. Personal protective equipment 
is totally absent, as are emissions controls. 
Children play next to furnaces firing at 
1,000oC. In this context, is it feasible to pull the 
entire village from the Victorian era into the 
modern industrial age? No.

    Since 2008, we have worked with the 
Vietnamese government to assess nearly 
100 metal recycling villages. Our team of 
local investigators takes photographs and 
environmental samples, conducts interviews, 
and uploads their investigations into a 
global database. We work with government 
colleagues to compare and prioritise the sites 
based on health risks. When resources are 
available, we implement a cleanup project at 
a priority site. 

    It was in this context that in 2013 we came 
to Dong Mai, a village 30 km from Hanoi, and 

the site of the most severe lead poisoning 
epidemic I have ever witnessed. Dong Mai, 
like the other villages, had processed metal for 
decades. Though in this case, the metal was 
lead, an acute neurotoxin. The lead comes 
from used automobile batteries, also known 
as used lead-acid batteries. The batteries are 
broken open by hand, the acid poured out 
on the ground, and the lead removed and 
smelted in open furnaces. 

    In 2006, the Vietnamese government 
acknowledged the risks in Dong Mai and 
invested hundreds of thousands of dollars to 
construct an industrial area 1 km from town. 
The majority of the smelters were relocated, 
reducing active emissions of lead in the village 
for the first time in decades. This act alone 
represented an important and astute step by 
Vietnamese government to improve public 
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Eight months after the 
project’s start, children’s 
blood-lead levels are down 
35% on average, and are 
expected to decline further.

community after the project formally ended. 
The project paid for the cleanup of the 38 
most contaminated residential yards. As of 
July 2015, an additional 67 yards had been 
remediated by local homeowners using 
the project’s protocol, but without external 
support or funding. The project staff cleaned 
the interiors of the same 38 homes to remove 
lead dust. As of today, the owners of each of 
the 300 homes in the community have done 
the same.

    Eight months after the project’s start, 
children’s blood-lead levels are down 35% 
on average, and are expected to decline 
further. The project’s success is due to the 
simplicity and affordability of the technical 
intervention; the experience and dedication 
of the local partners; and the support from 
Marilyn S Broad Foundation and others. Our 
value in these places is not to do it for them; 
it’s to nudge. 
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health, and a model that other governments 
should follow.

    Although the source of pollution had been 
relocated, vast amounts of lead dust had 
accumulated over the years in residential 
soils, and lead slag had been used as infill 
for housing. Residents wore their dust-laden 
work clothes home, hugging their children 
after a long day, and spreading lead dust 
throughout the home.

    The results from our initial environmental 
and health screenings were dismal. Blood-
lead levels in children were frequently above 
the detection limit of our field equipment  
(>60 µg/dL), more than ten times above 
the level of concern or reference level set 
by the US Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. Lead levels in soil averaged  
3,000 ppm, more than seven times above the 
US EPA guideline of 400 ppm. 

    Within three months of our visit, we had 
raised nearly US$100,000 for a cleanup 
project. We used this money to support our 
Vietnamese NGO partner, the Centre for 
Environment and Community Development 
(CECoD), and our colleagues in government. 
The University of Washington School of 
Public Health and the International Lead 
Management Centre supported the effort 
with human resources and technical 

expertise. Within six months of identification 
and assessment, we began risk-reduction 
activities. 

    Community education was a key 
component, and began with showing the 
mayor a detailed map of lead contamination 
throughout the village to convey the 
severity of the problem. In the end, 99% of 
the population participated in a three-day 
workshop conveying the risks of the status 
quo, the project’s activities, and the intended 
outcome. CECoD staff rented beds in a local 
home. They listened to residents’ concerns 
and ideas. They ate dinner with them. The 
project became endemic, inseparable from 
daily life. Me and my organisation were not 
even a blip on the community’s radar.  

    In addition to environmental assessments, 
health monitoring, and community 
education, the project reduced exposures 
to lead by cleaning lead dust from homes 
and capping contaminated soil in yards and 
roads with clean soil or cement. The project 
team also constructed a changing room with 
showers at the industrial site so lead workers 
could shower and change before coming 
home. 

    One of the most remarkable outcomes 
of the project was the degree to which 
the solutions were replicated within the 

(Clockwise, from left): Recycled lead cooling in ingot moulds outside of a furnace; A project partner describes project activities to a local 
woman from Dong Mai, Vietnam; A community awareness meeting in which project partners explain project goals and activities and seek 
community feedback. 
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poisoned by pottery: 
Morelos, Mexico 
Sandra Gualtero

In June of 2015, I received a late-night email 
labelled “URGENT.” It was from a nurse 
in the Mexican state of Morelos who was 
conducting screenings of lead levels in the 
blood of newborns as part of a pilot project. 
The nurse had just discovered a baby with 
a blood-lead concentration seven times 
above the level of concern or reference level 
set by the US Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention. We sent our country 
coordinator along with medical staff to the 
family’s home, where, predictably, they saw 

a kitchen full of beautiful Mexican glazed 
cookware.

    When the average person pictures 
chemical pollution, they might conjure 
billowing smoke stacks or toxic green slime 
that turns turtles into mutant ninjas. Few 
would picture a woman sitting behind a 
pottery wheel making ceramics. In Mexico, 
however, that image is quite relevant to 
the country’s pollution story. Today, tens 
of millions of Mexicans suffer from low-
level lead poisoning from glazes used in 
traditional ceramic cooking pots. When the 
deep-lustered glaze touches acidic food 
(such as Mexican food), the lead in the glaze 
leaches into the meal, and ultimately into 
the blood of the person enjoying it. The baby 
(and mother) in Morelos had been poisoned 
by leaded pottery.  

    In July the journal Annals of Global 
Health published a study by Pure Earth, 
the Mexican Institute of Public Health 
and others regarding concentrations of 
lead in the blood of Mexican children. The 
study was a meta-analysis of all available 
data on blood-lead levels in Mexican 
populations dating back to the 1970s. It 
showed not only that millions of Mexicans 
experience lead poisoning, but that 15% 
of the Mexican population has likely 

We anticipated that the 
adoption of lead-free glaze 
would be quick and easy. 
We were wrong. Changing a 
centuries-old practice, even 
if the change seems logical 
and urgent, is hard.

experienced a decrement of five IQ points 
as a direct result. In other words, millions 
of Mexican children are not reaching their 
full intellectual potential because they are 
being slowly poisoned by their cookware. 

    Although leaded glazes have been 
officially banned in Mexico since 1993, lax 
enforcement allows potters to continue 
using the toxic glazes. Each day, countless 
Mexican children receive a dose of this 
potent neurotoxin, and if you have eaten in 
a home, restaurant or hotel in Mexico, you 
might have received your dose too.

    We’ve been working with Mexican 
authorities and pottery producers to replace 
leaded glazes and clean up contaminated 
workshops since 2008. Lead-free glazes are 
now available that look and function just 
like the leaded ones and cost less. Given 
that a solution to this problem is available, 
simple and cheap, we anticipated that the 
adoption of lead-free glaze would be quick 
and easy. We were wrong. Changing a 
centuries-old practice, even if the change 
seems logical and urgent, is hard. 

    We encountered several hurdles 
regarding perceptions among potters. 
Some said their customers preferred 
leaded glazes, and simply would not buy 
alternatives. Many argued that their family 
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(Clockwise, from left): Mexican ceramics made with lead-free glaze; A ceramics studio and kiln where traditional cookware is fired; Ceramics being 
swabbed to identify the presence of lead in glaze. The red indicates that lead is present.
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Chemical Engineering Matters
The topics discussed in this article refer to the  
following lines on the vistas of IChemE’s technical 
strategy document Chemical Engineering Matters:

Health and wellbeing  
Lines 1, 11–13, 15, 17, 18-19, 21, 27, 28

Visit  www.icheme.org/vistas2 to discover where 
this article and your own activities fit into the myriad 
of grand challenges facing chemical engineers
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Although leaded glazes 
have been officially banned 
in Mexico since 1993, lax 
enforcement allows potters 
to continue using the toxic 
glazes. Each day, countless 
Mexican children receive a 
dose of this potent neurotoxin 
and if you have eaten in a 
home, restaurant or hotel 
in Mexico, you might have 
received your dose too.

(Top): Project partners celebrating with ceramics makers who recently converted to lead-free 
glaze; (Below): Display at an event to showcase lead-free ceramics and introduce restaurants 
and hotels to the project and the benefits of going lead-free. 

had been using leaded glazes for generations 
without any negative impact. 

    Unfortunately, a lack of awareness of long-
term health effects from chronic exposures 
to a neurotoxin like lead is common. In 
many such cases, the health effects do not 
become apparent until many years later, and 
a link between the exposure and the health 
effect is never established. It happens with 
mining communities using mercury, just as 
it happens to people informally recycling 
the lead from automobile batteries. In the 
case of chronic lead poisoning for instance, 
children grow to have difficulty in school, 
behavioural issues, speech delays, and so 
on, but parents just think “he is just not that 
smart”, or “she has always been a troubled 
kid” without realising that the issue is related 
to exposure to toxic pollutants. The lack of 
childhood screening programmes such as 
those in the US for lead, contribute further 
to the lack of awareness.

    By 2013, we realised our supply-side 
strategy of convincing potters to switch 
glazes was not working. With funding from 
the European Commission, we began a 
pilot project in the state of Morelos, and  
partnered with local health institutions to 
try a different approach. Instead of working 
with pottery producers, we began working 

with major pottery consumers – restaurants 
and hotels – and used market forces to drive 
demand for lead-free pottery. This strategy 
was branded “Barro Aprobado” (“approved 
clay”) .

    Convincing individual restaurants and 
hotels to switch to lead-free pots was 
easy, but the key to broader success was 
to get them to advertise publicly that their 
cookware was lead-free. This marketing 
set their food apart as a premium product, 
and created in the mind of the public a new 
division of food classes: with poison, and 
without poison. This was the nudge that got 
the ball rolling.

    In addition to the lead-free advertising 
at restaurants and hotels, we helped the 
government establish lead testing of 
cookware during restaurant inspections, 
and a pilot childhood lead-screening 
programme at 13 hospitals in Morelos. Other 
states have since expressed an interest in the 
Morelos model, and we hope to expand the 
pilot programme to finally put an end to this 
problem nationally. 

nudges work
After 16 years and more than 80 pollution 
cleanup projects, the following lessons 
have emerged from our work. Firstly, the 

overwhelming health burden from toxic 
pollution is born by residents of low- and 
middle-income countries. Secondly, many 
pollution problems that jeopardise public 
health have relatively simple, inexpensive 
solutions. Finally, with a little technical 
advice, modest funding and a nudge, local 
communities can greatly improve their 
environment and health. tce

Andrew McCartor (drew@pureearth.
org) is regional director at PureEarth; Bret 
Ericson is director of operations; Sandra 
Gualtero is regional director
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IN spite of the fact that there is ample 
information on past incidents, we 
somehow keep repeating the same 

mistakes again and again. Safety guru 
Trevor Kletz has given our community 
more than enough warnings about how 
organisations develop a short memory. 
But many reputable firms that had 
developed good engineering standards and 
procedures based on the experience of their 
staff seem to have discarded the in–house 
standards for international standards, 
ditched the staff and turned to outsourcing 
in a bid to reduce cost.
    Recently, Richard Gowland offered similar 
warnings in his article Uncovering the 
unknown (tce 861). Rightly, he identified 
the need to consider not only the ‘known 
unknowns’ and the ‘unknown knowns’ but 
also the ‘unknown unknowns’ in light of the 
Texas City, Fukushima and Gulf of Mexico 
incidents. 
    Meanwhile, it’s very rare that accidents 
are repeated in the aviation industry where 
there is greater acceptance of the need to 

 If companies are 
to avoid repeating 

accidents, engineers 
need time and space 
to use the tools at their 

disposal, says   
Mohan Karmarkar   

learn from mistakes. There is openness in the 
way aviation accidents are investigated and 
reported. Consequently, the aeronautical 
engineering sector spends sufficient time in 
the design stage, thorough testing is carried 
out, and the regulatory authorities’ approval 
process demands safety first ahead of any 
business necessities. So why is the rest of 
engineering industry less safe? 
    It’s not just lack of corporate memory and 
knowledge of the ‘unknown unknowns’ that 
lead to accidents being repeated. Looking 
at how projects have been carried out in 
various sections of our industry over the 
past 40 years, we also see business drivers, 
engineering execution, and reliable data 
sources playing their part. Do the following 
scenarios sound familiar?

business drivers
A project proposal or a new commercial 
opportunity comes in front of a company’s 
board of directors. Do they ever consider the 
impact of health, safety and environment 
(HSE) on the proposal? All they appear to 
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Moving towards a closed loop economy requires 
smarter, more creative thinking in product and 

systems design, says James Lawrence 

TODAY, there are 7bn people in the 
world, and by 2050 that number will 
have reached 9bn. The global middle 

class is expected to grow by 150m people 
a year until 2030, mainly in developing 
countries, and in particular the BRICS 
countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and 
South Africa). This new middle class will 
justifiably demand the same quality of life 
as that experienced in developed countries, 
with all the inherent consumerism that 
goes with it. In turn, this means we need a 
dramatic change to how we produce and use 
our products – moving away from a linear 
economy to the concept of the closed loop.
    We are experiencing an era of decline across 
the majority of the Earth’s resources. Our 
mineral stocks are becoming more dilute, 
requiring more energy to extract and process. 
For example, where previously one might 
expect copper ore to contain up to 3% copper, 
we are now extracting ore which might 
only contain 0.3% copper. If current trends 
continue, mineral extraction will account for 
40% of the world’s energy consumption by 
2050 (up from around 5% today). 
    We also face declining fossil fuel stores, 
which are critical to the production of 
fertilisers, plastics and pharmaceuticals. 

linear consumption
What has given rise to this position is 
economic growth linked to a linear model 
of consumption where growth is driven 
by the sale of products and little or no 
consideration is given to what happens to 

these products at the end of their useful life. 
Over the last decade, recycling rates have 
gone from 11–48% in the UK, and globally 
there has been an effort to bring recycling 

into the mainstream. Several international 
corporations have launched recycling 
programmes for their products and packaging 
in the last few years, including Dell, H&M and 
Coca-Cola. However, nearly 50% of materials 
are still being landfilled in the UK, which is 
equivalent to 200m t/y. A recent UNEP report 
also showed that over half of metals critical to 
day-to-day life had recycling rates of less than 
1% globally, showing there is still a significant 
amount to be done. 

If current trends continue, 
mineral extraction will 
account for 40%  
of the world’s energy 
consumption by 2050  
(up from around  
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ENERGY is fundamental to economic growth – economies 
cannot grow and populations cannot raise their standard 
of living without it. As we look towards finding alternative 

sources of energy, gasification has emerged as a strong contender. 

gasification: in a nutshell
Put simply, gasification converts any carbon-based material – such 
as coal, petroleum coke, biomass and municipal solid waste – into 
energy without burning it. Instead, it converts the materials into a gas 
by creating a chemical reaction. This reaction combines those carbon-
based materials (or feedstocks) with small amounts of air or oxygen, 
breaking them down into simple molecules, primarily a mixture of 
carbon monoxide and hydrogen – and removing any impurities or 
pollutants. What’s left is a clean synthesis gas (or syngas) that can be 
converted into electricity, chemicals, fertilisers, substitute natural gas, 
and transportation fuels (see Figure 1). 
    Gasifiers (which can use either oxygen or air) capture the energy 
‘value’ from coal, petroleum coke, refinery wastes, biomass, municipal 
solid waste (MSW), wastewater treatment biosolids, and blends of these 
materials. Gasifiers that use oxygen require an air separation unit to 
provide the gaseous/liquid oxygen. This is generally not cost-effective at 
the smaller scales used by waste gasification plants. Air-blown gasifiers 
use the oxygen in the air for the gasification reactions.
    Before entering the gasifier, solid feedstocks are ground into very small 
particles, while liquids and gasses are fed directly. Then a controlled 
amount of air or oxygen is injected into the gasifier. The temperatures in 
a gasifier for coal or petroleum coke typically range from 760–1,538oC.  
The temperature for MSW typically ranges from 593–982oC. Regardless 
of the feedstock, the syngas produced in a gasifier consists primarily 
of hydrogen and carbon monoxide – the basic building blocks for 
chemicals, fertilisers, substitute natural gas, and liquid transportation 
fuels. 
    Currently, large-scale gasifiers are capable of processing up to 3,000 t/d 
of feedstock, converting 70–85% of the carbon in the feedstock to syngas.
    Some downstream processes require that the syngas is cleaned of trace 
levels of impurities. Trace minerals, particulates, sulphur, mercury and 
unconverted carbon can be removed to very low levels using processes 
common to the chemical and refining industries. More than 95% of the 
mercury can be removed from the syngas using commercially-available 
activated carbon beds.
    The clean syngas can be sent to a boiler, internal combustion engine 
or gas turbine to produce power, or further converted into chemicals, 
fertilisers, and transportation fuels.

Step on 
the GAS

Figure 1: The gasification process

Figure 2: Gasification products

Municipal solid waste Air/oxygen

Gasifier

Ash/slag 
by-product

Sulphur 
by-product

Gas clean-up

Clean syngas

To power To products

Gasification could be the answer  
to keeping the world supplied  
with energy; Alison Kerester 

explains how and why  

Municipal solid waste

SYNGAS

Hydrogen for  
oil refining

Steam

G
as

ifi
ca

tio
n

Consumer  
products

Power

Substitute 
natural gas

Transportation 
fuels

ChemicalsFertilisers

38    www.tcetoday.com   september 2013  

tce HUMAN FACTORS

Can human error be measured and managed? 
Yes, says Paul Sirrett, arguing the case for 

human reliability analysis 

Measuring 
reliability

tce NUCLEAR

DESPITE the big-name accidents 
which have hit the headlines in 
recent times, nuclear power has 

provided the world with safe, low-carbon, 
electricity for well over half a century. 
However, no new domestic reactors have 
been built in the UK since 1995, and some 
older power stations are heading towards 
the end of their working lives. 
    There are currently no civil reactor 
vendors based in the UK, and this has 
caused the country that gave the world the 
first commercial civil nuclear reactor to lose 
some of the experience that comes with 
designing and building new nuclear power 
plants. Countries such as France, which still 
have reactor vendors, are constantly evolving 
skills in the new-build arena, improving old 
designs and taking learning from around the 
world to generate new, safer reactor designs. 
However, with the approach of a new-build 
programme in the UK, the nuclear sector has 
an opportunity to expand the experience of 
the workforce and demonstrate to the public 
that the industry has a future and is not just 
part of the past.
    In order to increase public confidence in 
nuclear it’s vital that the new-build industry 
recognises the importance of corporate 
responsibility and then applies it.

Carrying  
the can
If nuclear power is to regain public 

confidence, the industry needs 
to demonstrate that it takes its 

responsibilities seriously, says Blair Scott

being corporate
Corporate responsibility begins with safe 
operations, and caring for the wellbeing 
of the workforce, the local population, the 
public at large and the environment. The 
consequences of a breakdown in corporate 
responsibility in the nuclear industry can be 
serious. 
    Corporate responsibility covers both 
internal and external factors such as 
responsible use of staff and resources, 
sustainability, job creation and waste, as 
the areas they affect cover communities, the 
environment and society as a whole. This can 
be a simple task for some industries that are 
in a position to analyse their carbon footprint 
and investigate simple waste reduction 
options, however this task of caring through 
corporate responsibility is not as simple for 
the nuclear sector.
    Some businesses may see corporate 
responsibility as an easy opportunity to 
patronise the general public and major 
stakeholders with high visibility themes but 
limited effort. However, the nuclear industry 
must embed corporate responsibility into 
the core of its cultural beliefs, irrespective of 
the expectations of demanding regulators, 
in order to maintain a constant awareness 
of the hazards that nuclear facilities present 
and the business and social costs if an 
accident occurs. For the nuclear sector, the 
need to embed and demonstrate corporate 
responsibility begins with the public’s 
significant concern about radiation.
   For example, following the 1986 incident 
at Chernobyl the UK established the nuclear 
radiation monitoring and nuclear emergency 
response system (RIMNET). From 96 sites 
across the country, it constantly monitors 
for radiation, checking for any indication 

With the approach of a new 
build programme in the UK, 
the nuclear sector has an 
opportunity to expand the 
experience of the workforce 
and demonstrate to the 
public that the industry has a 
future and is not just part of 
the past.
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