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Civil 
nuclear policy 
Walt Patterson 

The Politics of Nuclear Power. By 
Dave Elliott, with Pat Coyne, Mike 
George and Roy Lewis. (Pluto Press: 
London, I 979.) Paperback £1.95. 

THERE cannot be many issues which 
would bring John Biffen, MP, and 
Robin Cook, MP, into the same voting 
lobby at the House of Commons. Each 
is generally considered to be well 
toward the outer flank of his party­
Biffen toward the right of the Con­
servatives and Cook toward the left of 
Labour. Yet on 15 May 1978 Biffen 
and Cook were together among the 80 
Members who challenged the joint 
wisdom of both Front Benches and 
voted against the proposed expansion 
of nuclear fuel reprocessing at Wind­
scale. Articulate Parliamentary critics 
of British civil nuclear policy, whose 
numbers have increased impressively in 
the past two years, speak from virtually 
every corner of the House-as do 
nuclear advocates. 
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It is an interesting phenomenon, 
worthy of much closer scrutiny. But 
it is not the subject of The Politics of 
Nuclear Power. Perhaps it should be, 
for the issues which crystallise around 
civil nuclear policy do not lend them­
selves easily to the conventional left­
right of traditional party politics in 
Britain. However, Dave Elliott and his 
colleagues have here set themselves a 
more immediate task: that of persuad­
ing trade union members, and others 
on the left of the political spectrum, 
that it is in their interest to re-appraise 
official union policies which presently 
support civil nuclear expansion. Elliott 
and his colleagues can point to 
France, where the Confederation 
Frarn;aise Democratique du Travail 
(CFDT), the country's largest union, 
has played a leading role in attacking 
French government plans for headlong 
nuclear programmes; and to Australia, 
where the Australian Council of Trade 
Unions has been confronting the gov­
ernment for some four years, opposing 
official plans to mine and export 
uranium. However, it is also true that 
trade unions elsewhere-notably in 
the US and the Federal Republic of 
Germany-have been among the most 
enthusiastic and vehement proponents 
of civil nuclear activities. Even on a 
broader party-political basis the case is 
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by no means clear-cut. French and 
Japanese socialists, among others, are 
critical of nuclear power; but West 
German and Swedish Social Demo­
cratic governments have pressed ahead 
with nuclear expansion-only to find, 
in the Swedish case, a non-socialist 
party ousting the Social Democrats 
from office on a promise to phase out 
the nuclear programme. In the Soviet 
Union, of course, the civil nuclear pro­
gramme has long had top priority, 
leading to the ironic spectacle late in 
1978 of a party of American journal­
ists, touring Soviet nuclear facilities 
under the auspices of the US Atomic 
Industrial Forum, champions of 
nuclear free enterprise. In short, the 
picture is confused, and confusing, and 
the time-honoured soapbox rhetoric of 
two-legs-good, four-legs-bad-or indeed 
vice versa-is unilluminating and 
unhelpful. 

Fortunately, Elliott and his col­
leagues try to avoid sloganeering, con­
centrating on substantive factual 
information and analysis of particulars. 
An introduction by Elliott opens by 
declaring that "This book focuses on 
a number of problems, questions and 
issues relating to nuclear power likely 
to be of concern to workers in the 
nuclear industry and elsewhere". 
Elliott then offers a brief description of 
nuclear technology and its status in 
Britain and elsewhere. The main body 
of the book then falls into three sec­
tions: "The political economy of 
nuclear power", "Nuclear power and 
employment" and "Political strategies". 
Pat Coyne recounts the chequered 
history of British civil nuclear develop­
ment, identifying what he calls a trend 
to "state corporatism" and concluding 
that "nuclear power in the UK has 
been developed and kept alive by a 
combination of poli.tical will and 
institutional inertia. Economically it 
has always been seen in terms of future 
needs rather than present benefits, and 
the arguments for its necessity are open 
to serious doubts ... the consensus of 
political interest which previously sus­
tained it shows signs of cracking". 
Mike George delineates the details of 
ownership and control of nuclear 
industry; and Elliott asks whether-­
given the industry's sorry economic 
record to date-central planners find 
nuclear power appealing because it 
lends itself well to centralisation. 
Elliott then discusses past attitudes to 
nuclear matters on the part of trade 
unions in Britain, through the TUC 
Fuel and Power Committee, who 
"simply ask for more of everything-­
coal, oil, gas and nuclear", and sees 
this attitude gradually changing, as 
"wider economic and employment 
issues are gradually heginning to he 
raised". 

The second section of the hook dis-
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cusses health and safety and trade 
unions rights in the nuclear industry, 
and points to the need for more 
information. Consideration is then 
given to jobs, energy and industrial 
strategy, and alternative policy options 
of the kind recently detailed by Gerald 
Leach et al. in their report A Low 
Energy Strategy for the UK (Science 
Reviews Ltd and IIED: London, £7.50; 
for review, see Nature 277, 162; 1979). 
According to Elliott, "Because the 
alternative technologies are mainly, by 
their nature, decentralised they can 
support a decentralised society, based 
on community and workers' control. 
But their introduction into society as 
it is clearly doesn't necessarily 
guarantee that such a state of affairs 
will come about". However, Elliott 
concludes, "The fight for alternative 
technologies is not an alternative to the 
fight for socialism. It can and should 
be part of it"-a sentiment making up 
in vigour what it lacks in grace. Part 
three of the book discusses how such 
aims can be pursued, by trade union­
ists and environmentalists working for 
common objectives. 

All four authors write clear, readable 
prose, in language which is accessible 

Peer review 
in the 
NSF 
S.S. Blume 

Peer Review in the National Science 
Foundation: Phase One of a Study. By 
the National Research Council. Pp. 
193. (National Academy of Sciences: 
Washington, DC, 1978.) $10.75. 

MosT readers of Nature will be well 
aware that the peer review system (the 
system by which research grant applica­
tions are evaluated by experts in the 
disciplines concerned) has recently been 
subjected to considerable criticism in 
the USA. Members of the general 
public as well as congressmen have 
attacked an 'old boy network' said to 
have control of research funds. The 
National Science Foundation has stead­
fastly refused to make confidential 
rderees' reports (and their names) 
available to members of congress, and 
this has been held to be a concealment 
of the Foundation's biased procedures. 
Politicians have also accused the 
Foundation of g1vmg inadequate 
weight to the needs of society (as 
distinct from those of science) in the 
selection of projects for funding, and 
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and blessedly low in jargon. However, 
it is a pity that more attention was not 
paid to fine detail; too many trifling 
but irritating errors of fact have 
survived into print. (There are eleven 
British Magnox stations in all, not 
twelve, including a total of 26 reactors; 
there is no power reactor in Denmark, 
only three small research reactors; 
Belgium, far from being a nuclear 
"poor relation", has three substantial 
power reactors already in operation and 
four more under construction, and 
generates a larger percentage of its 
electricity by nuclear power than any 
other country; the proposed com­
mercial fast reactor would be 1,000 
MW, not 100 MW; and so on.) It would 
be easy to correct virtually all these 
fluffs in a second printing. To do so 
would remove the most irksome blemish 
on what is otherwise a very useful book, 
one which deserves to be widely read 
and discussed, by trade unionists, 
environmentalists, and all those other 
'ists who make up our disputatious 
society. D 

Walt Patterson is Energy Consultant to 
Friends of the Earth ( London) Ltd. 

of discriminating against scientists in 
less prestigious institutions: The fault, 
some claim, lies in the peer review 
system. Ripples of these criticisms­
the view that justice should not only 
be done but be seen to be done, that 
criteria of equity applicable in other 
areas of public resource-allocation 
should apply also in science--have 
reached these shores. For example, not 
long ago the UK Research Councils 
had to consider the claim that they 
dealt unfairly with scientists working 
in polytechnics. 

This volume reports on the first stage 
of a study of the operation of the peer 
review system in the NSF, com­
missioned by the National Academy of 
Sciences. The researchers were given 
full access to reports and files on all 
applications to the Foundation. They 
interviewed programme dil'ectors (who 
unlike British committee secretaries 
have final responsibility for deciding 
which applications in their field get 
funded). In the study the authors focus 
particularly upon three things: How 
are reviewers (referees) chosen? How 
do the referees respond to various 
characteristics of the applicant other 
than their assessment of the quality 
of his (very rarely her!) application? 
And how does the final decision (that is, 
of the programme director) relate to 
the referees' assessments? 

The study provides no ammunition 
to the critics of science. An effective 
combination of statistical and qualita­
tive analysis is used to show, most 
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simply, that the best research gets 
funded. No evidence for an old boy 
network is uncovered, and findings 
suggest that referees are not much in-­
fluenced by the status of the applicant's 
institutional afliliiation, or by his 
seniority, or by whether he has or has 
not recently had a Foundation grant. 
They simply judge the application on 
its merits. Moreover, it seems to be 
these evaluations which do largely de­
termine what gets funded. To be sure, 
if one tabulates 'successful' compared 
with 'unsuccessful' applications by 
extraneous variables such as those 
suggested above, one finds clear differ­
ences. But all of these vanish when 
reviewer's evaluation is introduced. Of 
course there are curiosities. A not 
infrequent one seems to be the eminent 
scientist whose application is rejected 
because it consists of little more than 
"I'm me-give me the money"! So 
the system seems to work as intended, 
and this study shows this to be so. 

Nevertheless, as I am sure both 
authors and sponsors appreciate, the 
study will not silence the critics. It 1s 
not simply that the 'enemies' of science 
are unsusceptibte to reason (though one 
wouldn't really expect them to succumb 
to a piece of applied social research). 
It is also because the study does not-­
perhaps could not-tackle all the 
criticisms made. For example, referees 
are required by the NSF to consider an 
application in the light of criteria re­
flecting the competence of the in­
vestigator, the scientific merit of the 
project, its relevance and utility, and 
its broad implications for American 
science and science education. The 
brief section of the report devoted to 
the problem of weighting these con­
siderations against each other is all too 
sketchy, and will hardly persuade the 
cynic that much attention is paid to 
questions of practical applicability. One 
gets no feel for this at all. The critic 
can still claim that if the scientist from 
a poor southern college is 'fairly' 
treated, that is not enough. After all, 
positive discrimination in favour of the 
disadvantaged is an accepted feature 
of many areas of policy-why not in 
science? And even the favourably dis­
posed but budget-conscious politician 
may feel uneasy in defending a govern­
ment agency which makes "no system­
atic attempt to monitor the outcomes 
of research grants" (p. 158)-that is, to 
see how its money was spent. 

But perhaps for the reviewer to 
attack a methodical piece of research 
for failing to resolve an essentially 
political dispute is not only naive, but 
inappropriately paTtisan. D 

Stuart Blume is in the Department of 
Social Science and Administration, London 
School of Economics, University of 
London, UK. 
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