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Dr. Marburger’s Biography

Dr. John H. Marburger, III, Science Adviser to the President and Director of the Office of Science and Technology Policy, attended Princeton University (B.A., Physics 1962) and Stanford University (Ph.D. Applied Physics 1967). After a distinquished academic career, he became President of Brookhaven Science Associates, a partnership between the State University of New York at Stony Brook, of which he was President, and Battelle Memorial Institute, that competed for and won the contract to operate Brookhaven National Laboratory in 1997. In this role, Marburger carried out the mandates of the Department of Energy to improve management practice at Brookhaven National Laboratory. Brookhaven Science Associates continued to produce excellent science at the lab while achieving ISO14001 certification of the lab’s environmental management system and winning back the confidence and support of the community.

For a more information about Dr. Marburger, visit: http://www.climatescience.gov/Library/bios/marburger.htm
Background on the Brookhaven National Laboratory

Since 1947, the research staff at the Brookhaven National Laboratory (BNL), a Department of Energy laboratory, has done pioneering work in the fields of nuclear technology, high energy physics, and medicine. Brookhaven has been home to three research reactors, numerous one-of-a-kind particle accelerators, and other research machines. During the period 1947–1997, many environmentally impacting incidents occurred including spills, leaks, and fires resulting in the Laboratory being designated an EPA Superfund Site. The surrounding community had become highly concerned. As a result, the contract for supervision of the Laboratory was sought by and awarded to Dr. Marburger's firm, Brookhaven Science Associates, in 1998.

Even though the BNL was a scientific, not weapons, lab, its mission and research were not well understood by the community, thus making it appear to be "mysterious" and "suspicious."

Dr. Marburger implemented a "systematic risk communication plan," which changed the community’s perception of and increased trust in the Laboratory and resulted in the BNL receiving a "Good Neighbor" award in 2000.

Systematic Risk Communication

According to Dr. Marburger’s definition, risk communication is the exchange of information between an institution and the population that perceives risk from the institution. The burden is on the organization to take the initiative to begin the communication and dialogue. It is the community’s perception of risk not actual risk that must be dealt with by the organization.


The organization must have a systematic risk management ethos/methodology in place from top to bottom. The organization should:

· Be prepared to demonstrate that the highest levels of management understand and are managing the risks

· Not delegate risk management to a contractor

· Analyze threat scenarios, plan responses, and conduct rehearsals.

The organization should provide for comprehensive risk management/ communication in its budget. This includes personnel, time, publications, and the planning and implementation of public meetings. The management of the organization must be committed to risk management and be willing to interact with and respond to the concerned community. Risk management must be part of the institutional culture.

The Aim of Risk Communication

Risk communication is used to modify the public’s perception of risk. For example, if an actual risk exists and the local population is unaware of it, it is necessary to increase the community’s perception of the risk.

In the case of the BNL, the task was the opposite. Risk communication was used to bring the community’s perception of the risk more in line with the actual risk involved with having a nuclear laboratory in the neighborhood.


Dr. Marburger noted that it is important to understand that a small group of concerned individuals in a community can draw attention from across the country or globally. The news media and the Internet can rapidly amplify the concerns of a local group, attracting the participation of other environmental or activist organizations. The media is "like the weather," a force of nature, which cannot be controlled. As an example, in the case of the BNL, critical letters from an organization composed of a single individual found significant placement through various media outlets. Since no research had been done to verify the legitimacy of the source, the critiques were deemed to be highly authoritative.

The approach taken by Dr. Marburger and Brookhaven Science Associates was a sustained campaign of risk communication to the community to adjust its perception of the risk that the BNL posed to it and to increase the public’s confidence in the BNL’s management.

Communication Techniques
Risk communication stresses candor rather than evasiveness, respect for the other over authoritarianism, and listening instead of lecturing. Dr. Marburger used all these techniques in his program of community outreach. During initial face-to-face events with the public, he found that it was valuable to listen to community members to find out about, understand, and validate their concerns as a way to establish trust and two-way communication. The BNL representatives’ former method of lecturing community members about nuclear physics, making the assumption that the valuable research undertaken at the Laboratory more than outweighed any risk, had been much less effective in allaying concerns.


Dr. Marburger noted that it is a good idea to identify the most vocal community activists and bring them onto advisory committees and boards, taking the first step in initiating a respectful dialogue with them. He stressed that in conversations with members of the concerned public, it’s best to avoid humor and to take even the most exaggerated comments seriously. It is also important to avoid voicing assumptions about the community members’ or activists’ motives.


Best Practices

To gain the trust of the community, it is essential for the organization to disclose all incidents immediately and with reliable information. When Dr. Marburger first took over management of the BNL, he insisted that all chemical spills, even oil leaks from truck motors, be disclosed to the community. As time went on and he gained the community’s confidence, that level of disclosure was no longer needed. He noted that communication about incidents should be honest and forthright. It is not helpful to speculate, nor is it appropriate to evade or dissemble. It is better to admit ignorance than to obfuscate.


Returning to his theme at the beginning of his lecture, Dr. Marburger stressed again that risk management must be part of an institution’s culture. A serious incident or sentinel event should not be the first time that an organization has put any thought into risk management or communication. Risk management/communication must be part of an organization’s ethos and way of doing business.

For more information about the Brookhaven National Laboratory’s cleanup activities and community relations, visit: http://www.bnl.gov/erd/cleanupdate/vol6no2/community62.html
Need for Risk Communication





Institution


+ Public


+ Condition that affects public 


+ Opportunity for the perception of risk


___________________________________


Need for risk communication





Aim of Risk Communication





• Adjust public’s perception of risk up or down


• Prepare public to respond


• Increase public confidence in organization’s ability   to effectively manage risk





Communication Events





• Press releases, media interviews


• Mailings, bulletin boards


• Public meetings, hearings, demonstrations


• Workshops, open houses, tours


• Outreach speakers and ambassadors (trained in risk communication)


• Committees, boards, commissions, visits to public officials





Communication Style





• Simplicity


– Language, graphics, handouts


• Avoid humor


– Take every statement from the public seriously


• No “lecturing”


– Listen first; acknowledge concerns


– Voice no assumptions about motives


– No faking or evading; admit ignorance


• Professional in action and appearance





Best Practices





• Immediate disclosure of incidents 


• No speculation


• Plan ahead 


• Budget for risk management and communication 


– Personnel, time, publications














