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Framing the debate: an analysis of the
Australian Government’s 2006 nuclear energy
campaign

Gabrielle Higgins, Catherine Maggs, Mathew McKenzie,
Eike Christian Meuter and Erin Semon

Abstract

Nuclear energy has recently experienced a global renaissance. It is
considered by many as one possible way to reduce the human
contribution to climate change. Australia, with its lengthy anti-nuclear
history, has seen revived debate during the years 2006 and 2007, on
whether the country should embrace nuclear power given its vast
uranium reserves and the significant greenhouse gas emissions by
existing fossil fuel energy sources. This chapter examines the issue of
nuclear energy in Australia from a public relations perspective and
within a framework of political communication theory. From research
conducted in 2006, we argue that, well before announcing a potential PR
campaign on nuclear energy in May 2007, the federal government was
already conducting such a campaign, with a view to presenting a nuclear
energy policy proposal to the Australian electorate.

Introduction

On 30 May 2007, the following exchange took place during question
time in the Australian Commonwealth Parliament’s House of
Representatives:
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Mr Rudd: Can the Prime Minister... confirm that the
government is now also planning a taxpayer-funded public
education campaign to increase community support for an
Australian nuclear industry?

Mr Howard: We think that providing information to the
Australian public about the energy challenges of this country
is important ... If it does go ahead, it would be entirely
appropriate and defensible.!

A strategic communication campaign on the nuclear issue was, in fact,
underway a year before this interchange. In 2006, the Australian
Government created and commenced a political public relations
campaign around the issue of nuclear energy, with a view to presenting a
nuclear energy policy proposal to the Australian electorate. This chapter
investigates the public relations strategies used by the federal
government during its campaign and is based around the specific
timeframe of the Uranium Mining, Processing and Nuclear Energy
taskforce. The taskforce was established by Cabinet on 6 June 2006, and
released its findings in December 20006, in a report entitled, Uranium
mining, processing and nuclear energy — opportunities for Australia?

Nuclear energy is a controversial issue and because of Australia’s lengthy
anti-nuclear history, it is a significantly risky policy to pursue. Wherever
it has been introduced, from the United States to South Africa, from
Argentina to Germany, it has ignited numerous activities calling for its
abandonment. Earlier attempts to introduce nuclear energy in Australia
have proved unsuccessful and the contentious? nature of this issue
demands particular attention to all aspects of political communication.

This study analyses a representative selection of publicly available
government documents and media reports, within a framework of
political communication theory. The primary research and analysis was
conducted between July and October 2006, with consideration given to
some later events.

I Commonwealth of Australia, House of Representatives, Votes and Proceedings,
Hansard, Wednesday, 30 May 2007, p. 42. http://www.aph.gov.au/hansard/
reps/dailys/dr300507.pdf.

2 Refer to Appendix A for a list of stakeholders.
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