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DG Magwood: Talking about the relationship with the regulator, in the UK you have a 
very engaged regulator. You said earlier that if the regulator is prescriptive, you may react 
to what the regulator wants, rather than taking actions to address the root of the issue. 
Where do you see the boundary line between what the regulator is trying to accomplish, 
and what you are trying to achieve within your own organisation? Is there a point at 
which you feel that the regulator can be too intrusive and too involved? Or do you think 
that you have found a good balance?

CNO Harrison: I am sure that my regulator would agree that there is not a perfect 
answer to that question. Prescription comes about due to a lack of trust in what the oper-
ator is doing. If you have a safety case or a particular problem that is not getting resolved 
satisfactorily, or if the trust barrier is breached, then the natural human reaction is to 
intervene and to challenge more directly. That then becomes a vicious circle, and you 
end up with prescription at the end of it. If, conversely, there is an open, transparent, and 
effective response, then it can be a positive cycle, and becomes more enabling. There is 
not a direct point in time where you can say that you have mastered the situation and have 
a perfect relationship. Like all relationships in life, you have to work on it continually in 
order to get the most out of it. If you become lazy, or overly confident, then the relationship 
deteriorates and you lose that trust. I am not answering your question directly, because 
I do not believe that there is a line, but I hope that I am providing insight that while the 
relationship with the regulator can be very good, it will fluctuate depending on the specific 
issues that we are dealing with, and the performance that we put in. It is an open book.

DG Magwood: How does the conversation between the operator and regulator about 
safety culture differ from more straightforward discussions of strictly technical issues?

CNO Harrison: We have a structured series of meetings with the regulator. We call them 
Level 4, Level 3, Level 2, etc. It is set in a hierarchy, in which issues are elevated. It is not 
usually the technical issues that get elevated, but rather the behavioural ones. So, for 
example, if we have a working level meeting at Level 4 and there are differences of opin-
ion and people are becoming fixated on certain challenges, rather than letting it become 
protracted and intractable and people becoming more and more entrenched, the issue is 
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elevated to Level 3. Then the issue can be discussed immediately. It will not be debated at 
the detailed, technical level, but rather with regards to whether we are providing sufficient 
evidence and whether behaviour is becoming entrenched. Then if it comes up to Level 2, 
the director level, we see some of the core themes that need to be addressed. Ultimately 
if it reaches Level 1, it will be a one-to-one meeting between the chief inspector and the 
chief executive, and they will establish where the direction of the company is going and 
whether we are seeing variation from that. I think it is important that we have this esca-
lation route. It is not a problem if individuals within our regulator, ONR, or within our 
industry disagree on certain points. What those disagreements should not do is cause 
huge disruptions or silo thinking, which in the past may have happened. 

The changing role of public communications

DG Magwood: Let me back up for a 
moment and ask a few broader ques-
tions. How has your view of nuclear 
safety evolved, and how do you think 
your role as a leader has evolved?

DG Wanner: For me, the most signifi-
cant change in my perception of safety 
occurred when I joined the regulator in 
1995. I became very aware that I was a 

regulator now, and that my role had just become very different from what it had been 
before. To adjust to this new situation, I became very intentional about changing my per-
spective to accommodate the new responsibilities that I was assuming. I realised that by 
becoming a regulator, I was the one responsible to the public for ensuring safety, and that 
the public was relying on me. The public wants to know that the regulator is independent 
and is doing a good job. Communicating this message to the public has been the most 
important development since I became director-general. 

“I realised that by becoming 
a regulator, I was the one 

responsible to the public for 
ensuring safety, and that the 
public was relying on me.”



12

When Fukushima occurred, I had been director-general for just six months. The ex-
isting communications strategy could not handle the scale of public interest in Switzer-
land, and we were quite overwhelmed. As the nuclear regulator, we were questioned and 
scrutinised by the media and by national politicians. This necessitated rapid changes to 
the communications strategy. The greatest challenge was how to communicate what we 
were doing, so that the public could trust our activities. Public communications is quite 
a lot of work! Our communications team consists of five people, and in addition, we need 
input from the technical staff, which was difficult in the beginning. At first, the impor-
tance of dedicating time to public communications was not self-evident to the technical 
staff. Public inquiries from press or politicians typically have short timelines, which can 
be quite demanding for staff with other primary responsibilities. It was a challenge and 
took a lot of effort and informational events to explain to staff why they were being asked 
to dedicate resources to public communications, and the benefit to the regulator and to 
the public of doing so. 

CNO Harrison: I want to add to Hans’s remarks that the single most explosive change 
that has happened in my career has been in the realm of communications. Just look-
ing at social media, the speed of information and response has greatly increased. If an 
ambulance is called to one of our sites because someone falls ill, for example, it will be 
known about throughout the local vicinity before the ambulance has even arrived on 
site. Therefore, how you respond, and how you set up the communications framework is 
fundamentally important. Despite all the practice that goes into emergency simulations, 
on the communications side, the exercise is minuscule compared to what would happen in 
even the smallest of actual events. If you have a Greenpeace invasion at a site, for example, 
within an hour you will have four or five national media stations and 30 or 40 journal-
ists on site. The communications team cannot be an afterthought – it must be the root 
and branch of all activities. So we need that openness and transparency, and we have 
got to get that professional coaching and training in communications. In addition, the 
communications strategy must consider multiple technical and non-technical audiences, 
and appeal to those who are experts and want answers to technical questions, as well as 
those from the general public who want reassurance. This is a huge change, and to my 
mind the one area where the regulator and operator should work together and have a joint 
communications strategy. Knowing who is communicating what can assist enormously.
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DG Magwood: I agree with both of you. At the NEA, we spend a lot of time talking about 
public communications. How do you even talk about radiological risks with the public? 
It is a difficult conversation. While the ideal is to educate people in advance, the reality 
is that most people do not care to hear about nuclear technology issues until something 
happens and they are already angry and afraid. Therefore, public communication is a 
key issue for the industry and for regulators as well. In my view, it is always important to 
remember that at the end of the day, the regulator is a public servant. It is part of the job to 
answer the public’s questions. How do you take these very complex, technical issues and 
communicate them to the public in a way that is useful? That will be an ongoing struggle, 
and nobody does it flawlessly. The effort must be put forward, however. As we come to the 
end of our discussion here today, could you share with us your personal visions as leaders, 
including what you aim to accomplish?

CNO Harrison: The role of leadership is to be a servant. My goal is to dedicate my time 
to supporting and achieving excellence through the individuals who are operating the 
power stations, and that is also where I get the positive reinforcement that things are 
going in the right direction. For example, I was filled with pride when I visited Heysham 1 
power station last week, which is facing many of the challenges that we all face, with an 
ageing workforce. Recently, the plant had to perform an exchange of the nozzles of the 
fuel machines, a complex procedure which had last been performed by staff who had 
already retired. I met with the unit and walked through what they had achieved. The 
team lead was 27 years old, and of the 15 team members, the average age was 30. None 
of them had performed the task before. However, as they went over the quality plans, the 
procedures that they had updated, and the operational experience that they drew in, they 
had pulled it all together and the project was completed uneventfully. The performance of 
the team unit was the best that it had ever been. The way in which they were supporting 
each other, being humble, recognising the wider support of the organisation, and the way 
in which they had linked up with and communicated with personnel at the centre and at 
other stations demonstrated how well they had managed it. It was a perfect example of 
knowledge capture. 
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I felt at that moment in time that this was a major step in what we are trying to drive 
through. Any way that I can facilitate that, by sitting and listening, that is my role as a 
leader. In the past, I made the mistake of being too directive. My “ah-hah!” moment is to 
look beyond the surface, to encourage and to support. The younger people coming into 
the nuclear industry will take it to a new, higher standard. Overconfidence makes me 
nervous, but I feel comfortable when I see the humility of the new generation leveraging 
on everything they can possibly do to make sure that the job is done efficiently, and docu-
ment it, and institutionalise it. Our so-called experts of yore have sometimes not captured 
things in the right way, which our new generation has taken on board and is working in 
a far more consultative, proactive, and cross-functional manner than perhaps was done 
in the past.

DG Wanner: Modesty and humbleness will take you far. What I have not yet accomplished 
is to achieve a resilient organisation as a regulator. More social competence in general 
is needed in the organisation, including a greater ability to work in teams, to transfer 
knowledge, and to welcome newcomers. While technical skills are the basic starting point, 
in the end it all comes down to social skills. When recruiting staff in Switzerland, they 
are coming into a phase-out situation, which can be difficult. The Swiss regulator is crit-
icised perhaps more often than those in other countries, because operating licences are 
not time limited. This places more pressure on the regulator to determine whether the 
plants are safe. So in light of this public scrutiny, it is even more important to have a good 
professional and social environment within the organisation. In addition, the staff has 
been reduced because the first power reactor will be shutting down later this year. Our 
people will have to become more flexible. We still have silos. We must do more rotations, 
and further embrace learning. Resilience is key.

Reflecting on the past, leading forward into the future

DG Magwood: Let me end with one 
last question. Tell me about some-
thing that you think you did really 
well as a leader; something that did 
not go as well; and the one thing that 
you really want to accomplish over 
the next few years.

DG Wanner: When I became chair 
of the Western European Nuclear 
Regulators’ Association (WENRA) 

in 2012, a member came to see me and said that he would not participate in the meetings 
because they did not provide enough value. I realised that one of my tasks would be to 
provide sufficiently challenging and interesting content if I wanted members to partici-
pate, given that it is an entirely voluntary organisation with no obligation to attend. Seven 
years later, I feel that I did my job well, because the chief inspectors are still coming to 
the meetings. Regarding what has not gone as well as a leader, I realised only belatedly 
the importance of social skills. Previously, I had believed that technical skills were all 

“Celebrating drama and crisis 
management creates a reactive 
organisation. I wish that I had 

sought out and better rewarded 
the “boring”, safe, sustainable, 

and reliable behaviour.”
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that was needed, and I regret not having started working on this area earlier. In terms of 
plans for the future, I think that nuclear safety culture is of key importance, and I hope 
that we can continue with this concept of “continuous improvement”.

CNO Harrison: Starting with what am I most proud of, I think that the real opportunity 
of anyone who is as fortunate enough as I have been to enjoy the positions that I have been 
in is to leave a legacy. It is not about what you personally do, but about what happens after 
you are gone. If you look at the performance of a station that you have been involved in, 
what matters is not necessarily how it performed while you were there, but rather how 
it did after you left. Did you make yourself dispensable? Personally, I was proud that the 
nuclear station where I served as director continued to achieve high safety performance 
even after I had departed. In terms of something that I have learned, in my younger years 
as a manager, I often overly focused on and rewarded heroic behaviour, and did not do 
enough to recognise the staff who delivered consistent and reliable high performance. 
Celebrating drama and crisis management creates a reactive organisation. I wish that I 
had sought out and better rewarded the “boring”, safe, sustainable, and reliable behav-
iour. In terms of legacy and vision, my role at the moment is overseeing Region 1, which 
contains the old nuclear power stations. Within the next decade, we will transition to 
end-of-generation and those assets will be closed. What I want to happen is the best-ever 
performance from those stations in the next years, and for everyone who then leaves – be 
that to transfer to another station or to retire – to be proud of achieving and delivering 
that. I do not want it to be a dramatic cliff-edge, “oh the reactor is closing!” That is what 
I would want to see happen. 

DG Magwood: I appreciate both of you participating in the conversation. It has been very 
enlightening. Thank you to the two of you.� 
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Previous Insights from Leaders in Nuclear Energy  
are available on the NEA website:

www.oecd-nea.org
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