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In April 2010, the New York Times reported that Vattenfall AB, 
an energy company owned by the Swedish government, had 
built one of the first coal-fired power plants designed to cap-
ture ~90% of the CO2 it produced, with plans to sequester that 
CO2 underground in geologic repositories near its plant in 
Brandenburg, Germany (Voosen, 2010). By most measures, if 
the plant’s operations were proven to be successful, it could 
have served as a model for other carbon capture and seques-
tration plants worldwide. 

But we don’t yet know if the Vattenfall experiment will work. 
Though the plant continues to capture almost all of its CO2 
emissions, it has not had an opportunity to sequester them 
underground—emissions are, instead, released into the atmo-
sphere. The New York Times reports that this is because of 
“frightened, furious neighbors” who do not believe Vattenfall 
AB’s claims that the CO2 sequestration will be safe (Voosen, 
2010). Citizens are primarily concerned about the risks of 
“induced seismicity”—the possibility of earthquakes or other 
seismic events created when the CO2 is pumped into and 
stored in rock formations deep underground. Similar processes 
are used in the extraction of petroleum, natural gas, and geo-
thermal energy.

What is most interesting in the Brandenburg case—and in 
others like it occurring throughout Europe (Deichmann and 
Giardini, 2009; Glanz, 2009a) and the U.S. states of Pennsylva-
nia (Falchek, 2010; Zeller, 2010) and California (Glanz, 2009b; 
Harmon, 2009)—is not so much the possible occurrence of 
induced seismicity and related risks, but the interplay between 
concerned citizens, energy corporations, and the scientists and 
engineers who work for them. In a number of these cases, the 
“frightened, furious” public is skeptical of energy companies, 
and projects face increasing resistance. A familiar pattern of 
events typifies such cases: The scientific experts inform the 
public about the risks of the project, which the experts under-
stand to be low. The public instead perceives such risks to be 
high, or is concerned with a separate set of risks, and thus op-
poses the project. The experts in turn shake their heads at the 
public’s ignorance of technical and scientific matters. The 

project proceeds. The public is outraged. The project is stalled 
and sometimes abandoned. 

As a palliative to this “deficit model” of communication, 
risk communication scholars, along with those in environ-
mental communication, science and technology studies, and 
other fields, now frequently argue that the best and most 
effective forms of risk communication involve meaningful 
partnerships and engagement with the public (Daniels and 
Walker, 2001; Guston and Sarewitz, 2006; Groffman et al., 
2010). There may be lessons from this research for corpora-
tions like Vattenfall AB, and others, stemming from “best 
practices” in risk communication and public deliberation. 
These include (1) establishing real, long-term partnerships 
with communities and the affected public, either by involving 
them in deliberation or as stakeholders; (2) planning these 
partnerships carefully and with help from those experienced 
in partnership and deliberation, with a special emphasis on 
listening processes; (3) providing ample opportunities for 
feedback on the process itself; (4) maintaining flexibility in 
the process and outcomes; and (5) having a plan for evaluat-
ing the process so that it can be continually improved. These 
steps encourage scientists, engineers, and others to establish 
trusting relationships with the public, which takes time and 
coordination. 

This is a very different model of expertise than the one sci-
entists and engineers might be used to—which often falls back 
on calling for improved science education for the public—and 
it may require the acquisition of new skills, such as that of 
contextual listening (Leydens and Lucena, 2009; Lucena et al., 
2010). What we are advocating is definitely not just a public-
relations model, which we see put into operation in crisis situ-
ations, such as that in the recent oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, 
and that, from the perspective of establishing open communi-
cation among government, industry, and the public, has not 
been effective. The emphasis must be on establishing real and 
significant relationships with those affected, not merely main-
taining the perception of doing so. 
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