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Abstract

On March 10t 2023, a cylinder containing caesium-137 was found missing from
a power plant near Bangkok, Thailand. This generated lots of fear and anxiety,
fuelled by social media and inadequate statements from the authorities. Later it
was discovered in a foundry, compressed and partially melted. It is clear from this
incident that risk communication was inadequate.

Two case studies from Southeast Asia, the 2004 Asian Earthquake and Tsunami in
Banda Aceh, Indonesia, and the COVID-19 pandemic illustrate the significance of
effective risk communication in crisis management and public policy.

This incident in Thailand serves as a "wake-up call" for other countries in Southeast
Asia and beyond, urging them to ensure the safe management of radioactive
materials as well as to pay attention to their own investments in creating efficient
risk communication frameworks to deal with future disasters.

Keywords: Missing caesium-137, Radiation safety, Radioactive materials, Risk
communication, Safety and security, Thailand.
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Common sense dictates that we must never assume that there are no crocodiles
when crossing a calm river, lest it ends up costing us an arm or leg. And when it
comes to the handling of radiological materials, we should never take it for granted
and allow it to become routine with inadequate safety and security. This is
especially true in Southeast Asian countries, where applications in nuclear
technology are increasing; where awareness is not a priority; and where
knowledge is privy only to a few stakeholders.

On March 10t% 2023, Thailand was unwittingly thrust into the “international
spotlight” when a cylinder used to store radioactive caesium-137 went missing
from a power plant near Bangkok. News of this incident received coverage in
the New York Times [1], CNN [2] and some regional news agencies, but the
response was mostly sensational in the local media such as the Bangkok Post [3]
and The Nation [4]. Understandably, many Thai citizens were gripped by panic and
expressed anger towards authorities, despite a statement from the Thai Office of
Atoms for Peace [5] to clarify the situation.

A few days later, the authorities found the caesium source, compressed and being
melted along with other metals, in a steel foundry in Prachinburi Province [6].
They cordoned oft the area and carried out health surveillance. Meanwhile fear
and speculation continued.

The Samut Prakarn incident in January 2000, still fresh in the memory of the Thai
public, in which 10 scavengers suffered radiation injury after opening a canister
containing cobalt-60 that had been improperly disposed of at a hospital,
eventually led to the loss of three lives. Although the casualties were considered
few, thousands of people living around the affected area may have been
inadvertently exposed to varying degrees of radiation. Till today, the effects on
their lives are not fully known [7].
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This image, provided by the Prachinburi Provincial Public Relations
Office, shows the missing radioactive cylinder as part of a steel tube.

Importance of Effective Risk Communication

The latest incident has once again reinforced concerns about the safety and
security of radioactive materials in International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
member states [8]. The competency of authorities in handling radiological crises
has been called into question, and highlighted people’s tendency to react with
“radiation phobia” — a term used to describe irrational fear of radiation. While
it is important to take radiation safety seriously, it is also vital to understand its
nature and role in our lives [9,10]. Disasters in the peaceful application of nuclear
energy, such as those in Chernobyl (1986) and Fukushima (2011), have further
fuelled our aversion towards radiation. Yet, it is important to remember that the
health risks from the current situation are significantly lower than those of the
previous nuclear power mishaps.
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Hence, effective risk communication, including through social media, is key to
managing risks in a radiological crisis [9,11]. The most important objective is to
promote appropriate protective behaviour among those to whom information
is directed. The primary goal of disaster communication is to inform people or
communities about the risks they face in a timely and transparent manner, and
protect them from impending hazards with the ultimate goal of reducing injuries
and fatalities [12].

Thus, authorities have a responsibility to provide accurate, timely and easy-to-
understand information. This may include information about the science of
radiation and what to do if a crisis occurs. In the modern era, social media may
become a bane of communication if misinformation and disinformation start to
dominate discussions on the Internet. As a double-edged sword, social media can
be easily used to quickly disseminate fact or fiction to a large audience — with
systematic order a result of the former and panic arising from the latter. Therefore,
it is important for authorities to monitor prominent communication channels and
choose wise responses to refute misinformation.

It is natural for people in a crisis to feel angry and frustrated, especially when it is
repeatedly due to lack of diligence. The latest slip-up in Thailand was no exception.
However, choosing to engage in a blame-game will not be of benefit, and
instead may result in a breakdown of communication and response measures. For
authorities to build trust, they have to show the public that they are taking the
initiative in addressing the situation. Then people will respond positively by being
more cooperative and less likely to believe in conspiracy theories.
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Examples of Other Southeast Asian Disasters

Perhaps what is more important is how policymakers and governments choose to
handle risk communication. Good leadership will significantly reduce casualties
and negative perceptions. To understand scenarios in Southeast Asia, there are
two major incidents that may be used as case studies to assess the responsiveness
of policymakers. The first example is the 2004 Asian Earthquake and Tsunami,
where Adella et al. [12] explored the issues and challenges in implementing
disaster risk reduction and communication efforts in Banda Aceh, Indonesia.
The responsibility eventually fell on the north Sumatran city’s Regional Disaster
Management Agency (BPBD) which engaged local grassroots at the district level.
However, 15 years after the disaster, the authors noted that lack of funding had
become a main challenge in implementing programmes, so much so that drills
and simulations, which are important to ensure preparedness, could not be carried
out. This was followed by a lack of walkie-talkies and short-wave radios needed
to facilitate communications in the event of a real disaster when handphone
reception and Internet connection would be cut off. Finally, they describe a lack
of capacity and skilled personnel to execute programmes. Consequently, the
authors stated that these challenges had hampered the efliciency of the Banda Aceh
BPBD in realising its disaster risk communication goals. Therefore, the case study
indicates that risk communication is an extensive effort that requires “disciplined”
investment which persists longer than the initial rescue and rehabilitation work.

The second example is the COVID-19 pandemic, where hoarding was a clear
consequence of poor communication and heightened risk perception, resulting in
a shortage of medicine and personal protective equipment in the early stages of the
outbreak [13]. Pandemics may increase vulnerability to disasters, undermine the
welfare of societies and threaten the stability of states. This was especially evident
in the ASEAN nations whose leaders had downplayed or delayed taking action in
controlling COVID-19. On contrast, nations like Vietnam, Singapore and Malaysia,
which made efforts to quarantine their outbreaks and vaccinate their citizens,
saw low fatality rates and less-burdened healthcare systems despite spikes in
infections. Differences in terminology and countermeasures between these
domains also often result in competing objectives, and resource inefficiencies that
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limit preparedness and slow responses [14]. In this aspect, the effective use of risk
communication and engagement tools allowed community-oriented approaches
and multi-stakeholder cooperation to flourish in dealing with COVID-19 [13].
These tools, when operated in native languages, can raise awareness, correct
misperceptions and direct preventive measures. They may alleviate fear and
stigma, enhance community response and solidarity, and allow for evidence-based
interventions.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the recent Thai incident is a “wake-up call” for other nations in
Southeast Asia and beyond to ensure the safe handling of radioactive materials. It is
a reminder to pay heed to their respective investments in building an effective risk
communication framework to cope with the future disasters which will inevitably
arise.
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