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HAD you asked me 10, 15 or 20 years ago to sum-
marize into one phrase the role of the engineer in
the nuclear industry, it would quite simply be ‘To
ensure the maximum efficiency and safety of the
plant and equipment’.

If you were to ask me today, the summary would
be the same, but there the similarity ends. The dif-
ference lies in how that objective is achieved.

Much has been written by many on the subject of
the management of change in organizations. The
nuclear power industry, perhaps more than most,
knows what change is about. Although itself
remaining in the public sector, the UK nuclear
industry felt the shock waves of the privatization of
the electricity supply industry in 1990. This, along
with the removal of the operational and financial
screens behind which the industry had previously
operated, has rippled throughout the nuclear
power companies. For the first time, the nuclear
generators, stripped of their financial safety nets,
needed to demonstrate commercial viability and,
while at first glance the onus might have been
assumed to be on the boards of directors and their
financial advisors, it quickly became clear to me
that if Scottish Nuclear was to make any significant
headway, everyone in the company would have to
play a part. It was about changing culture, about
making everyone aware that we were now compet-
ing in a commercial environment.

For our 2,000 staff this meant operating the
plant more, much more efficiently without com-
promising in any way the company’s policy of
safety, quality and excellence. It is perhaps this
emphasis on safety that distinguishes the role of a
nuclear engineer from that of most other engineers.
This necessary balance of safety and costs is not
easy to achieve and the engineers in our industry
have found themselves assuming broader roles,
and greater responsibilities than ever before.

Ask a nuclear engineer what they enjoy most
about their job and the answer most often will be
‘The technical challenge and opportunities’. For
this reason we have always been able to attract and
retain the best technicians and technologists. We
now needed more than technical excellence from
our engineers and the challenge was to find a way to
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depart from our tradition without destroying its
strengths. A strategy for training and developing
all of our staff had to be carefully planned and
quickly implemented.

A customized management development pro-
gramme with the emphasis on commercial aware-
ness was the starting point, followed by a skills
development programme tailored to develop all
staff. Clearly the corporate culture had to be de-
veloped which would allow these new skills to be
maximized. One mechanism used to achieve this
was total quality management, and Scottish
Nuclear’s TOP programme was launched. TOP
being the acronym for Target Outstanding Per-
formance. Now our engineers, even the most
junior, find themselves being encouraged to take
responsibility for continuously seeking ways to
improve how they do their job as well as working
on improvement teams to help their colleagues
from other disciplines do their job better. The chal-
lenging mission—to become a world-class nuclear
generating company. The concept of the internal
customer/supplier has often changed the
engineer’s role from practitioner to consultant—a
major turnaround in how he or she approaches the
task in hand, requiring a new way of thinking. Com-
mercial viability meant looking at how we
resourced our many projects, and our engineers
had to develop advanced project and people
management skills, bringing in contractors to meet
job requirements, which in turn created the need
for increased levels of supervisory skills.

While we at Scottish Nuclear can be proud of our
operational and nuclear safety record, Chernobyl
reminded us of the global consequences of a
nuclear incident. Engineers in the industry have
been quick to take positive steps to exchange
information to help improve safety worldwide.
Indeed many of our engineers participated in one
of 21 planned project visits to other nuclear utilities
worldwide, investing and assessing their practices
and performance, exchanging ideas and informa-
tion with their counterparts in Japan, Canada,
USA, France, etc. Others have hosted similar pro-
ject visits from overseas nuclear companies, or
become involved in passing on their expertise via
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our twinning project with Smolensk nuclear power
plant at Desnogorsk in Russia. Yet others are
working with engineers at Kozlodni in Bulgaria and
Khmelnitski in northern Ukraine. We have contri-
buted towards improving safety systems and safety
culture in the operation of eastern European
reactors, but there is still much to be done. The
benefits are clear—a wealth of information, experi-
ence and knowledge has been exchanged, for this
has been a two-way process, and the effect on our
engineers is very visible: they are better informed,
they are aware of the dangers of complacency and
their contribution to our future is greater.

This development training, for that is what it is, is
vital if we are to realize the full potential of our
engineers and thus ensure the ongoing success of
Scottish Nuclear.

Whether they are fuel route design engineers
working on the vital fine-tuning of the fuel-handling
process to ensure maximum efficiency of on-load
refuelling, reactor physicists modelling reactor
core physics, or mechanical engineers responsible
for the design, performance analysis and overall
safety of the mechanical plant, the engineers and
scientists in the nuclear industry will be working
with state-of-the-art technology. Indeed our
engineers constantly work with technology de-
velopers and suppliers, pioneering systems that will
take us onto the next phase of technical develop-
ment.

The good news is that since its inception in 1990
Scottish Nuclear has turned a significant loss round
to a £67 m. profit at the year end 31 March 1993.
Good progress, but there is no room for complac-
ency; we still have much to achieve to secure our
future. As producers of around 50% of Scotland’s
electricity requirements, we must compete com-
mercially in the marketplace. We must drive down
our costs, push up our output and at all times
operate safely. Our continued success depends on
identifying and developing the potential of
talented, enthusiastic employees. We recruit gradu-
ate engineers and scientists in the expectation that
they will make a valuable contribution to the com-

pany’s future growth and success. We need to
ensure that we have call upon a supply of graduates
who are not only technically adept but who are able
to develop the consultancy role, the financial and
personnel management skills that the nuclear
engineer today must have.

Our engineers are aware of their role, not only as
managers of the plant and equipment, but as care-
takers of their profession. They act as mentors, for-
mally and informally, to the company’s trainees as
well as vocational/industrial placement students.
They participate in engineering awareness projects
such as Entra’s Insight, workshadow initiatives,
careers information seminars, serve on engineering
institution panels and many more educational/
industrial liaison projects. They work closely with
schools and universities, developing course con-
tent in line with industrial requirements and ensur-
ing that the brightest young people are aware of the
tremendously challenging and satisfying career
which awaits them in the nuclear industry.

The role of the engineer in the nuclear industry is
changing—and, changing for the better: better for
the engineer in terms of job satisfaction and career
development, better for the organization in terms
of improved use of its valuable human resources.
This is a young industry and our engineers operate
in a dynamic environment where there is much to
discover and develop. In these days of core and
peripheral workforces, the engineer cannot assume
‘key employee’ status because of his/her specialist
knowledge—knowledge can be contracted in (and
back out again). If the engineer wants to develop his
or her role in the changing organization (and I
speak now not only of the nuclear industry), he/she
has to be able to demonstrate not only technical
knowledge but commerical and financial aware-
ness and an ability to contribute to the strategic
corporate objectives.

In short, the engineer in the nuclear industry
today is responsible, yes, for the efficiency of the
plant, but has a key role to play in the economic,
efficient and effective running of the company as a
successful commercial organization.
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