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Public relations experiences of the EGS project 
Gross Schoenebeck, Germany

- Fair-minded communication in good times pays off in times of crisis -

(Angela Spalek, David Bruhn, Inga Moeck, Ernst Huenges) 
Section Geothermics, GFZ Potsdam
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› development of  deep geothermal ressources is not only a technological 
process with high scientific and technical impact, but also emotionally and 
socially charged

› the realisation of EGS is a complex process that needs explanation

› ignorance of public opinion and fears can cause problems or complete 
failure of projects

Communication aspects  
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control and influence process with transparent and fair- 
minded management of Public Affairs  

Focus

PR-Challenges

› involve public groups  

› make process transparent

› communicate risks  

› build up public understanding, confidence and acceptance 

› don‘t raise unrealistic hopes

› answer open questions
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1990 
gas exploration well, 4,2 km 

since 2000 well for geothermal 
R&D projects of GFZ Potsdam 

2001 
installation of an natural in situ 
laboratory  

2003 
1. series of massive stimulation 
experiments 

drilling operations to deepen the 
well to 4,3 km

2004 
longterm injection test, 

determination of the 
hydraulic conditions of the 

reservoir 

2006 
8 months of drilling operations, 2nd 

(directional) geothermal well, 4,4 km 

August 2007 
2. series of massive stimulation 

experiments in the new well

GFZ project Short Review
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Public awareness - The broad public

public funded 
R&D project 
since 2000 

taxpayer sponsor 
of public 
research,  
potential user and 
investor, multipli- 
cator 

scientists go 
public
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examples of 
project presen- 
tations

meetings with 
environmental 
groups

Public awareness - The broad public
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Awareness and support at a high 
political level
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Public awareness - The future generation

Junior scientists

Fascinating  drilling tool    
Go geothermal!

fascinate, inform, educate
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What kids think about geothermal energy 

Planets and the blue earth with 
a hot core and a vulcano, 
heated up by the sun. (Anita, 6 
years) 

In the earth lives a fire-breathing 
dragon. The fire heats the earth 
and causes volcanos. The blue 
area is the deep ocean. (Fenja, 4 
years)
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Location 
› research site 50 km northeast of Berlin, situated amid a 
UNESCO biosphere reserve with  protected fauna and flora 

› nationwide favoured hunting ground and recreation area 
› subject to strict regulations of nature conservation

Public relationship - a daily challenge 
In situ geothermal laboratory Groß Schoenebeck 

Hamburg

Berlin

München

In-Situ Laboratory
Groß Schönebeck
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Main target groups in the project area

• broad public

• neighbouring communities 

• local politicians 

• public authorities (board of mines, forestry administration etc.) 

• environmental groups (biosphere, organisations etc.) 

• local business

• (tourism)

Public relationship as a daily challenge 
In situ geothermal laboratory Gross Schoenebeck 



Increasing policy makers‘ awareness and the public acceptance, Athens 13-14/09/2007

information oriented
- open days and display case at the site 
- on-site events at important project milestones 
- project information via popular-scientific bro- 
chures 

- project website 
- exhibitions, support the local museum 
- continuous media information 
- annual long night of sciences

Public relationship - a daily challenge 
In situ geothermal laboratory Gross Schoenebeck

dialogue oriented 
- hearings in town hall 
- personal contacts with local politicians 
- dialogue with environmental protection groups 
and the biosphere 

- answering inquiries 
- background talks for journalists
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Focus 

- development of geophysical methods involving 
active seismic experiments 

- start January 17, 2006

Integrated Geophysical Exploration Technologies 
for deep fractured geothermal systems I-GET
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European I-GET seismic experiment
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PR activities announcing the 
start of the I-GET experiment

Situation 
well informed community accepting and supporting the project 

Activities

› submission of special operating plans to the board of mines 
(obligation, long approval procedure, 35 copies to be forwarded 
to involved local authorities and administrations)

› January 16, 2006 press release nationwide via press agencies, 
direct contact to newspapers announcing the start of the experiment

› message: key experiment in European geothermal research in the 
framework of the I-GET project 

› online-information via project website
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100 shots in 20-30 meters depth
20-30 kg dynamite per seismic shot

European I-GET seismic experiment
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› highly emotional reactions of the neighbouring community, scared 
people demanding the stop of the experiment 

› majority was not informed about the experiments

› ~ 50 letters of complaints claiming damages as a result of the shots

› complaint letters and telephone calls of frightened people

› requests of the local police, mayors, from the ministry

› on-site reports in local newspapers showing damages and frightened 
people  

› letters to GFZ board

The situation changed overnight 

European I-GET seismic experiment
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Panic! Explosions hit the Prenden 
town. An assault? An attack?

Geothermal research called up the police

Detonations made houses shake

Detonations in the service of research

Explosion in the 
earth‘s crust

Disturbed Sunday rest  – 
GFZ Potsdam apologizes.

Fissures in walls and floors

Examples of negative media coverage
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Remedy actions 

• installation of a telephone information and help line (registration of 
complaints, information, listening, admitting mistakes, apologies)

• continuation of the experiment according to schedule

• information letters to official authorities 

• contact to local newspapers, personal contacts to journalists

• on-site visits of GFZ representatives

• personal contacts to people living in the immediate vicinity of the 
seismic shooting points

• commissioning of independent expert‘s reports for 5 representative 
buildings
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What went wrong? 

- we underestimated the specific noticeable effects of seismic 
experiment - a specific project situation needs a specific 
communication strategy  

- global communication didn‘t reach the local affected target group

- we didn‘t consider the site-specific media scene – only a minority 
has newspaper subscription 

- we underestimated the communication flow of official authorities

- we should have informed the population directly (distribution of 
information flyer, posters in public places etc.)

- we should inform the neighbouring communities about details of 
the experiment (noise, times of shots etc.) 
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- in critical situation, don‘t wait for the action of official authorities 

PR can‘t be successful in monologue, but in dialogue with public groups!
Act, don‘t just react!
Initiate the dialogue!

General conclusions 

- good public relations management can‘t solve the crisis, but it can 
influence and control it and it can limit the damage 

- confront the external pressure through the media or external groups via 
pro-active measures

- don‘t factor out problems and risks 

- don‘t plan short-term actions, longterm strategies are needed.
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Communication is what arrives.
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