
 

Alex Trembath: Welcome to another episode of Breakthrough Dialogues, the podcast for 
pragmatists and problem solvers, brought to you by the Breakthrough 
Institute. I'm Alex Trembath, your host and Communications Director at 
Breakthrough. This podcast invites leading thinkers to talk technological 
and modern solutions to environmental problems. It's part of our effort to 
move beyond the tribalism and polarization that too often characterize 
environmental thought and politics today.  

Alex Trembath: For this episode, I talked with Suzy Hobbs Baker, who is the 
Communications Director for the Clean Energy Team at Third Way, a policy 
think tank in Washington, DC. Suzy is my counterpart at Third Way. I'm 
Communications Director here, she's Communications Director at Third 
Way, and we have worked together with Third Way's Clean Energy Team on 
a whole bunch of initiatives over the past decade really, and in particular 
have gotten really close in their work and our work on advanced nuclear 
energy, and more recently in carbon capture and storage innovation.  

Alex Trembath: Suzy is absolutely one of my favorite people to talk to about next 
generation nuclear, and you'll hear in this episode, a little bit about her 
interesting and unique background, coming into work in nuclear energy. 
She comes from communications, particularly work in the arts and science 
communication, and I think that makes for a really interesting 
perspective, and gives her a lot of really interesting insight into how to talk 
about complex and controversial technologies with experts and with the 
general public.  

Alex Trembath: Suzy, thanks so much for being here. 

Suzy Baker: Yeah. Alex, it's a pleasure.  

Alex Trembath: So, Suzy, you're my counterpart at Third Way. We both work on the 
communications side of policy and technology, and in particular, I've 
really enjoyed my conversations with you about nuclear innovation and 



advanced nuclear, and nuclear communications. So, can you tell us, in your 
perspective, what's a good way to think and talk about nuclear energy? 

Suzy Baker: That's kind of a hard question, but I'll do my best to give you a concise 
response here. I think for us, at this moment in time, good communication 
looks like being a good partner. So, my background is in nuclear, but the 
focus of the Clean Energy Program here at Third Way is on stopping climate 
change. One, I think you and I both know that, that's going to require every 
tool in the toolbox. So learning how to work well with others in different 
technology areas, and to communicate in an inclusive way, versus falling 
back to the sort of like tired trope of technology versus technology, right? 
So that's a big one I think.  

Alex Trembath: Yeah, so we have seen a shift particularly among advocacy and research 
organizations like ours towards supporting nuclear energy, particularly 
existing nuclear plants. But the issue of the general public is a little 
separate, and I wanted to talk to you about that. On the one hand, you see a 
lot of progress on things like nuclear, on things like carbon capture, with 
the creation of programs like GAIN with the Department of Energy, or the 
recent passage of tax credits for carbon capture technologies in the 
Omnibus Bill.  

Alex Trembath: And these were policies that really did not get a lot of public attention, very 
little fanfare. So on the one hand you might look at that and think, look at 
how much progress we can make without the general public. On the other 
hand, the general public is and remains pretty skeptical of nuclear, 
probably particularly in their backyards. So can you tell us, if and why 
general public opinion about nuclear energy is important?  

Suzy Baker: Yes, so I think most technologies require sort of a social license to be able 
to operate. So, public opinion and public acceptance matter a lot. And it's a 
bit more nebulous than policy changes, easier to define, and you know 
when you've had successes, and things like that. But, with public opinion, 
sometimes you're watching polling, and it's kind of ebbing and flowing in 
relationship to things like accidents or natural gas prices, or all of these 
sort of less defined forces. I think it's essential, but I would say I think 
there's an important connection between those internal communications 
between orgs, and communication around policy change and the public 
communication piece. 



Suzy Baker: I think it's really easy and I see it a lot, to think that we just need a better 
tagline or better messaging for nuclear to gain that sort of social license. 
But I actually think, the way that we get social license, or really get it to 
where I think, folks like you and I would like it to be. Which is dramatically 
better. Much further away from the 50% mark where it has been for a long 
time, and closer to 70 to 80%, more in the realm of renewable support, is by 
changing the way that we do business. So, some of these policy changes I 
think, are great public facing messages in the end, so ... 

Alex Trembath: And they're building constituencies in their way. 

Suzy Baker: Right, they are, and so I think those are success stories, but I think there are 
other success stories. I think UAMPS is a really cool story, because it's the 
first advanced reactor project, first SMR, potentially, hopefully, to be built 
in the US. And you've got a couple dozen little towns, little municipal 
utilities that are banding together in a way that's really similar to how 
renewable projects are often stood up. But instead of making a big solar 
array, they're gonna help support the construction of these SMRs out in 
Idaho. So I think that is a great message, and it's rooted in a real change in 
how we're doing business.  

Suzy Baker: So part of nuclear's bad reputation is a lack of understanding in its 
complex technology and things like that, but a part of it is earned. A part of 
it is, our predecessors didn't engage in the ways that helped cultivate trust, 
and partly that's just simple math, which is we've got about a hundred 
nuclear plants across the country, and they reside in between 40 and 50 
different communities, because some of them are co-located where you've 
got two or three units. So, of all of the tens if not hundreds of thousands of 
communities across the US, you know you've got 45 of them that actually 
house these technologies and have direct interaction with these 
technologies.  

Suzy Baker: So, hopefully as we transition to small reactors and advanced reactors, 
there's just gonna be a lot more interface and a lot more engagement with 
communities on the ground, with smaller utilities, and I think that's a 
good thing. I think that's something that we should really lean into and 
embrace and get really good at that type of process. Because I think that's 
how we start to build trust.  

Alex Trembath: Yeah, so one of the, most important things to understand about the 
nuclear industry of the 20th century is that there isn't quite a nuclear 



industry. There are electric power utilities that own a lot of nuclear plants, 
but also own coal plants, and gas plants, and plants of every technology 
class. But that's sort of changing right now, with this emergence of 
entrepreneurs and engineers in the advanced nuclear industry that Third 
Way has done a ton to bring attention to. What is it about the advanced 
nuclear industry that excites you? What are they doing differently than 
how it's been done in the past?  

Suzy Baker: So the thing I get really excited about would be just all of the different little 
niches where nuclear could go, where it's never been able to go before. So, 
actually I think Jessica Lovering did a great report about nuclear for sub-
Saharan Africa. And it found that very few grids in that region could even 
have enough capacity currently for a large light water reactor. The current 
technologies that we have are just too big. It's too much energy, it's too 
much cost, it's like, there are reactors that cost more than the GDP of a 
country and it's just, the scale is wrong. And so I love the idea that you 
could have these micro reactors or these SMRs entering into spaces and 
working with communities that are really energy hungry, and really need 
the technology, and they just have never had access before.  

Suzy Baker: And to me that is the whole thing, like the whole point of caring about the 
technology is caring about people and caring about climate. And so, 
making it accessible and opening the doors for new people to gain access is 
very cool. 

Alex Trembath: Yeah, what are some other examples of that? You mentioned the 
Breakthrough and Center for Global Development paper on Atoms for 
Africa, on applications in sub-Saharan African countries, but you and Third 
Way spearheaded this effort with design firm Gensler to literally envision 
what new applications, advanced nuclear, smaller nuclear, new fuel cycles, 
new fuels, might serve with different technologies and for different 
communities. So what are some other options and how did you go about 
working with a design firm, Gensler, to visualize those? 

Suzy Baker: So, one of the other things that really excites me about these technologies 
is that they can look really different. They can integrate into communities 
in a totally different way. They can be beautiful or they can disappear from 
the landscape completely, depending on what the community wants. So 
this project that we did with Gensler was an exercise in imagining what 
that might look like in a series of different communities. So we looked at 
an arctic village, and sort of drew out what they might need from a micro 



reactor. And we brought in folks from Alaska to talk to us about that. And it 
was really interesting because we had this whole conception of what this 
community was gonna need. And this was a made up community, right? 
It's not like an actual community, but it was a generic Alaskan community, 
existing on a diesel micro grid. Because there are a couple hundred of those 
in reality.  

Suzy Baker: And so, as we talked to folks who actually live in and work with these 
communities, they're like, "Oh, agriculture. We need heat for agriculture." 
And we hadn't thought about this at all, but if half of the year is work and 
you're eating smoked salmon from a can for a couple of months out of the 
year, suddenly access to fresh vegetables from a greenhouse becomes this 
incredibly valuable thing. So we completely reworked the design, based on 
the community input that we received. And that image has gotten a lot of 
traction, which is great.  

Suzy Baker: And then some of the other images explored places like the rust belt. So, 
who doesn't love a big, awesome, mid-century brick warehouse, right? And 
there are loads of those and old manufacturing facilities, and thinking 
about what those communities need to help drive economic growth and 
innovation. And so, we thought about if there's a manufacturing center 
and they wanna have source heat on site from nuclear, what would that 
look like? How could you integrate nuclear, like a high temperature gas 
cooled reactor, something like that, into that type of setting, into an 
existing system without disrupting it, embracing what's there, the existing 
infrastructure and making it new again? 

Suzy Baker: So yeah, we just explored all these different scenarios, and it was really 
helpful to just try to ideate, and we did a lot of listening obviously, to folks 
from these different types of communities. The way in which deployment 
could happen, and I think that everyone's aware that the current business 
model for nuclear isn't functioning super well. And so, it felt like not just 
the reimagining of the technology, and not even just of the architecture, 
but just like the whole way that the technology interfaces with the 
community and the value that it brings.  

Alex Trembath: Right, it's such a cool project and we'll share it with our listeners on the 
Breakthrough Dialogue's website. One of the reasons I really like talking 
with you Suzy, is that you come to this from a communications and 
outreach perspective. Can you tell us a little bit more about how you got to 
Third Way, and got interested and active in nuclear communications? 



Suzy Baker: Yeah, it's a weird story.  

Alex Trembath: A fun story.  

Suzy Baker: So I went to school for fine art and I studied sculpture and public art. And I 
was making sculptures of ocean bacteria, like cyanobacteria and basically I 
got really obsessed with the way that climate change was impacting the 
oceans negatively through ocean acidification. And so I was like, "Okay, I'm 
just gonna delve into this science and learn all about it, and make these big 
weird sculptures that sort of show how important it is." Because it's like if 
all of this marine life is microscopic, and you can't see it, but it actually 
kind of holds up the whole food chain and the whole carbon cycle and all 
of this. So it's so fundamental to having a livable, healthy ecosystem. So I'm 
like, "I'm gonna scale it in proportion to how important it is."  

Suzy Baker: So, I got to the point where my professors were like, "We can't grade your 
paper, because it's down the rabbit hole, looking at biology, and climate 
change and all of these issues." So I got really into science communication 
as an artist, and then out of school I had a couple of different jobs, where I 
continued to hone those skills. One was teaching art at a pediatric 
oncology hospital, so weirdly, a lot of talking about cancer, and illness, and 
chemotherapy, and immune systems and things, with kids who were sick 
and their families. And so that's a form of science communication that was 
really important. I've maybe never had a more important audience than I 
had with these kids, because their being able to process what was going on 
was really critical to their health and well-being. And so, that was a really 
incredible experience. 

Suzy Baker: Then I had a gig for about a year working for this artist named Mel Chin, 
who's a pretty well known public artist. He sort of believes that artists 
shouldn't just be stuck in a studio making objects, but that artists should 
be engaging with the world, and they should be working with scientists 
and governments, and using their creativity to solve real problems. So this 
really resonated with me, and I spent a year working on a project with him, 
where we were helping to tackle environmental lead poisoning in 
communities across the US. So this was before the shift happened in the 
water system in Flint, Michigan. Since then, there's been a much higher 
level of awareness, but this was a few years before that. So we were working 
in communities that were high risk for lead poisoning, and trying to teach 
them about these critical ways to keep themselves and their families safe, 
and it was arts integrated.  



Suzy Baker: So, this is just like a weird niche field that I came up in, in western North 
Carolina of all places. Working in the arts as a science communicator. So 
eventually, I got a little ambitious and I decided that I wanted to pivot back 
to climate change, which was sort of the original issue that I cared about as 
an artist, and I wanted to apply all of these new things I had learned 
working with others, to the problem I cared about. So I set up a little NGO, 
and I spent six years developing educational outreach programs in 
communities surrounding nuclear facilities. I worked really closely with 
National Labs, I worked in underserved communities in the Southeast, and 
then I also started doing digital and social media campaigns around 
nuclear. And so I got really good at that, to the point that I just started 
getting recruited away to bigger, more interesting projects.  

Suzy Baker: And so ultimately, I ended up transitioning out to INL in 2014, and got 
wrapped up in the DOE System, even more than I already was, because I was 
pretty engaged in that space from the get, and just found it fascinating. 
And I found it a great space to explore, and to problem solve, and to work 
with really smart people. And from INL, I got popped over to DOE 
headquarters here in Washington, DC, and had an opportunity to work 
international policy. Actually with Ed McGinnis, who's currently running 
Office of Nuclear Energy, and so he was a great teacher, and his team is 
fabulous. And so I got involved in the policy space for the first time, and 
then had the opportunity to come over here to Third Way, which is 
obviously much more policy heavy, and I jumped at it. I was pretty sold 
because it's, policy's a great way to make change, and you have really clear 
audiences, so you can develop really effective communications campaigns 
to reach those audiences. 

Suzy Baker: Yeah, I've been here now for a couple of years, two and a half years, and I've 
learned, so, so, so much. It's just a really fabulous place.  

Alex Trembath: Yeah, I love that story in particular because, I encountered your work first, 
before you were at Idaho National Lab, when you were doing nuclear 
communication and science communication, and have just been able to 
get sort of closer and closer to you, as a colleague, as a collaborator. So, that 
was one of the many reasons I wanted to talk to you here on this podcast. 
But you mentioned policy. You mentioned, you're at Third Way now, you've 
been there for a few years. So, we've been talking about nuclear, can you tell 
us sort of why nuclear became a focus at Third Way, and then what else the 
Clean Energy Team at Third Way does, outside of the nuclear and the 
advanced nuclear space? 



Suzy Baker: Yeah, of course. So I mean, I think the Clean Energy Program has always 
had a climate focus, and we picked up nuclear, I mean I think they've 
always been pro-nuclear, but they got really involved with advanced 
nuclear. And weirdly, it was probably around 2014, and I've been in contact 
and working with Third Way for a long time, much longer than I actually 
worked here. But they realized this was an underserved policy area. That it 
had high potential in the climate fight, but that there were very few people 
in Washington, DC working on this. And there was a study in Inside 
Philanthropy, that actually sort of bore this out, that not enough folks are 
really focused on nuclear or carbon capture. And that's basically our other 
big issue area.  

Suzy Baker: So I think we have been trying to fill a gap. It's not like we don't love 
renewables, we are supportive literally of any low carbon tool we can get 
our hands on. But it's basically an attempt to help round out that tool belt, 
and so a lot of the way that we do that is through partnering with other 
organizations, like across the political spectrum, across the technology 
spectrum, and working together in the policy space, especially with this 
administration. You know, it used to be like all the different technologies 
were fighting in the budget space in DC for their piece of the pie, or to get a 
bigger piece of the pie, but when this administration came in and they 
released their first budget for fiscal year '17, there were dramatic cuts 
across the board for everybody. For renewables, for carbon capture, for 
nuclear, so we're looking at 70% cuts.  

Suzy Baker: And we actually reached out to a bunch of our different allies at that point 
and said, "Hey, we need to be working together, because if we go to battle 
with each other while we're also facing these types of cuts, no one's gonna 
win." So we've been working with a bunch of friends and allies for a few 
years to engage Congress and make sure that the Department of Energy, 
sort of energy innovation budgets continue to grow, which thankfully they 
have, because we have a robust coalition of folks who care about these 
things in Congress. But, yeah, for a while we were like the nuclear group, or 
the nuclear and carbon capture group, but I think that, that shift has really 
helped us engage in a much more holistic way, where it's of course, we care 
about those issues and still work on those issues, but we also just firmly 
believe that we have to do everything we can to respond to climate change. 

Suzy Baker: We have to deploy the tools that we have, we have to innovate better tools 
across the board, and we have to do it in a collaborative, cooperative way. 
So, yeah, I think that's kind of our position at this point, and going into 



midterms and of course a Presidential election just a few years out, right 
now we're really thinking about how to frame and message that for 
political candidates and folks who are gonna be running on these issues is 
just a short time, or entering into Congress in just a short time and 
working on these issues. So we want folks to not fall prey to thinking they 
have to choose one thing in their energy policy.  

Alex Trembath: Yeah, another thing that you and I have talked a little bit about, and that 
you know far more about is this connection between civilian nuclear 
energy and nuclear security. So, I wanted to ask you about that, because I 
know that it's a new and recent interest of yours and I've really enjoyed 
hearing your perspective on it, so what is the space around nuclear 
security that we should be paying attention to, and what's your take on it? 

Suzy Baker: Yeah, so this is a funny project for me because it's a much more technical 
area than I'm usually hanging out in, but it's actually a communications 
problem, so I think I realized this actually maybe back in 2012-ish, 2013 
timeframe. That there was this weird rift between the nuclear security 
people and the nuclear energy people. And there's sort of this watchdog 
relationship, where there could be a more collaborative spirit. So, with 
advanced reactors in particular, there's all this know-how from the past 60 
years, about how to integrate safeguards and security and all those things 
into the actual reactor design.  

Suzy Baker: So, I had connected with Laurel Holgate, who is the former US Ambassador 
to the IAEA, and she was on the NSC for Obama for many years, and she's 
just a wealth of knowledge and an incredible person and mentor. And she 
was on the same page. We had both come to this realization separately, and 
when we got together and realized we both wanted to try to tackle this, it 
started moving really quickly. We found out there was just a ton of interest, 
that the developers were like, "Yeah, of course I want my machine to be as 
absolutely secure as possible, and I would love to get some advice from 
some security experts on how to do that." And we realized that there needs 
to be some clarification of the rules, so there's some collaboration and 
some policy work that remains to be done. But we think that there's just a 
lot of potential to make ever more secure reactors, that have an eye 
towards export, that the folks in the security community can feel really 
good about exporting. Because they've been involved from the beginning 
and designing them to be secure.  



Suzy Baker: So, that's sort of the vision, and very much in the spirit of all of our other 
work. It's like, we don't think that one thing is gonna solve all the 
problems. We don't even think one advanced reactor is gonna solve all the 
problems. It's, we need all the tools, but we need them to be secure. We don't 
wanna just accidentally create a bunch of new risks for people. If we're 
talking about all these communities across the world that we wanna 
empower and enable, and help them get these really brilliant energy 
systems, it's just also important to help think through the risk 
management piece of that as well.  

Alex Trembath: So, we've talked a lot about progress in the nuclear space in this 
conversation. I wanted to close by asking you, in particular, where you see 
really exciting progress in the world?  

Suzy Baker: So, I think a thread of, a couple of the stories that I've shared with you, 
really center on the power of partnerships, and just really how much you 
can achieve when you work with others. When you let your guard down, 
when you let your ego down, and learn from each other, and find ways to 
cooperate. And sort of despite some of the challenging conditions in the 
policy space in Washington, DC right now, we've still made tremendous 
progress, enormous progress by any standard. So, I think that's a really 
exciting, and positive, and optimistic I hope point of view about what is 
possible, and especially through thoughtful partnerships.  

Alex Trembath: I agree with you, and will look forward to partnering with you, Suzy, on 
probably many projects in the future. Suzy, thanks for joining us.  

Suzy Baker: Thanks, Alex. 

Alex Trembath: Thanks for tuning into Breakthrough Dialogues. If you like our show, tell 
your friends, rate us on iTunes, and subscribe on whatever platform you 
get your podcast. I want to again thank, Suzy, my guest, and our producers, 
Alyssa Codamon and Tali Perelman. Until next time, I'm Alex Trembath. 
Thanks for tuning in.   

 


