
sealing date and now. This means I can verify that all 
the material declared to the IAEA is here.”

Inspector Jeong also downloads images from a sur-
veillance camera overlooking the hall. Until today, 
all movements in the hall have been monitored by 
camera 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

Neither the operator of the facility, nor any third party 
knows the frequency with which the IAEA camera 
records images. This makes it impossible for anyone 
to move, replace, or touch any material or machin-
ery without the IAEA noticing it. Now that the IAEA 
can verify that the load in the SKODA containers was 
indeed the one overseen throughout the past few 
months, the containers can be sent away.

Loading the Convoys
A truck convoy starts to line up. The first driver 
reverses his container truck into the storage hall. A 
crane lifts the first SKODA cask and carefully places 
it inside the ISO container. Radiation levels are meas-
ured again—everything is normal. Each truck carry-
ing two SKODA casks will weigh 28 tonnes.

The first truck leaves the storage hall to park and wait 
for the next seven trucks. Dozens of police officers 
guard the trucks. Earlier, their search dogs checked 
the trucks against explosives.

The work continues through the night. After the 
final truck leaves the hall, Inspector Jeong climbs the 
scaffolding to remove the IAEA surveillance cam-
era. “Since the fuel has left the storage facility and 
there is no other nuclear material left here, there is 
no need for us to continue surveillance in this hall,” 
he explains.

After the final radiation control on the surface of the 
ISO containers, the convoy hits the road at noon. 
Due to tight security measures, very few people 
know its route and schedule.

The Long Train Ride Home
At a local station outside Prague a train from the 
pages of Cold War history awaits the nuclear cargo. 
In its passenger car Czechoslovak leader Alexander 
Dubcek travelled in 1968, at the height of the so-
called ‘Prague Spring’, to meet Soviet leaders 
Leonid Brezhnev and Alexei Kosygin on the USSR-
Czechoslovak border. This time, the car will carry the 
security officers who accompany the train to Russia.

It’s dark, the rain has eased and the loading of all 
the eight shipping containers onto the train has just 
ended. Igor Bolshinsky says he slept only three hours 
in the last three days. He oversees the repatriation 
mission on behalf of the National Nuclear Security 
Administration of the US Department of Energy and 
has been involved in this project since its inception, 
almost four years ago.

“We don’t want high-enriched uranium to get into 
the hands of the wrong people,” he says. “That is 
why we are removing this material from all over the 
world. It ś a part of the non-proliferation commit-
ment by the United States, the Russian Federation 
and the IAEA.”

At 20:52, almost 24 hours after the action started, 
the train slowly starts rolling eastwards. Momentary 
euphoria, a sigh of relief. Mr. Bartak is happy. Is the 
Czech Republic safer now that this spent fuel is 
gone? “Not only the Czech Republic,” he says, “but 
probably the whole world.”

The final relief came when the cargo arrived safe 
and sound on 8 December at Mayak, after passing 
through Slovakia, the Ukraine and the European 
part of Russia.			                       

Ayhan Evrensel is Press and Public Information Officer 
at the IAEA. Email: A.Evrensel@iaea.org

More than half of all the 245 operational research reactors worldwide are still 
fuelled with high-enriched uranium (HEU). This is considered a high-risk 

material since it can also be used in the making of a nuclear explosive device. 
In conjunction with the US Global Threat Reduction Initiative programme, the 
IAEA works with its Member States both to return the fresh or spent fuel to the 
countries of origin and to convert their research reactors to low-enriched ura-
nium (LEU) fuel, which does not pose a proliferation risk. The final goal of these 
‘take-back’ efforts is to reduce and eventually eliminate HEU from international 
commerce.

The IAEA has so far facilitated similar shipments from Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria, 
Libya, Uzbekistan, Czech Republic, Latvia, Poland and Vietnam. This is being 
done through an IAEA Technical Cooperation project that runs with extra-budg-
etary funding from the US Department of Energy ś National Nuclear Security 
Administration.

The latest shipment from the Czech Republic was the fifth spent HEU fuel ship-
ment and altogether the eighteenth take-back mission of both spent and fresh 
HEU fuel. It brought the total amount of repatriated spent fuel to 590 kg.
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