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It was my privilege to participate as a representative of my country in the Stockholm

Conference on the Human Environment twenty years ago and to take an active part in the

drafting of the Stockholm Declaration. Nuclear energy was not much in focus at that time,

but we learned much about the damage inflicted upon forests, lakes and cities by acid rain

linked to the burning of fossil fuels. This damage continues. Today, despite greatly

increased awareness, the problems have become even more menacing. Energy generation's

share of responsibility, notwithstanding the increasing use of pollution abatement equipment,

is very substantial. Its impacts have escalated from local to regional level and now pose a

threat to the entire planet.

Addressing today this second global conference on the human environment as the

representative of the International Atomic Energy Agency, it is appropriate for me to begin

by noting that the past twenty years have brought a tremendous increase in the uses of

various nuclear techniques. At the same time, opposition has grown to some of these

applications, especially that of nuclear power.
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In the minds of many people the very words "nuclear energy" connote devastation and

contamination from nuclear weapons, or from a large accident, or from careless handling of

radioactive waste. It is understandable that many who react strongly against the pollution

of land and lakes, rivers and atmosphere will look critically at any risks of radioactive

contamination. Such critical scrutiny can be valuable. The various applications of nuclear

energy must be used responsibly and with full respect for the specific problems they can

create. However, they must also be looked at with a keen eye for the tremendous potential

which they offer to help achieve sustainable development.

In the field of medicine, for instance, radiation remains a principal means of treating

cancer. Radiation is also used to induce mutations in seeds and to obtain new crop strains

that have useful characteristics, such as resistance to pests and disease. Radioisotopes are

used in the vital exploration of water resources, in the tracing of marine pollution and in the

identification of pesticide and other chemical residues. They have been used extensively in

a large project for which the IAEA has assisted the Government of Brazil to map ecological

consequences of changing land use in the Amazon region.

In a brochure prepared by the IAEA for this Conference some of the uses of nuclear

energy which are of direct relevance to Agenda 21 are described. The IAEA is deeply and

very actively engaged in the transfer to developing countries of radioisotope and nuclear

techniques to assist in resolving problems as diverse as marine pollution - e.g. in the Persian

Gulf - desertification, soil erosion, water resources and sewage treatment. Our laboratories

in Monaco and in Seibersdorf near Vienna already provide services and training for

environmental investigations which could be expanded, if funds were available.



Let me now focus on the use of nuclear power and some of the problems and

possibilities it brings for sustainable development.

The nuclear catastrophe at Chernobyl in 1986, the Three Mile Island accident in 1979

though largely devoid of any radioactive releases and many minor incidents have certainly

brought negative consequences. But they have also prompted a large number of measures

to strengthen nuclear safety further and to promote the gradual emergence of an

"international nuclear safety regime" for all countries - be they industrialized, in transition,

or developing.

Let me mention a few of these measures. Right now efforts are being made within

the IAEA to draft a nuclear safety convention. It will not change the basic principle that

national authorities are responsible for nuclear safety, but is expected to lay down safety-

related rules which are mandatory. Much work is going into the construction of new

generations of nuclear power plants which will be simpler to operate and have greater

degrees of passive safety. Of further and of immediate importance are the efforts to

strengthen the safety of the some 430 nuclear power plants which are now in operation.

Special efforts are under way to improve the safety of nuclear power in the former Soviet

Union and in Eastern Europe.

The question of safe and environmentally sound management of radioactive wastes

is treated in Agenda 21, and I welcome the proposals made. It is clear that any human

generation producing toxic and hazardous wastes has a responsibility to manage and dispose
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of this waste in such a manner that it does not harm future generations. A growing body of

international regulations and safety standards now deal with nuclear waste, one of the latest

being the IAEA Code of Practice on the International Transboundary Movement of

Radioactive Waste adopted in 1990. Nuclear scientists and experts are confident about the

technical feasibility of managing and disposing of radioactive waste and decommissioning

nuclear reactors in ways that are permanently safe. The costs are by no means prohibitive.

The problems that have arisen in some countries are mainly related to improper and

inadequate procedures for handling of waste from the military sector. These problems must

be addressed.

Let me conclude with some reflections on the possibilities offered by the use of

nuclear power. There is a levelling off at present in the share of electricity generated by

nuclear power. The potential for growth, however, is considerable. Uranium resources pose

no constraints to a much greater reliance on nuclear power and there is ample capacity to

build more nuclear power plants. There is a growing awareness that this potential must be

utilized - not least for environmental reasons.

There is little if any doubt that demand for energy, and in particular electricity, will

increase considerably in the decades to come, as a result of population increases and efforts

to raise living standards. Three-quarters of the world's population today uses less than one-

third of commercial primary energy. Faced with growing energy needs the world - and

especially those countries with a full range of technology options available - will have

to assess carefully what mix of energy sources is compatible with sustainable development
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and how best to use energy. Today fossil fuels make up about 90% of the world's

commercial energy, and this heavy use is at the root of some of the most serious

environmental problems which we face. It is increasingly recognized that even vigorous

energy conservation and greater reliance on solar and other renewable sources of energy will

not suffice - by far - to reduce or even stabilize CC^ emissions significantly over the next few

decades. If, as seems certain, we shall use much more electricity, nuclear power, as a non-

CO2-producing source, can have an important role to play in combatting climate change and

also other energy-related problems such as urban air pollution and acid deposition.

A greater use of nuclear power, alone, cannot provide a solution to restraint in

emissions, but it is becoming increasingly evident that expanded use of nuclear power must

form a significant part of our attempt to meet growing energy needs in a safe and

environmentally sustainable way.


