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Abstract

The case is made in this paper that a regulatory framework with regard to radioactive
materials is a key aspect in moving El Salvador, and by the same token other Third World
countries, to the goal of sustainability. Sustainable development is discussed, along with
issues in relation to radioactive materials, the process and connections.

1. INTRODUCTION

In fewer than three centuries, humanity has managed to contaminate the entire global
environment - the fouling of the nests, so to speak, has accelerated during the 20th century.
This coupled with the virtually unrestricted resource consumption, global warming and the
population explosion has brought us to a rather serious situation - potential extinction.
Reputable environmentalists are now suggesting that modern society has all the characteristics
of a cancer, the principal one being that, in the end, it destroys itself by killing the host. That
may sound overly dramatic, but it does give us as pause.

Many countries of underdeveloped world - El Salvador among them - have been very
active in recent years in promoting the voluntary use of mechanisms of control on the use of
radioactive materials. The Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources of El Salvador
(MARN) is in the process of developing a framework for the establishment a national policy
in relation to this matter; so in the near future, it will be a key component of the country's
environmental management.

Within these considerations, I would like to make the case that a regulatory framework
with regard to radioactive materials is a key aspect in moving El Salvador, and by the same
token other Third World countries, to this goal called sustainability. It will seem logical that I
start by describing sustainable development, and then I will look at the issues in relation to
radioactive materials, and in the process, look at the connections.

2. WHAT IS SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT?

The general discussion of the question of sustainability was triggered by the report of
the World Commission on Environment and Development which was published in 1987. This
report drew urgent attention to the dangers threatening all the countries of the world if they
continue to base their development on practices which are neither ecologically, nor socially o
even economically sustainable.
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In the 80s and 90s the concepts of sustainability and sustainable development have
found their way increasingly into all discussions concerning the present and future
exploitation of our resources, economic development in general, and many other topics. It
should be noted, however, that the definitions of these concepts are not always unambiguous
and, indeed, were or still are sometimes highly contradictory.

By itself, the world sustainability does not mean very much or its meaning is very
vague and uncertain. Sustainability is therefore defined in very different ways, depending on
the origin, point of view, etc. of the person using the word. The concept begins to take shape,
and what it means becomes clearer, only when it is used in connection with an object or
something concrete. Before trying to come grips with the concept of sustainability or
attempting to draw operational conclusions from it, the first thing to do, so it would seem, is
to establish in what area or for what object sustainability is to be achieved. Recently,
therefore, the concept has to come to be used increasingly in conjunction with a specific
object, e.g. sustainable resource use, sustainable agriculture, sustainable policies, etc.

hi his critical analysis of the phrase sustainable development Lele (1991) states that it
is necessary to distinguish between a literal, an ecological and a social explanation of the
concept 'sustainability'.

As used by the ecological movement, the concept sustainability means the 'existence
of the ecological conditions necessary to support human life at a specified level of well being
through future generations'. According to Lele what is being talking about here is 'economic
sustainability' which in the view even of many social scientists also comprises to social
aspects. In contrast, Barbier (1987) defines 'social sustainability' as ' the ability to maintain
desired social values, traditions, institutions, cultures, or other social characteristics'.

These discussions of the concept of 'sustainability' may very well be scientific
justified, but the various practical problems are usually too complex to be assigned to this or
that category. In fact, the various categories to some extent mutually influence one another.
For example, in the long or the short run the lack of sustainability in the ecological sector will
have a negative effect on social sustainability, and vice versa. As long as one is aware of this
fact, it is perfectly possible to follow the definition contained in the World Food Programme
(1991) or comparable definitions, namely: 'To allow for future generations requires that we
preserve our remaining resources and that we heal or rehabilitate resources that have been
treated carelessly in the past. To do these things systematically is to follow a path of
environmentally sustainable development'.

The FAO (1992), By proposing a wider definition, attempted to give the concept
'sustainability' a realistic operational character defining it as ' The management and
conservation of the natural resource base and the orientation of technological change to ensure
that attainment and continued satisfaction of human needs - food, water, shelter, clothing and
fuel - for present and future generations. Such sustainable development, including agriculture,
forestry and fisheries, conserves generic resources, land and water resources, is
environmentally non-degrading, is technically appropriate, is economically viable and socially
acceptable.'
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On the other hand, the Brundtland Report gives a very simple definition of sustainable
development 'meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs'. This goal which few would quarrel. But then, by itself,
it does not help much either, because, for the Brundtland Report, the concept had a much
larger significance. Within their broad and comprehensive view of the world, its members saw
as never before a wide range of interlocked and disastrous global trends in population, food
security, ecosystem degradation energy consumption, industrial pollution, urban
overcrowding, the green house effect, the ozone layer depletion, and more. When considered
together, these trends showed the Commission that the world is on a course that cannot be
sustained - certainly not indefinitely, and in some cases not even much longer.

The Commission members believed that the wasteful exploitation and consumption in
wealthy countries and the poverty scarcity in poorer ones were no longer sustainable. Indeed,
both pose real and significant threats to global security. Whatever may have been the
relationship between development and environment in the past, the Commission decided from
now on that environmental conservation and protection is an would continue to be critically
dependent on continued economic development. In fact sustainability has two sides: economic
and environmental. Sustainable development occupies the common ground that human beings
can afford and the environment can accept. The concept implies that such ground exists and
must be pursued.

3. SUSTAINABILITY AND RADIOACTIVE WASTE

When we considered the set of problems associated with sustainability on the one hand
and radioactive waste on the other, the question arises as to whether both are compatible.
According to many analysts and scientists, even if totally safe nuclear plants could be
constructed, disposal of the leftover radioactive waste would still be a major problem. Up
until early 1990s, most radioactive waste was dumped into the ocean. It is estimated that
90,000 metric tons of radioactive waste already lie on the ocean floor.

Since the early 1980s, alternative methods of disposal have suggested, studied, and
tested, but none are in full operation. In fact, some countries have tried to use the soil of Third
World countries as disposal places in clear violation to international agreements. It is well
documented that the main producers of radioactive waste are the advanced countries. For
instance, radioactive can be divided into high-level waste, which includes spent fuel rods,
from nuclear power plants and old nuclear weapons, and low- level waste, which includes any
other radioactive materials from nuclear plants such as the coolant, and from medical facilities
that routinely use radiation for treatment and diagnostics.

Tons of high-level radioactive waste, including 21,000 metric tons of spent fuel rods,
are stored in temporary facilities awaiting a final destination. Probably, this is the main
problem that countries with this kind of industry have to face. Here, one of the easy
alternatives contemplated by several industrial countries has been to offer financial aid to poor
countries and receive in exchange the use of permanent disposal places for radioactive waste.
This represent a serious threat for Third World countries.

In the final analysis, the problem of radioactive materials and sustainability always has
to be viewed in conjunction the institutions that are responsible for protecting the
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environment. This is because it is impossible to guarantee the sustainability of any society if
no institution exists to ensure the compliance with the environmental laws. We have to
remember that modern regulations are structured to prevent problems as opposed to simply
setting out penalties.

There is a belief that the new millennium will be a 'litmus test'- a make it or break it
time for society. We are at a crossroads and it is imperative that we begin to resolve some of
the environmental issues which threaten our planet.

Environmental stewardship has arrived and is here to stay. We are turning to
environmental laws and policies as key element of environmental management (Ireland and
Perla-Alfaro 1999). Regard it in the important context of pollution prevention - an essential
ingredient of sustainable development.

4. CONCLUSION

Unequivocally, a driving force behind the regulations with regard to radioactive waste
is the desire of the governments to protect the welfare of the inhabitants and to identify risks
to the environment. In a situation such as we find ourselves in the Third World, and
particularly in El Salvador, the regulatory framework is a critical tool. It enables us to
establish priorities and promptly implement corrective actions to ensure the protection of our
environment. Soon, the country will be expanding the scope of environmental regulation to
include radioactive products and processes and procurement patterns as we seek discipline on
the path to sustainable development. The bottom line is this: sustainable development is the
context. Environmental regulation is the tool.
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