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The Politics of Nuclear Safety Regulation 
 
1. Background 
 
It is a particular pleasure for me to be taking part in this conference. In March 1999 I was able to 
visit the nuclear power plant at Kozloduy. I was the first member of the European Parliament to 
do so.  There have been others since, but I was the first. Most of the clamour for the closure of 
the power station comes from politicians and officials who have never been near the site. I say 
this by way of introduction to emphasise that the future of nuclear power has become a religious 
war and that much of the commentary is based on ignorance and prejudice. 
 
I am sure that this conference will take place in a calm and balanced atmosphere and that the 
issues will be addressed seriously in a technical and scientific manner. Electricity generation is at 
the forefront of the determination of Greenpeace to achieve the closure of all power stations that 
produce electricity by nuclear means or from fossil fuels- coal, gas and oil. That is their objective. 
And they have been successful. You will be aware as much as I am that public opinion in a 
number of European Countries has been poisoned against nuclear power. You will also be aware 
that in Sweden, Germany and Belgium the small green parties have influenced the policy of the 
governments to phase out nuclear power. True, the timescales involved and what the baseload 
fuels will be for replacement capacity are by no means clear.  
 
A FOG OF CONFUSION surrounds this question. In general terms the views that are most 
frequently put forward are focused on renewable energy, principally wind power, and reducing 
electricity demand by promoting energy efficiency. The reason why these should be the promoted 
alternatives is that simple arithmetic shows how difficult it will be to achieve the targets for 
global CO2 emission reductions.  (I put to one side the economic and environmental questions 
which are by no means clear cut.) 
 
To be fair I believe that the policy inconsistencies are well recognised by Greenpeace. Because of 
this the next target for their all out assault will be the motor car, which despite increases in 
efficiency, is still the main contributor to increasing CO2 emission.  
 
In this fog of confusion and uncertainty nuclear power has to keep a clear head and concentrate 
on safety, on cost, the handling of spent fuel and the disposal of eventual nuclear waste material.  
 
It is on the safety aspects relating to regulation that this paper will explore.  
 
2. ACCESSION ISSUES 
 
The enlargement of the EU has given a bonus to anti-nuclear forces. Every effort has been and is 
being made to make closure of certain reactors a condition of enlargement. A mixture of political 
and financial blackmail has been employed. As we know it all stems from the calamitous events 
at Chernobyl in April 1986 - an anniversary which carries most stars in the Green political 
calendar. Ever since then almost every reference to a reactor in Eastern Europe has been preceded 
by the phase "Chernobyl type." 
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The roots of the closure decisions in these countries, lie in the conclusions of the 1992 G7 
summit in Munich. At that time it was already clear that the EU would have difficulty accepting a 
plant of the Chernobyl type on its territory. This is understandable, even when all the safety 
improvements made at Ignalina are fully taken into account. However, it was also decided, 
without deep technical knowledge, that the above described reactors operating at Bohunice and 
Kozloduy  also had unsatisfactory safety levels, and were “non upgradable at reasonable costs”, 
even though second generation reactors of the same basic type (VVER 440-213) were operating 
safely for example in Finland. At that time, western judgements were largely guided by public 
concerns following the 1986 Chernobyl accident. It was also thought that many of the countries 
concerned were unable to finance the necessary safety improvements without outside help.   
 
It is interesting to note that the formulation “non upgradable at reasonable costs” appeared later in 
the General Affairs Council Conclusion of December 1998 but oddly disappeared in subsequent 
statements from the Commission, to be replaced simply by “non upgradable”. The original 
description is more in line with Western nuclear operators practices than the later “non 
upgradable” definition. By sticking to the latter definition particularly in the context of VVER 
reactors, the European Commission makes an unnecessary value judgement, which is not 
supported by numerous international expert studies conducted on nuclear safety in the applicant 
countries. Furthermore, when talking about upgrades, the definition of “reasonable cost” needs to 
be defined by those who pay the largest part of the bill, in this case the operators. 
 
In Munich in 1992 the G7 decided to classify certain eastern reactors as incapable of being 
upgraded to Western safety standards for reactors of similar age at reasonable cost. 
 
This is where the politics become messy, and remain so. It is a safety target with which it is 
difficult to argue even though all the reactors were operating, and continue to operate under 
standards set by the IAEA an organisation which has as members all the nuclear power countries 
in the EU. Nuclear safety is a function of design construction, operation (management) and 
regulation. 
 
So far as I am aware no attempt was made to draw up a classification system which would place 
the reactors in an order in which for safety reasons they should be closed. This would surely be 
the logical thing to do. 
 
Instead, the policy has been a curious mixture of upgrading designed to improve safety and 
political pressures during the accession negotiations for agreement on closure dates. The 
upgrading work in turn is financed by a mixture of G7, EU (PHARE) and bilateral activities none 
of which are overseen by the nuclear account section of the EBRD. A priori, it is difficult to feel 
confidence in such a formulation. In fact, most of the cost has been met by the accession 
countries themselves. 
 
Some observations on the policy can be made with certainty: 
 
1. No regards have been paid to the Finnish experience where redesigned VVER reactors have 
functioned without adverse political comment for years. 
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2. It is assumed that safety standards, and by inference the regulatory procedures, in all accession 
countries are below those in all EU nuclear operating countries. 
 
3. If safety is the main consideration, the position regarding reactors in the former Soviet Union 
is not part of the equation. In pure safety terms, it makes little sense to close reactors in the EU or 
accession countries while less safe practices continue outside the area of EU influence. 
 
4. The WENRA report of 1999 says about VVER 440/230 reactors. It emphasises that “all 
VVER-440s have certain inherent safety characteristics that are superior to most modern LWR 
plants” commonly operated in the west. According to WENRA, the principal safety 
characteristics of all VVER-440 plants are the large volume of coolant both in the primary and 
secondary circuits, and small and robust reactor core. These reactors have more than twice as 
much coolant per megawatt than any Western designed NPP. 
 
3. THE DILEMMA OF THE POLITICIAN 
 
The situation is complicated enough for a politician who is a nuclear scientist, and there are a tiny 
number in the European Parliament; I am not one of them. What do the rest of us do? To be 
frank, for the most part we have had to rely on reports from the Commission and information 
from the companies and governments of the particular countries. There has been established and 
accepted channels whereby rational decision-making can be possible. 
 
That is until relatively recently. Two additional factors have come into play. The first is the 
formation of the informal gathering of nuclear regulators in the European Union. This group, 
known as WENRA, has produced valuable reports on the situation in accession countries. Within 
these reports are quite detailed lists of actions and issues that should be carried out in relation not 
only to the plant concerned but also to the role of the national regulator. 
 
The second has been the activity of FORATOM organisation through its Accession Task Force. 
The task force has now made a number of inspections of nuclear plants in the accession countries, 
including Bulgaria, and invited MEPs to take part in its deliberations. Where possible, meetings 
have also been arranged between the MEPs and the national regulator. 
 
The basic approach of Foratom has been to work with its members in all the countries concerned, 
in order to preserve the best possible chances for the future of nuclear energy in Europe. In the 
Candidate Countries this is particularly challenging because of the impending closures. In this 
context, national nuclear fora have been encouraged to work with their governments towards the 
establishment of legal and administrative frameworks typical of those in the existing EU 
countries which have nuclear energy. Lines of communication have been opened up between the 
European Institutions, particularly the Parliament, and the countries concerned. This has spread 
knowledge and awareness of the issues involved, and in order to promote open and reasoned 
debate in Brussels particularly, concerning the development of nuclear technology in the 
candidate countries, and the consequences of closure decisions. 
 
Though the number of MEPs involved has not been large, it has been representative of a number 
of Member States and of the two largest political parties in the European Parliament. Reports 
have been written and circulated. 
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For the politicians there is a further complication in the variety of types of reactor, their different 
ages which introduce design modifications and the variety of fuels used. 
 
I would suggest that there are four broad areas where understanding of the safety issues involved 
needs close attention. 
 
The first is the basic design, its robustness in preventing radiation leaks which could be harmful 
to operators or the public and the operating procedures aimed at maintaining the integrity of the 
plant. Second is the plant management, training and safety culture. 
 
Third is the power of the national regulator to oversee the plant operation in all its facets 
independent of political or commercial pressures. 
 
Forth is the measures taken to deal with spent fuel and radioactive waste material. 
 
These are the four broad areas that I try to assess whenever I visit a nuclear plant. I am the first to 
admit how difficult is the task. I have yet to visit any nuclear power station where the station 
management was not absolutely convinced that they were operating a perfectly safe plant that 
would stand compassion with practices anywhere else in the world. 
 
What the politician desperately needs is a series of yardstick indicators with which practices can 
be compared. To an extent I have used the WENRA reports to fill the role. There is, however, a 
problem. The reports set out recommendations that broadly relate to the status of the power 
stations and to the status of the regulators. This goes some way to provide a checklist, but there is 
no procedure in place which informs of the progress made in carrying out the recommendations 
or, indeed, of the priority order in which they should be tackled. The Atomic Questions Group of 
the European Council is aware of this problem and is seeking to develop suitable criteria. Often I 
find myself asking the question "are the schedules drawn up with generating demands setting the 
pace?"  One hopes not but supposing there are four reactors all requesting a modification, which 
can only be carried out with the sector out of action. Is it expected that the whole station would 
be closed down? It is more likely that the work would be carried out sequentially. 
 
I am only sketching the difficulties but I think I have said enough to show how and why anti-
nuclear publicity can be so effective in questioning the safety of plant operation. There is in place 
an "anti-nuclear" litany but nothing of an alternative view which effectively challenges. 
 
4. The International Dimension. 
 
Within the European Union there is a further complication. Despite the existence of the Euratom 
Treaty, all the legislation of the nuclear industry remains a national competence. Co-operation 
certainly exists and is widely practised, but there are no binding international statutes. This 
weakness the European Commission is now seeking to address in relation to plant safety, 
transport and handling of nuclear materials. Both the pro and anti nuclear sides in the European 
Parliament will welcome these moves, although it is not known the form the draft regulations will 
take or what will be the legal basis within the various treaties. 
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It will however be surprising if these proposals receive a wholehearted welcome from all the 
member states with nuclear power. Regulatory control has hitherto been a closely guarded 
national preserve. There will be fears well justified that the opponents of nuclear power will use 
every device to hinder any possibility that safety will be widely accepted by the public. At the 
same time such attitudes do not sit easily beside the huge number of international inspections and 
reports that have been made at every reactor in the accession countries. The openness with which 
these reviews have been received shows that international co-operation is more than possible and 
has, in fact, been successful, though to be objective it must be admitted that there has been an 
element of blackmail in terms of agreement to accession. The recent report on accession adopted 
by the European Parliament earlier this month calls on the commission to have a more open 
minded approach concerning the closure dates of Kozloduy 3 and 4. 
 
In terms of global safety it would make little sense if standards were agreed that applied solely 
within an enlarged European Union and did not have some coherence with the concepts of the 
IAEA. If an international treaty is felt to be necessary to deal with carbon dioxide emissions 
which are hardly perceived as life threatening then surely the case for minimum international 
standards for nuclear safety must be irrefutable. 
 
5. Technical and Political Regulation 
 
I have tried to set out the case for technical operation controlled by material regulations and for 
comparative standards at international level which will allow politicians a better method to 
understand the priorities for action. 
 
I do so from the standpoint of someone who believes that nuclear power should have a role in 
generating electricity in the future. A role which will have a part to play in supplying electricity 
to the 2 billion people in the world who are not connected to a commercial grid supply; a role that 
will assist a growing demand for power to improve living standards for those in the developing 
world where annual consumption is only a fraction of that in the developed world; a role which 
will assist in reducing carbon dioxide emissions. 
 
However given the complexities of reactor type to which I referred earlier and the political 
arguments which will inevitably take place among Governments and between pro and anti 
nuclear organisations it could be unrealistic to suppose that agreement will come quickly. 
 
This potential impasse opens up a great opportunity and a challenge to the nuclear regulators. It 
would be a mistake to suppose the existing European treaties are sufficient to protect the industry 
and ensure the future. The industry in its broad sense and the nuclear generators and 
manufacturers must work together to secure that future with, of course, the consent of the 
regulators. I see this in four stages. 
 
The first stage is to decide as a matter of policy to go on the offensive to make sure that the 
public understands the contribution nuclear power makes towards meeting our electricity needs, 
that it is safe, that it is competitive, that it contributes to the security of our energy supplies and 
that it does not emit carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. It does not contribute to global warming. 
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The objective is simple; just as nuclear opponents wage a continuous campaign against the 
industry, the industry itself must strive much harder to establish a positive case. 
 
The second stage is to agree standards of operation and safety and not wait for these to be 
imposed by the European Commission or the European Council. Get ahead of the game and at the 
same time ensure that competitiveness is not compromised. There is nothing the opponents of 
nuclear power like more than to impose additional costs to the industry. 
 
The third stage is to develop performance indicators which go beyond statement of electricity 
produced. These could relate to efficiency, health and safety, emissions control and operator 
performance. Along with output figures these could be fed into a web site (where possible in real 
time) which would be a positive answer to those who accuse the industry of being built in 
secrecy. 
 
The fourth stage is to put in place a robust means of handling low and intermediate level waste 
and of spent fuel leading to eventual underground disposal. It can be done; it is being done but 
the industry has allowed a myth to become firmly accepted by many people that nuclear power is 
an "insoluble problem" It is, in fact, the ditch where the greens are making their last stand. See 
this not as a weakness but as a strength. There will be no advantage to the industry to delay. I am 
not a nuclear engineer but I do know, as you know that protection against radioactivity is a 
simple engineering matter - a few feet of water, or of concrete or of leaded glass. 
 
To those who scoff there is a simple answer. We live in a radioactive world. Without 
radioactivity the world would not exist. When there is no radioactivity there will be no life on 
earth. 
 
But all these stages must be underpinned by collaboration with the material regulators, with the 
I.A.E.A. and with an open system of peer review. 
 
Nothing that I have said today is now but the challenge to go on the offensive has never been 
clearer. 
 
The days when the industry could be protected by national security considerations and the 
provisions of the Euratom Treaty are the fast running out. If the industry fails to meet this 
challenge in Europe the nuclear future could be elsewhere.   
 
 
 


