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COMMISSIONING OF MOCHOVCE I - IMPORTANT ACIREVEMENT OF THE
WORLD'S NUCLEAR INDUSTRY

Robert Holy Rastislav Petrech, Slovenske elektrarne, a. s., Slovakia

The nuclear power industry has been recently perceived by the general public as a
specific industrial branch stretching its activities far beyond the conventional industrial
standard. Similarly, the stage of testing and commissioning of a nuclear power plant is
perceived as a specific stage in the plant life-cycle. This is a complicated process not only in
technical terms, but in the context of nowadays, it is also one of the key periods in terms of
public relations and public acceptance. The stage of comn-fissioning unit I of Mochovce
Nuclear Power Plant evoked a real communication media war between defenders and
opponents of the nuclear industry started early in 1998 in Slovakia, as well as in other, mostly
neighbouring countries. Professor Wolfgang Kromp of Austrian Institute of Risk Analysis,
picked up by the Austrian Government as a nuclear expert, and driven by anti-nuclear forces
of green organisations on one hand, and the Director General of Slovenske elektrarne backed
up by a strong scientific and technical background of the Slovak as well as top international
experts on the other hand, were the amirals in the war. It should be noted, however, that the
Mochovce plant has never been a technical problem as confirmed a number of international
regulatory missions and audits, even though its construction was stopped in early 90's. The
result of the war was more or less clear to a thinking human being - a compromise could have
been the only result. The compromise which is in fact a victory of the side of technical
development, and loss of those lobbying for a nuclear-reactor-free central Europe.

This article brings a review of events that accompanied commissioning activities of
Mochovce NPP unit I which were important in terms of public relations.

One of the basic tasks of our company, Slovenske elektrame, is to maintain a
permanently good relations between the Operator of a nuclear facilities and the public. We
want to be an acceptable and trustworthy partner in communication. Our information and
communication policy was based on the three major principles: openness, frankness and
transparency. The prime role of the commissioning information and media campaign was to
inform the broad public about the need of completing the plant for the national economy and
energy independence of Slovakia, as well as informing about important milestones of
commissioning. A few years ago a Journalist Club has been established at the utility's
headquarters where journalists from the largest national dailies regularly receive first-handed
and qualified iformation on the company as well as its achievements in the energy sector
from the company's top management. So we used those journalists to propagate our ideas.
Indeed, the period of spring and summer 1998 was in sign of enormous interest of news media
about the unit I commissioning, as well as related national and international political debates.

The green NGO's, however, were not sleeping meanwhile. They also timed their anti-
nuclear campaign very well, but the preparation was rather bad since it resulted in quite a
negative response in Slovakia. But not in Austria. The campaign was officially launched in
February when the Austrian Global 2000 demanded that candidate countries for entrance to
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the European Union would give up their nuclear programme and requested the Austrian
Government to strengthen the declaration with a threat of a veto power in the voting.

In April 1998 Greenpeace organised a 120 km walking tour from Mochovce to
Bratislava on the occasion of the 12th anniversary of the Chernobyl accident, and on the day of
the first fuel assembly loading in Mochovce reactor I a group of 6 Greenpeace activists,
bound with chains to each other, blocked the main site entrance. After a police force action
they realised this was no way of stopping the commissioning activities and the anti-nucs put
all their efforts in making noise through media. The last "physical" action by the "greens" was
a conquest of the Slovak Embassy in Vienna that was a diplomatic scandal. Therefore there is
still a question: how far is their cheek and stupidity reaching?

Mochovce plant was one of the few issues which the polarised Slovak political scene
had the same opinion of, despite a contemporary political problems. Based on the Austrian
Government's request a decision was taken by the Slovak Government to allow an
international team of experts under Austrian leadership to make a review of Mochovce NPP
prior to start of the operations. The task of the team called Walkdown 1 was to inform the
Austrian public and Government about actual status of safety measures implementation. The
visit was to be conducted at the beginning of May. However, the first fuel loading was
scheduled on April 27. And this was the prime issue in bilateral discussions between the
Slovak Prime Minister, Vladimir Meciar, and the Austrial Chancellor, Viktor Klima. Klima
requested the initial fuel loading be postponed until the review is completed. After a more
than one-hour phone call with the Director General of SE, Meciar promised that the fuel
loading would not be stopped, but it would not be activated until the visit is finished.

The Walkdown II itself was conducted under a chaotic leadership by prof Kromp, but in
a good friendly atmosphere aong the experts. The preliminary results were presented at the
final discussion of the international experts with the utilitiy's top management. Fortunately, it
was video-recorded. The statements were very positive and Komp was trying to warn "his"
experts that the statements should not be so positive because these are not the final results.
But also Kromp himself expressed surprise about how much we did for the safety since his
last Walkdown I visit. He admitted that he could not say the same in Austria. His opinions on
Slovak plants always change at the Slovak-Austrian border-line.

Since the team expert's judgements were favourable for the plant it was necessary for
the Austrians to search for a disguise to make the comi-nissioning progress delayed. And
suddenly Mr Meyer found out a problem with our reactor pressure vessel welds. He used to
work in the former East-Germany VVER plant Greifswald, however, since 10 years ago he
has been working in the information technology industry. What an expert! And the media war
between Kromp and SE had been launched. At this time we needed the support by the third
parties very much. Very important were not only statements of our international contractors -
Siemens and Framatome - about their opinion on the plant safety, but also statements of
independent institutions, such as our regulatory authority, IAEA, and ENS. Our company was
open to a reasonable dialogue and it was necessary to resolve the conflict of the two
neighbouring countries. Being aware of their truths and possible consequences both the parties
turned to the IAEA to resolve the issue. The Agency were a little bit reserved at first for they
didn't want to be an arbiter in this contention; but finally agreed to mediate the discussions
and to provide their scientific and technical background for the discussions.
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In planning activities in support of the unit I commissioning we did not forget activities
of an international character. The track of the third MaxiMarathon, regularly organised by the
WONUC, was intentionally selected in 1998 to provide support of the central Europe N-
plants. The 450 km long relay-race track started in Budapest, passed through Slovakia,
Czech's Dukovany NPP and ended up at the Vienna's IAEA. The representatives of nuclear
workers from all over the world submitted their message to the IAEA's General Director and
signed a petition of Mr Maisseu to the Austrian Chancellor Viktor Klima in support of
Mochovce I commissioning I would like to give many thanks to all those who expressed their
support to our plant at this time.

This story ends up with phasing the unit I in to the grid, reaching full power and the
IAEA experts' statement that the pressure vessel meets all designed and international
standards. The Austrians lost the war, as commented Austrian news media. The operation
licence for the unit I was granted in October 1998. In the end I'd just like to point out, and I
hope you agree with me, that non-commissioning of this plant would be probably a crucial
precedent for the world nuclear power industry and it would be much more difficult in the
future to put new nuclear plants in operation, hence worsening the major plans of the mankind
to reduce or stop global warming and related environmental problems.
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