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January 16, 1998, is a milestone in the nuclear waste management in Belgium. On that day, the
Belgian government effectively opted for a definitive or potentially definitive solution for the Iona
term management of low-level, short-lived radioactive waste. The government also wanted this
solution to be implemented in a progressive, flexible, and reversible manner. it was thereby
definitively abandoning the prolonged interim storage option, in favour of either surface disposal or
deep geological disposal.

At the same time, the government entrusted new issions to ONDRAFINIRAS, aimed at enabling it to
make, around 2001-2002, the necessary technical and economic choice between surface disposal and
deep geological disposal. ONDRAFNIRAS had to develop, in particular, methods, including the
management and dialogue strictures, necessary to integrate a repository project at the local level.
Furthermore, it had to restrict from then on its investigations to the four already existing nuclear zones
in Belgium namely those of Doel, Fleurus, Mol-Dessel, and Tihange, and to the local towns or
villages having shown an interest in a preliminary field study.

Early in 1998, ONDRAFNIRAS set up a new work programme and developed an entirely new work
methodology. As we understood that the best way to take involved into account the interests of all
parties, is to involve them in the decision making on the project, we developed the idea of the local
partnerships. Any party that could be directly affected by a collective decision, must have a say in it.
Another innovative aspect of this new methodology is that of integration: an integration at the local
level which is meant to enable the development of draft repository projects creating new perspectives
for the regions concerned.

Extending over four to five years, ONDRAF/NmAs's new work programme assumes the active
participation of all the interested local representatives. 'Me following procedure was adopted:

Step 1. Localities with nuclear activities or that show an interest in the project, are screened to
ascertain that the building of a safe repository is technically feasible.

Step 2 In the localities that pass this entrance exam, a local partnership is established with the
mandate to work out, over a period of two years, the plans for the local project. The integrated
project should fit into the development perspectives of the region, should reflect local needs
and aspirations, and should secure optimum safety. To ensure that such is the case, the
partnership involves local authorities, representatives of local econornic and sociocultural
agents and an ONDRAF/NIRAS representative.

Step 4 The projects elaborated by the different partnerships are submitted to panels of experts who
comment on the technical, economical, sociocultural and ecological merits of the proposals.

Step 5. The national authority makes the final choice.
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Presently, one partnership has been formed with the municipality of Dessel and two others are being
formed. In each of the municipalities involved, a university research team of the Universitaire
Instelling Antwerpen (UIA) and of the Fondation Universitaire Luxembourgeoise (UL) conducts
interviews to map the local social and economic structure. This will lead to a proposal on how the
partnership should be constituted and on who could be asked to participate in the different working
groups that will do the bulk of the work.

The local partnerships are representative

The local partnerships proposed by ONDRAFNIRAS bring together representatives from all the
interested local representatives and ONDRAF/NIRAS. Except for the latter, which is an obligatory
partner because of its legal mission and because it will take the final responsibility for the repository
studies, potential partners have to be domiciled in the town(s) or village(s) concerned.

Local representatives are first of all the local councils, whether of an isolated town or village, or of an
association of two or more towns or villages. Other potential partners are local associations with an
ecological, professional, or sociocultural character prepared to commit themselves to studying and
developing a robust draft project and, as regards the existing nuclear zones, the nuclear operators.
Groups or individuals who do not belong to the circle of local representatives have the possibility to
contribute as associated members, and the local representatives, who are not partners, are able to
contribute through the working groups.

Local partnerships, even though they might assume distinct legal forins because of differing local
sensitivities, ideally have comparable structures. hey total four levels, the precise designation of
which will be determined by the partnership's legal form, and their functioning is entirely financed by
ONDRAF/NIRAS, though within certain budgetary limits.

The general assembly, gathering all the partners, represents and legitimizes the partnership.

The management committee, the members of which are appointed by the general assembly,
gathers representatives of the various partners.

The project co-ordination, which gathers two people appointed by the management committee,
manages and co-ordinates the partnership's activities on a day-to-day basis.

Finally, the working groups are the real activists of the partnership. They work out the project
proposal in concrete terms, propose and discuss the possible options among themselves, weigh up
the pros and cons, and collect expert opinion. It is at their level that non-partners are able to
contribute if they want to.

The local partnerships are responsible for their projects

Given much freedom, the local partnerships serve as reflection and negotiation forams and encourage
dialogue at the local level. They propose ideas and develop the corresponding draft projects. They are
furthermore responsible for ensuring that the developed repository studies are integrated in global
draft projects, which will have to be supported by a wide social consensus and will have to benefit the
town or village concerned.

Prior to starting conceiving its draft project(s) for integrated disposal, each partnership will gather all
the information necessary for a detailed evaluation of the town or village it represents and of its
potential disposal site(s). It will do so with the help of the accompanying teams of the UIA, the FUL,
and ONDRAF/NIRAS. It will then carry out an in-depth study of the technical, socioeconomic,
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environmental, and cultural data thus gathered, before working out one or possibly several draft
projects of integrated repository.

The partners will then negotiate among themselves the various draft projects proposed. They will only
proceed with a project and develop it up to the model stage if it complies with two conditions: to be
considered safe by ONDRAFNIRAS and to be seen as a strong enough socioeconomic asset in the
opinion of the other partners. If one of these two conditions is not met, the case will be closed. The
partnership will also work out financial estimates and will draw up recommendations for the
realization and the exploitation of its draft project(s). (If, because of their geology, certain towns or
villages appear suitable for hosting both a surface and a deep repository, the partnership will indeed
be entitled to develop two draft projects of integrated repository instead of one.) ONDRAF/NmAS will

of course be responsible for the technical aspects of the draft projects and will ensure their safety,

thus fulfilling its double role of partner and expert.

The partnership as a whole, and not just ONDRAFNIRAS, will decide on the priorities and take the

decisions throughout the project. It will organize the dialogue and communication between partners

and will be responsible for keeping the local population informed at all stages of its work, thereby

reinforcing the consensus around it.

At the end of the process, each partnership will have developed one, or possibly two, draft projects for

integrated disposal, together with their respective methods of implementation. After being evaluated

by independent experts in terms of safety, socioeconomic added value, and cost, they will have to be
approved by the local councils concerned. They will then be submitted to the government, together

with the corresponding advice, to enable it to decide, around 2001-2002, which one(s) it wants to

develop further.

Conclusions

Because it has understood that any party that could be directly affected by a collective decision must

have a say in it, ONDRAFNIRAS has accepted the need to question its past methodology. By proposing

a work methodology based on local partnerships to come to a safe and acceptable solution for the

long-term management of low-level, short-lived radioactive waste, more room is created to get local

participants beyond the stage of boundless suspicion of anything that is 'nuclear'. The disposal

project becomes an integrated development project with local interests at stake, rather than an
externally imposed project.

ONDRAFNIRAS now relies on the voluntary participation of the interested local communities. It wants

them to be activists and not simply spectators, and will encourage them to be dynamic and innovative.

In accordance with its legal mission, it will be responsible for the viability and the safety of the draft
projects proposed and will provide its partners with the necessary financial means and technical

support to develop their respective proposals. his approach should, or so it is hoped, enable the

Belgian government to select, around 2001-2002, the draft project(s) of integrated repository that it

wants to proceeed with. ONDRAFNIRAS will of course take the final responsibility for the safety of the

concept, but the concept's added value and integration at the local level, will be the result of the

contributions and efforts of everyone involved.

By proposing this new work methodology ONDRAFNIRAS acknowledges the possibility of a failure. It

does indeed take the risk of ending up, in 2001-2002, without any viable draft project. Should the
case arise, the Belgian government will have to decide on how to proceed further.
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