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1. Introduction 
This papers draws a bird’s eye view of what exists today regarding participation in 
decision-making relating to the management of radioactive waste (RW) in Belgium. 
It does not focus on the practicalities of the organisational set up of the participation, 
as this already has been subject of a VALDOR paper in 2001 [1]. The paper 
sketches a general state of affairs, drawing on essential characteristics of the current 
participatory programme and placing it in a broader historical and socio-political 
context.  

2. NIRAS/ONDRAF’s current participatory programme 
The current Belgian programme for stakeholder involvement in radioactive waste 
management (RWM) only dates back a few years. At present participation of the so 
called citizen-stakeholder is only actively sought where the long-term management 
(the finding of a suitable site for a final repository – sic) is concerned of low and 
intermediate-level short-lived waste (LILW). This participatory process took shape 
through the setting up of local partnerships in communities interested in studying the 
possibility of hosting a LILW-repository [1]. 

In 1998 this new site selection approach was launched, based on the principles of: 
(a) voluntarism, (b) local participation in the decision-making through joint project 
development, (c) site specific repository design, and (d) development of an 
integrated repository project. 

The new approach led to the establishment of three local partnerships, uniting local 
councils’ representatives, local civil society and NIRAS/ONDRAF (the Belgian 
agency for RWM) in joint project development: STOLA in the municipality of 
Dessel (Sept 1999), MONA in the municipality of Mol (Feb 2000) and PaLoFF as a 
joint-venture of the municipalities of Fleurus and Farciennes (Feb 2003). All three 
partnerships put forward an integrated project proposal, but only the municipal 
councils of Dessel and Mol accepted the proposal and are now the official candidate 
sites to host a LILW-repository. STOLA meanwhile (April 2005) transformed itself 
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into STORA, adopting like MONA (November 2005) new bylaws allowing for the 
continuation of local participation in the decision-making on LILW at the same time 
demanding a debate on HLW and claiming a role in that.  

2.1. Voluntarism 
The process for siting a LILW-repository was set up as a voluntary one. Potential 
host communities had to declare themselves (by a municipal council’s decision) 
explicitly prepared to study and discuss the possibility of hosting such facility. 
Engagement at this stage did not mean an immediate engagement to actually host 
the facility. This gave the municipalities a de facto right to veto and the opportunity 
to stipulate the conditions for becoming a host community. 
Although NIRAS/ONDRAF was explicitly asked to perform site investigations first 
and foremost in the existing nuclear communities, the principle of voluntarism was 
also extended to these communities. However, as the only municipalities prepared to 
engage themselves in the process were nuclear communities, there is good cause to 
claim there was a certain degree of ‘forced voluntarism’ involved. In this context 
this seems to a large extent unavoidable, as at least part of the waste to be disposed 
of is already stored at one or more locations. Still, not all Belgian nuclear 
communities were willing to engage in the siting process1 and NIRAS/ONDRAF 
abstained from further site investigations there. Furthermore, not all engaged 
communities were actively perceived as ‘nuclear’ by their inhabitants. 
In both Dessel and Mol clearly the main reason to engage in the programme was the 
presence of the temporary storage facility at Belgoprocess, the nuclear companies2

and the nuclear research centre. This justification was given by just about anybody 
interviewed in an exploratory study before setting up the partnerships STOLA and 
MONA. Both could therefore fully be regarded as nuclear communities or ‘nuclear 
oases’, namely communities with a relatively strong3 nuclear industry having an 
important impact on local economy and with a strong self identification related to 
that nuclear character [2]. Moreover the nuclear character of the Mol-Dessel region 
dates back to the 1950’s, since when the presence of the national nuclear research 
centre (today SCK•CEN) in Mol attracted other nuclear activity to the area. Some of 
this activity over the years moved or ceased to exist, in some cases leaving a legacy 
of contaminated sites and buildings, today referred to as ‘historical waste’. In 
Fleurus-Farciennes, a rather impoverished part of the country, the reason to engage 
in the process stemmed more form a perceived opportunity for local development, 
than form the perceived nuclear character of the community. The presence of a small 
nuclear site and the relatively small scale activities of the one nuclear company, 
IRE4, were locally not widely known. Unlike in Mol and Dessel, this nuclear 
activity has no fundamental impact on regional employment. Therefore one could 
not actually speak of the existence of a ‘nuclear culture’ in these communities. 

                                                          
1 Namely the communities of Huy and Beveren (hosting the nuclear power plants of respectively Tihange 

and Doel) declined NIRAS/ONDRAF’s invitation to consider hosting a LIWL-repository. 
2 Activities: decommissioning and processing and storage of RW (both LILW and HLW); production of 

fuel elements for NPP; nuclear decontamination; packaging and transport of radioactive materials. 
3 Yet some today experience major financial difficulties, due to a decline in the demand for MOX-fuel. 
4 Production of radioisotopes for medical use and development of measurement techniques. 
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Crucial for the volunteering municipalities appears to have been the de facto local 
right to veto that was given them. Although no legal basis for such a veto right 
exists, NIRAS-ONDRAF’s then director-general, as well as his successor, solemnly 
declared to uphold this gentlemen’s agreement. This veto right seems to have 
empowered the local communities, making it possible for them to go a long way in 
the process without having to commit to more than moving unto the next step. At 
any given point they could retract their collaboration, thus gaining a considerable 
power over NIRAS/ONDRAF as initiator, and indirectly also over the federal 
government and the waste producers. Although for Dessel and (to a lesser extent) 
Mol, the right to veto cannot prevent the waste already there to stay in the 
community, it can be used to block options they do not agree with. This contractual 
veto offered by NIRAS/ONDRAF thus empowers them to take up a responsibility 
for a situation that was imposed on them without their explicit consent a good many 
years ago. However by giving them this veto right, NIRAS/ONDRAF also reassures 
itself of strong alleys against both the waste producers and the federal government.  

2.2. Local Participation in the Decision-Making Process Through Joint Project 
Development 

The partnership approach wanted to give potential host communities the opportunity 
to become involved from the outset in the development of the repository project, 
thus enabling them to determine for themselves the conditions for accepting such a 
drastic intervention in their immediate surroundings. The focus was thereby placed 
on the local level, to give as many people - potentially affected by their community 
becoming a host for a LILW-repository - the opportunity to participate in the 
decision-making process. The local partnerships therefore assembled not only local 
politicians, but also delegates from environmental, cultural, social, socio-economic 
and other locally based organisations. These representatives from the local civil 
society were taken to be to a great extent representative for the different views and 
sensitivities regarding both the waste issue and local community life. It were those 
partners (local politicians and civil society) that seated in the partnership’s principal 
decision-making bodies, casting their vote on the proposed project before handing it 
to the municipality. Individual citizens were also invited to take part in working 
group discussions, preparing the project proposal in detail5. It was also the task of 
the partnership to communicate with its grassroots - the local population - and to 
supply information about its activities, as well as about related issues, and to invite 
people to contribute to the debate. This communication was set up through both 
formal and informal channels. 
The bylaws of all three partnerships referred to the objective of the organisation 
being “to study the possibility of hosting a LILW-repository and to develop an 
integrated project proposal”. Therefore the partnerships could be seen as the 
carriers of the site investigations and the repository design, dealing with all 
related issues such as safety, social, economic and ecological impact, urban 
planning, etc. Concerning the repository design, the local partners critically 
examined NIRAS/ONDRAF’s propositions and entered into intense discussions 
                                                          
5 In MONA about 33% of the working group members were individual citizen; in STOLA about 31%; 

and in PaLoFF 24% (own calculations based on data provided by the partnerships). 
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with the RWM agency, occasionally commissioning additional studies or engaging 
their own experts to scrutinize the blueprints. This clearly led to a form of co-
ownership between NIRAS/ONDRAF and her local partners over the outcome of 
the process. The end product of a local partnership was to be either a specific project 
proposal considered acceptable by all partners (or at least a majority) or the signal 
that hosting a LILW-repository was not considered to be acceptable (whatever the 
reason). That end result was consequently brought before the municipal council to 
take a formal political decision about putting the municipality up as a potential host 
community.  

2.3. Site Specific Repository Design 
At the end of the 1990’s NIRAS/ONDRAF gradually changed its site selection 
approach from looking for the optimum site (based on a generic repository concept 
relying heavily on physical site characteristics) to finding a suitable site. Such 
suitability is function of both socio-political factors and scientific and technical 
criteria. As it is self-evident that social and political acceptability are not necessarily 
to be found at a technically optimal site, a voluntary siting process calls for more 
emphasis on engineering, site or repository design and impact management to 
guaranty safety [3]. In other words, instead of finding a site to host a repository 
designed in advance, the challenge became to design a safe and suitable repository 
for a (conditionally) given location.  
This approach has been questioned by some, claiming that letting socio-political 
factors be decisive at the outset of a site selection process comes down to bribing 
communities into accepting unsafe solutions to an inherently technical problem. 
This reproach has occasionally been made by Greenpeace and other ecologists 
commenting in the national press on the partnership approach and by a few local 
players in Mol and Fleurus-Farciennes. Nevertheless most other local parties 
involved (particularly in Mol and Dessel) seem convinced they had enough control 
over the situation and enough input of their own to be able to stand firm against any 
accusations of bribery. The environmental movement actually never truly 
campaigned against the partnerships as such, but did stick to the old discourse of 
rejecting the proposed solutions by NIRAS/ONDRAF and subsequently by the 
partnerships. Following the withdrawal of Fleurus and Farciennes a press release 
was issued recently to express concern about the disposal method chosen in Mol and 
Dessel, demanding the government not to approve of their candidacies6.   

2.4. Development of an Integrated Repository Project 
In looking for a possibility to gain social acceptance, the point of departure of 
NIRAS/ONDRAF’s new work programme was that the desired repository should 
not only serve a national cause (solving the question of what to do with the LILW on 
the long-term), but also bring added value to the host community. This was 
translated in the notion of ‘integrated repository project’, a project consisting of both 
a repository and an accompanying local project of a socio-economic or other nature, 
seen as interdependent and inseparable. NIRAS/ONDRAF engaged itself vis à vis 
                                                          
6 Joint press release by the Bond Beter Leefmilieu and Greenpeace – Brussels, February 24, 2006 

(http://www.bondbeterleefmilieu.be/page.php/15/show/424). 
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the participating local communities to uphold this principle and to never consider 
commencing the construction of a disposal facility without being capable of fully 
guaranteeing the realisation of the accompanying local project. This assurance to 
honour at all times the integrated character of the mutually designed project proposal 
again took the form of a gentlemen’s agreement. Since the final decision in this case 
lays with the Belgian federal government, the director general of NIRAS/ONDRAF 
personally could only give his word that his organisation would unconditionally 
support the decision taken by the partnership. This appears to have been accepted by 
the participating communities. However, even though most local partners seem to 
have faith in NIRAS/ONDRAF’s best intentions, they are not always convinced that 
other important players (in particular the federal government and the waste 
producers, being the most likely candidates to finance the endeavour) will subscribe 
as willingly to this principle. Both the communities of Dessel and Mol have 
therefore put themselves forward as a potential host community under the condition 
that first and foremost a number of local demands are met, among which the 
upholding of a participatory decision making structure ([4] en [5]).  
Behind the joint development of an integrated project proposal was the assumption 
that this could prevent ending up in a situation where an expert project is imposed 
on an unwilling community. Eventually all three partnerships put forward an 
integrated project proposal, but to what extent can these be considered as co-
authored by all parties involved? However genuine the intent to jointly develop the 
project, one could not help but notice that in practice the initiative often remained 
with NIRAS/ONDRAF. Still, this did not mean there was no critical reflection about 
the propositions made. In fact, from very early in the process, the partnerships took 
up the role of ‘patron’ positioning NIRAS/ONDRAF in the role of architect. In 
Fleurus-Farciennes this was manifested by the demand to draft a first design before 
even entering into a full blown partnership7. For MONA and particularly STOLA, 
this can be deduced from the vocabulary used (referring to particular roles and 
responsibilities in the field of building and constructing) and the way the working 
group gatherings were set in scene. This is illustrated by the following example. 
About a year onward in the process, the STOLA working group looking at 
implantation and design of the repository paused to reflect on its own role and came 
to the following definition: 
“STOLA is not a designers group, but takes up the role of a ‘patron’ commissioning a 
repository facility. NIRAS/ONDRAF is seen as  the architect presenting STOLA with one or 
more proposals and a number of options. The partnership will scrupulously evaluate and 
critically asse the proposed options. At any time STOLA can subject these proposals to 
external advise from experts of its own choosing. STOLA will not make any technical choices 
as such, but will decide to agree (or not to agree) with the technical proposals from 
NIRAS/ONDRAF. STOLA however retains the right to require supplementary facilities, 
without having to specify the technical details.”8

                                                          
7 Situated in a former mining area, it was not sure a suitable site would be available in Fleurus-

Farciennes. Therefore NIRAS/ONDRAF was asked to perform preliminary site investigations and make 
suggestions for a repository design adapted to the local environment. This was followed by a technical 
follow up committee (experts designated by the municipalities) and a local information committee. 

8 STOLA working group Implantation & Design - Minutes February 28, 2001: author’s free translation. 
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In MONA this was less explicitly pronounced, but there too, the working group on 
implantation and design for instance drafted “order books” through which 
NIRAS/ONDRAF was to account for the technical choices presented.  
When questioned in the summer of 2005 about the impact of local participants on 
the process, many NIRAS/ONDRAF collaborators felt the local people had to a 
large extend “bought into” their framing of the problem. After long and fruitful (but 
from their perspective sometimes too long and unnecessary) discussions the local 
partners agreed to most of the initial proposals. Chances are indeed that, when 
drawing this on a scale, the position of the local participants has evolved slightly 
more in the direction of NIRAS/ONDRAF, than the other way around. But there has 
undeniably been an evolution from both sides. Local people taking part in a group 
discussion about their experiences with STOLA (June 29, 2005) testified they felt 
they had truly been listened to and had been able to contribute in a constructive 
fashion to the project. They at least were convinced the outcome was well and truly 
an integrated project. Their appreciation was shared by 94% of the respondents (to a 
questionnaire send to all - current and former - participants in the partnerships9)
from MONA and STOLA, who had the impression they had been listened to and 
been taken seriously throughout the process. Up to 75% was convinced they had 
been able to influence the project at certain points. With the exception of 2 people, 
all respondents agreed it had been worth the while to dedicate all this time10 and 
effort to this issue. Similar conclusions could at that stage not been drawn for 
PaLoFF, since the work there had not been finished at the time. 
Although the critical reflection in the partnerships did not lead to a rejection of the 
basic proposals by NIRAS/ONDRAF, it did provoke a number of changes to the 
project. Depending on the source, those were seen as fundamental (by the local 
participants, in particular those from STOLA) or as not unimportant, but certainly 
not crucial (by NIRAS/ONDRAF). The following is just one particular example of 
such changes: In Mol and Dessel local people were very concerned about the high 
groundwater-level affecting a surface repository. Each partnership consequently put 
forward its own suggestions to solve this problem. In STOLA it was suggested (and 
accepted) to change the proposed elevation (to safeguard the installation from 
groundwater seeping through) by a cave or basement that could serve as a 
monitoring area and ‘drip-tray’.  
Worth mentioning here finally is that the partnerships not only occupied themselves 
with the primary goal of considering the possibility to host a LILW-repository. In all 
three we also see the introduction of secondary objects and objectives. In MONA 
and PaLoFF this was explicitly and implicitly put down in the bylaws. The MONA 
bylaws for example stipulated: “within the context of the partnership, other aspects 
of RWM can be also discussed”. But even without the bylaws providing for it, in 
STOLA too a good number of secondary objects surfaced along the way. 

3. Other Issues and Historical Development of RWM in Belgium 
                                                          
9 Survey held among the participants (including people who at one point stepped out of the process) from 

MONA, STOLA and PaLoFF – summer 2005. 
10 In all some 4 years of working group meetings, 3 months of preparations and 9 months of rounding up. 
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In the early days of nuclear activity SCK•CEN as the largest producer of RW 
established its own ‘Waste Department’, taking care of all Belgian radioactive 
waste. With the growth of nuclear activities and the development of nuclear power 
plants (early 1970’s)11, SCK CEN’s share in the total RW production gradually 
diminished from 40% (1950’s) to 18% (1980). The centre was moreover technically 
not capable of treating all different types of RW, so the nuclear power plants were 
themselves equipped with in situ storage facilities for high and intermediate-level 
waste (mainly spent fuel). The low-level waste continued to be send to SCK•CEN.  
Meanwhile the need for an independent waste management organisation and an 
independent control authority grew. In 1980 NIRAS/ONDRAF was founded by law 
as a government agency, becoming operational in 1982. The Federal Agency for 
Nuclear Control (FANC) - basically a regrouping of different government 
departments previously spread over a number of administrative services - was 
created by law in 1994, finally becoming operational in 2001. 
Up until the 1970’s, the treatment of RW was generally comparable to the treatment 
of other industrial wastes and the question of the long-term management had not yet 
become an issue. It was only in the 1980’s that the RW problem came into the 
public debate following international incidents and developments as well as a major 
national RW scandal. Until then the nuclear sector stated the waste problem was 
technical manageable, but a concrete plan was never elaborated. Until 1982 low-
level waste was dumped in the sea. But these practises were put to an end by an 
international moratorium in 1983, calling for a new land-based solution. From the 
beginning of the nuclear energy programme reprocessing of spent nuclear fuel was 
favoured to direct storage. However in 1993 a moratorium was installed on 
reprocessing. The intention was to hold a parliamentary debate concerning this 
problem in five years time, but until now, this debate has not taken place. 
Meanwhile all spent fuel is kept in temporary storage at the NPP sites. 
NIRAS/ONDRAF is legally not responsible for this spent fuel, for as long as the 
electricity company does not declare it “waste” and hands it over to the RWM 
agency. The vitrified high-level waste (HLW), the end-product of the reprocessing  
periodically returning from the reprocessing plant in La Hague (France), is stored at 
the site of Belgoprocess in Dessel. At present, the management of long-lived high 
and intermediate-level waste is mainly focused on short-term management. The 
long-term management is still in a phase of research and development. For more 
than 25 years, researchers have been studying the potential to dispose of the long-
lived and high-level waste in an underground repository in Boom clay, constructing 
for this purpose an underground laboratory (HADES) at the site of SCK•CEN. As 
the research over this period progressed, an implicit decision-making process has 
gradually set out the course for future options in the long-term management of the 
high-level waste. Hardly any tangible political decision has thus far been made and 
no form of public debate or stakeholder involvement was set up regarding this 
research activity and its socio-political consequences.  

                                                          
11 At present 7 reactors are active at 2 reactor sites, generating around 55 to 60% of Belgian electricity. A 

federal law (2003) forbids any future construction of industrial atomic fission reactors for electricity 
generation; stipulating at the same time the deactivation of all existing reactors 40 years after becoming 
operational. Only in case of severe shortage in electricity supply deactivation could be reweighed. 
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In 2001 NIRAS/ONDRAF published a background document, accompanying the 
second SAFIR report (Safety Assessment and Feasibility Interim Report) covering 
the results of the research programme from 1990 to 2000 and indicating the main 
technical orientations for the future. This background document [6] discusses the 
integration of technical and societal dimensions of the long-term management of 
HLW with regard to design requirements and principles of selecting a suitable host 
formation and site. It furthermore refers to a growing international consensus that in 
the search for a long-term solution for RWM societal aspects are of equal value as 
technical aspects, calling upon the government to commission NIRAS/ONDRAF 
with the task of setting the stage for a “genuine and effective dialogue leading to a 
transparent and legitimate decision-making process” [6]. In spite of this clear 
declaration of intent, five years later the public, nor particular stakeholder groups 
have still not had the opportunity to discuss possible options for an acceptable 
solution concerning the long-term management of HLW.   

4. Conclusion
At present stakeholder involvement in RWM in Belgium focuses solely on siting a 
LILW-repository, engaging primarily local citizen-stakeholders. If accepting the 
value of participation in this programme, which NIRAS/ONDRAF explicitly states, 
the biggest future challenge for the agency will be to match the efforts in its LILW-
programme with similar efforts for the whole of its management operations, both 
short-term and long-term; and both site specific as well as on a general policy level. 
The local partnerships (in particular STORA and MONA) today have become 
NIRAS/ONDRAF’s most important stakeholders. Their insisting on opening up a 
HLW-debate (but without the intention of turning it into a site selection process) 
might therefore be just the leverage needed to move from a declaration of intent to 
the setting up of an active participatory programme. Although some might regret it, 
the introduction of the partnership approach has opened up a Pandora’s box, creating 
self-awareness and self-identification among a particular group of stakeholders who 
clearly are not prepared to be backing out of their new role in the immediate future. 
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