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ABSTRACT

The main objective of this paper is to identify the most important characteristics required for the qualification of 
local communities for participating in the process of defining a specific site for a radioactive waste repository. It 
also  compares  the  strategies  used  by  Hungary,  United  Kingdom  and  Belgium  to  stimulate  the  public 
participation  in  the  decision-making  process  of  building  and  operating  a  radioactive  waste  repository, 
considering both the stepwise process and the spontaneous candidacy. 

Two main aspects are discussed as prerequisites to constitute a qualified public. The first aspect is how well the 
person or entity can be considered an effective representative of the community affected by the repository. This 
means the conditions the representative has to speak on behalf of the community and participate in the decision 
making process  as  its  voice.  The second characteristic  is  the level  and quality of  the information that  the 
community and its representatives must have to participate actively in the decision-making process and what 
can be done to improve this status. 

Referring to the strategy to public involvement,  this paper discusses the importance of transparency in the 
process,  aiming the credibility of the entrepreneur as the first  pace to gaining the confidence of the public 
affected by the project. Implementing an open dialog and listening to the needs and claims of the population are 
the first steps to being accepted as a true partner of the community. Preliminary discussions and explanations 
are important to introduce the subject and to reduce beliefs of false threats in the affected community.    

The  constitution  of  a  local  committee  is  suggested,  to  act  as  a  legal  and  formal  channel  to  facilitate  the 
partnership between local community, neighbors and the entrepreneur in order to achieve a positive result in the 
whole process.



1. INTRODUCTION

The construction of a radioactive waste repository and its management involves not only the 
technical  aspects,  as  the engineering  project  and  the  studies  related  to  the local  site  and 
environment,  but  must  also  include  the  social-economics  factors  related  to  the  local 
communities and neighborhood. These factors are directly linked to the participation of the 
population in the whole process, in order to improve the quality of the decision-making steps 
and  to  ease  the  implementation  of  the  project.  This  participation  is  a  key  point  to  get 
acceptance and commitment of the local community with the enterprise.

According to the IAEA report [1], the need to obtain the public and political acceptance is 
progressively becoming more evident in radioactive waste management. The factors related 
to the acceptance level can be classified in four categories: 

a) Technical: factors related to the repository safety, considering the assessment of 
the site and engineering project; 

b) Structural: aspects  related  to  the  operation  as  an  organizational  structure, 
procedures, quality assurance, and issues related to the licensing. 

c) Processual: this category is related to the decision-making process considering the 
pace of implementation of the enterprise. The public participation and the set of 
incentives to be given to the local communities must also be decided in this topic;

d) Behaviorist:  involves  issues  related  to  the interaction  between members  of  the 
regulatory body, the entrepreneurship organization and the stakeholders.

This  paper  will  be  focused  on  the  processual  category,  discussing  the  participation  of  a 
qualified public in the decision-making process for the construction of a low and medium 
level activity radioactive waste repository.

2. QUALIFIED PUBLIC

Before starting the discussion of the qualified public participation in the decision-making 
process it is necessary to clear what is considered as qualified participation.

Two factors can be considered important to have a qualified public:  representativeness of 
participants of the communities and the minimum level of information related to the subject 
to be discussed that the participants must have, in this case, the repository and the nuclear 
energy. 

2.1 Representativeness 

The representativeness of a person or organization to the local community is intrinsically 
linked to the judgment and acceptance made by this community about the fact that the person 
or organization is or is not its legitimate representative. The representativeness can be related 
to the formal leadership, democratically elected as the population representative, as mayors, 
municipal  representatives,  and  other  nominated  by  politically  accepted  processes,  or  the 
informal leadership, as the local associations directors, religious leaders, economical leaders, 
intellectual personalities as science teachers, writers and other local opinion makers. 
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The  constitution  of  any  representative  group,  as  a  committee,  needs  to  be  balanced 
considering  the  diverse  segments  and  groups  that  compound  the  community.  This  is 
important  to  avoid  questioning  about  the  decisions  made  with  the  representatives’ 
participation. In this way, it is important to identify these segments of the population in order 
to have the wider representation possible to be achieved and to reflect to each of these groups 
the participation in the process. 

2.2 Level of information

The  level  of  information  is  the  second  important  factor  that  contributes  to  get  the 
qualification of the public to participate in the decision-making process. Thus, it is necessary 
to  assess  the  level  of  knowledge  related  to  nuclear  energy  and  repository  issues  in  the 
population  and  its  representatives  to  plan  adequate  strategies  to  increase  this  level,  if 
necessary. The objective is to give them conditions to truly participate in the process avoiding 
misunderstandings caused by the low level of knowledge about the matter. 

It  is  important  to  distinguish  the  role  of  the  responsible  for  the  construction  from  the 
regulatory  body  regarding  the  information  to  the  public.  To  Vuorinen  [2],  the  public 
acceptance, called by this author of public tolerance, is not the main concern of the regulatory 
body. This is the consequence of a very long process, and the role of the regulatory body is to 
gain the confidence of the public in the whole process, and in this way, it is important to have 
clear  and  well-prepared  communication  to  be  accepted  by  the  local  and  neighborhood 
communities.  

The  level  of  information  of  a  community  can  be  assessed  by  quantitative  or  qualitative 
methods, and the most used ways, as IAEA are:

- analysis of the local media to identify the quality of information related to nuclear 
energy;

- personal  interview with  people  and organizations  that  have  had the  experience  of 
working with the community;

- field survey with the local population.

After identifying the level of information of the host community and neighbors it is necessary 
to inform the greatest number possible of inhabitants about the objective, characteristics and 
functioning of the enterprise,  as suggested by ONDRAF/NIRAS, the Belgian Agency for 
Radioactive Waste and Enriched Fissile Materials [3]. Several methods can succeed for this, 
such as:  

- visits to nuclear facilities;
- web sites with the information about the radioactive waste processing;
- exhibitions;
- information on local newspapers;
- presentations in associations and schools;
- informative campaign on local events (as local fair);
- movies  for  diffusion  about  repositories  (movies  with  three-dimensional  animation 

about radioactive waste management)

2.3 Relationships with the stakeholders and communities
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Historically, the decision about the radioactive waste management were made by a  
small  group  of  persons,  usually  dominated  by  the  technical  view  and  by  the  scientific  
communities (IEAC, 2007, p . 16).

As  this  statement  shows,  there  was  a  distance  between  the  nuclear  authorities  and  the 
population that contributed to the ambience of lack of confidence and fear related to the 
nuclear issues. To change this situation,  nowadays it  is a consensus in several developed 
countries  that  the  conduct  of  the  nuclear  authorities  and  companies  must  be  based  in 
transparency and interaction with the communities, and how to get closer to the population is 
a very important issue. 

In the case of the construction of a radioactive waste repository, inviting communities to host 
the  repository  has  been  productive  as  shown by the  experience  of  other  countries.  This 
approach  allows  the  communities  representatives  to  take  the  initiatives  on  the  initial 
discussions about the enterprise. One of the public invitation goals is to sensitize the local 
government and local leadership to discuss the issue. The government can offer to present the 
project as the first step of the process, without any commitment of the community as stated 
by  the  Department  for  Environment,  Food  and  Rural  Affairs  –  DEFRA  [4]. The  most 
successful  way has  been  reached  looking  for  cooperation  and  partnership  with  the  local 
leadership  starting  with  an  explanation  about  the  enterprise  objectives  and  about  the 
prospective benefits to population that can result of the repository implantation. 

2.4 Interest in the involvement in the Decision-making Process

A survey taken in 27 European Union countries assessed how much the citizens would like to 
participate of the decision-making process regarding the site definition and construction of a 
nuclear repository (EUROBAROMETER, [5]). One of the questions of the survey (Table 1) 
was directed to the preferences of the person interviewed about his/her participation in the 
decision  process  if  the  construction  of  a  repository  near  his/her  home  was  suggested. 
(Question: Thinking about the hypothetical construction of an underground disposal site for  
radioactive waste near your home, with which of the following do you agree the most?) 
Considering the results it can be said that most of the European want to be directly consulted 
and  would  also  like  to  participate  of  the  decision-making  process.  56%  of  the  people 
interviewed confirmed that would like to be personally involved. 22% informed that wanted 
local non-governmental organizations to take part of the process, while 15% considered that 
the authorities should decide about the waste repository. 

The local public participation must happen during the whole project and should start as soon 
as the enterprise was decided and the politics for it are formulated. It is normal that the level 
of participation changes during the process. At the beginning and during the construction the 
level is high, but after some time of operation it is expected that this participation decreases. 
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Table 1. Survey in European countries assessed the participation of public in the 
decision-making  process  regarding  the  site  definition  and  construction  of  a 
nuclear repository

Source : Adapted from the original presented in EUROBAROMETER, 2008, p.41.

3. SUCCESFUL EXPERIENCES WITH LOCAL PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 

Several countries, mainly in Europe, succeeded in the process of creating means to facilitate 
the popular participation in the communities where the repositories would be built. In some 
of these cases, the success occurred after a failure to define the site without the participation 
of the population. 

3.1 Belgium

3.1.1 A brief history

Since  1980,  Belgium  Government  is  assessing  the  options  to  store  radioactive  waste. 
According to the ONDRAF/NIRAS this was not an easy task as the public was not interested 
in discussing this subject.
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You would like to
be directly

consulted and to
participate in the
decision making

process

You would like
local nongovernmental

organisations to
be consulted and
to participate in

the decision
making process

You would leave
the responsible
authorities to
decide on this

matter

None of
these DK

European 
Union (27) 56% 22% 15% 3% 4%

Belgium 52% 23% 22% 3% 0%
Bulgaria 53% 11% 19% 5% 12%
Czech 
Republic 

39% 24% 31% 4% 2%

Denmark 50% 26% 23% 0% 1%
Germany 68% 16% 14% 1% 1%
Estonia 52% 18% 23% 3% 4%
Greece 50% 34% 12% 4% 0%
Spain 55% 19% 12% 6% 8%
France 51% 29% 17% 0% 3%
Ireland 55% 18% 10% 2% 15%
Italy 49% 25% 15% 7% 4%
Cyprus 65% 1%7 13% 4% 1%
Latvia 48% 16% 29% 4% 3%
Lithuania 30% 22% 35% 7% 6%
Luxembourg 65% 17% 14% 3% 1%
Hungary 50% 22% 22% 4% 2%
Malta 64% 14% 15% 3% 4%
Netherlands 57% 30% 10% 2% 1%
Austria 64% 19% 8% 6% 3%
Poland 58% 17% 19% 1% 5%
Portugal 40% 18% 22% 10% 10%
Romania 57% 10% 14% 8% 11%
Slovenia 46% 23% 25% 5% 1%
Slovakia 44% 20% 30% 4% 2%
Finland 48% 29% 21% 1% 1%
Sweden 45% 32% 21% 1% 1%
United 
Kingdom 

66% 21% 8% 2% 2%



The period of 1985 to 1997 was dedicated to exploratory studies focusing the aspects  of 
safety and technical viability of the repository. The options for the repository were analyzed 
considering only the technical and scientific aspects of the matter.

In 1998, the ONDRAF/NIRAS was limited to perform the studies only in areas where there 
were  previously  nuclear  installations  and  where  the  local  authorities  had  declared  their 
interest.  At that  moment,  the former strategy adopted was reconsidered and changed to a 
participative approach. Since then and up to now, besides the technical aspects, the concern 
with social aspects of the question are included in the process, establishing as priorities the 
environmental issues, the population health and also the community expectations about the 
enterprise.  This  way,  ONDRAF/NIRAS  has  made  efforts  to  involve  actively  the  local 
communities on its studies through local partnership. This approach resulted in a decision-
making process more democratic,  progressive and,  in some cases,  reversible,  that  creates 
better conditions to the project success.  

3.1.2 Main strategies used

Nowadays the participative approach is being used, always paying attention to the fact that 
the partnership established must include properly the host community. A special care is taken 
in  order  to  assure that  the  distinct  segments  of the community are  represented.  Ordinary 
members and representatives of the neighbors can also participate. The partnership counts 
with 70 to 80 people that participate in voluntary regimen, without any rewards. Two paid 
persons are responsible for the coordination of the activities. 

The  assemblies  and  discussion  groups  were  assisted  by  experts  from  well-known  Belgium 
universities and other specialists could be invited to participate on the discussions if the participants 
wanted it.

One important point assigned by the Belgium agency to establish the partnership and to function 
as an incentive to the discussions is that the population can realize that the project, besides bringing 
benefits to the community, has an important role in solving a social problem of the country:  the 
correct management of radioactive waste.  

The Consultant and Studies Group for Waste of Low and Medium Activity - STOLA [6] pointed 
out the need of support and financial funds to maintain the continuing involvement, communication 
and information with the population, as the structure is important to contribute to it with emergency 
plans, transportation, simulators and so on.

3.2 Hungary

3.2.1 A brief history

Established in 1998, the PURAM - Public Agency for Radioactive Waste Management was 
nominated  by  the  Hungarian  government  to,  among  other  responsibilities,  improve  the 
existing repository for low and medium activity and to construct a new repository, also to low 
and medium level of activity.

After analyzing some mistakes made on former nuclear enterprises in the country, as delay in 
communication, information to the public given only by speakers of the nuclear power plant 
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installed, incoherent information, lack of benefits to local community, and the main mistake, 
decision-making based on decide-announce-defend strategy,  that  resulted in a relationship 
with the public not marked by confidence, the PURAM decided to change its strategy in the 
new repository site definition process, directing it to the voluntarism and partnership strategy 
(Buday, [7]). 

3.2.2 Main strategies used

After a geological research, a wide region adequate to the construction of the repository was 
identified. Then, 321 letters were sent to the local representatives to inform them about the 
selection and to ask about the possibility of taking deeper analysis about places close to the 
communities.  33  counties  gave  positive  answers  and  most  of  them  consulted  the  local 
population before agreeing.

After confirming that the fear of population was caused by the lack of information and by the 
incorrect information given about the nuclear energy, it was considered important to create 
conditions for greater interaction with the public. They decided that the decisions made must 
supported  by  the  public  opinion,  besides  the  technical  opinion.  The  discussion  between 
citizens  of  distinct  level  of  knowledge,  values  and  point  of  view  were  stimulated.  An 
association of the communities affected by the enterprise was instituted, to act as a formal 
interface between the responsible for the repository and the local population, informing the 
communities before the decision is made.

The  decision-making  process  was  divided  in  steps  (stepwise  approach),  creating  the 
possibility for local communities to discuss the results and consequences before (and even 
after) the implementation. In this way, the decision can be reviewed, giving the opportunity 
to reverse the actions within some limits.

As the policy changes, the participation of the population in the decision-making process 
increases,  making  the  process  interactive  and  giving  dialog  and  flexibility  to  make 
adaptations and changes after the local communities contribution.

3.3  United Kingdom

The  document  issued  by  the  DEFRA  [3]  explains  the  process  of  radioactive  waste 
management, the adopted strategy and the obtained results up to the date. This document, as 
other  reports  about  the  decision-making  process,  is  available  to  the  public  under  the 
transparency policy followed by UK authorities.

3.3.1 A brief history

In 2001, UK government launched a new national program to radioactive waste management, 
called Managing Radioactive Waste Safely – MRWS. This program intended, among other 
things, to allow a national discussion that should result in a long-term decision about the 
management of radioactive waste. This represents a change in the waste management policy 
and offers opportunities to the public and especially to the members of communities linked to 
the question to pose their doubts and concerns. With this specific aim, it was created, in 2003, 
the CoRWM (Committee on Radioactive Waste Management)  to supervise the discussion 
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process, assess the proposals about the best way to manage the radioactive waste and to issue 
recommendations about the option to be implemented.  

3.3.2 Main strategies used

As stated by the Report that represents the official position, the government believes that the 
approach based on voluntarism and partnership is the best way to implement the radioactive 
waste repository.

During the site definition phase, people can influence the decision-making process, which is open 
to the participation of the local communities. In the first part of the process, the communities are 
invited to obtain information about the meaning of hosting a radioactive repository. The communities 
that agree receive the information without any further commitment to the process. 

To facilitate the radioactive waste  discussion organization process, three types of  interlocutor 
were considered: the host community, the local decision-maker bodies and the neighbor communities. 
The three levels of participants must be integrated during all the repository building process. The 
government and more specifically the nuclear authorities must also be acting with these communities. 

One of the MRWS responsibilities is to promote the communication, using, for example, a 
website  with  several  layers  of  information  about  nuclear  waste  and  its  long-term 
management.  The  information  is  given  in  distinct  levels  of  knowledge  to  allow  to  the 
specialists or to the layperson get access to the facts and news.

Methods like panels on the streets, workshops, discussion groups, public opinion surveys, 
among others, were used to stimulate the public participation.

According to Morton, Airoldi and Philips [8], the participation of the qualified public in the 
decision-making process is stimulated when the public can confirm that some of their points 
of view have been considered by the nuclear bodies. 

A key point  in  the  voluntarism strategy is  the  communities’  right  to  withdraw from the 
process,  even in  more  advanced phases  of  the project.  This  contributes  to  establishing  a 
confidence  ambience  between  the  community  and  the  project  and  to  increasing  the 
involvement of the participants with the project.

Another important point to enhance the public acceptance and participation on the project is 
the set of benefits provided by the repository building. These benefits must be discussed with 
the society and the community’s demands must be supplied as often as possible, in order to 
create incentives to the current population and also to benefit the future generations.
 

4. LOCAL COMMITTEES

One of the most used means to assure public participation is the creation of local committees 
with representativeness that participate in the several phases of the project. This committee 
has the main objective to make sure that the community’s questions and concerns about the 
construction, storage, closure and post-closure operation can be arisen and solved as soon as 
possible.  The committee is  also important  to show how the project  can contribute  to the 
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development  and  welfare  of  the  community,  helping  the  task  of  transmitting  correct 
information to the public. 

4.1 Structure and legal aspects related to the Local Committees

The constitution of the committee and its way of action concerning the enterprise can vary 
depending on the local conditions. Its formalization by a legal act is important, though, to 
make  it  effectively  recognized  as  an  authorized  partner  in  the  process,  avoiding  further 
questioning in the Justice.

Each committee is usually composed by authorities elected by the people, representatives of 
local entrepreneurs, labor union, environmental defense organizations and local leadership. 
The committees are responsible for receiving and answering the complaints and questions of 
the local population, to discuss options that can bring benefits or problems to the population, 
employment creation, and so on. 

A possible composition for the committee can be constituted by four levels, as presented by 
Belgium:

a) General  Assembly  –  composed  by  politicians,  social  and  economical  partners, 
represent  the  partnership  and  the  decision-makers.  This  level  defines  the  general 
policy of partnership, supervises the functioning of the whole process and assures that 
the goals are achieved.

b) Directorate  Council –  composed  by  a  balanced  representation  of  the  distinct 
partners,  is  in  charge  of  the  administration  of  the  Committee/Association  without 
aiming profit.

c) Administrative  personnel  –  responsible  by  the  day-to-day  activities  of  the 
committee, is in charge of the coordination of the administrative, organizational and 
public relation actions.

d) Workgroups – considered the key point of the partnership, they are responsible for 
discussing the details of the project that can affect the community, looking for options 
of action with the help of experts, who can improve the decision-making process and 
spread the knowledge to the population.

5. CONCLUSIONS

In the process of defining a site and discussing about the construction of a radioactive waste 
repository,  the public participation is a key factor.  Two actions are very important  to the 
qualification of the public: providing information about the whole process and assuring the 
representativeness  of  the  participants  in  the  committees.  The  use  of  the  participative 
approach,  giving the community the opportunity to contribute  in the search for the better 
solution  related  to  the  construction  of  the  repository  can  create  better  conditions  to  the 
acceptance of the enterprise and the public involvement in the process. 
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Other countries’ successful experiences confirm that transparency is an essential  factor to 
change the public  perception about  nuclear energy.  These experiences  also show that  the 
participative approach creates a greater public acceptance about the repository installation 
and enlarge the understanding of the community about the benefits brought by the enterprise 
that can help to improve the local development and welfare.
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