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219
studies and 
actions for 
safety

The safe operation of nuclear facilities is 
extremely important, which is why every ten 
years, SCK•CEN organisational structure and 
facilities are subjected to an all-encompassing 
safety evaluation. Together with the initiatives 
arising from the stress tests, we currently have 
219 safety studies and actions scheduled until 
2018. Optimising safety is a permanent concern 
which not only requires a major effort from 
people as well as the necessary resources, but 
also a long-term vision. 

Fernand Vermeersch
Head of the Internal Service
for Prevention and Protection 
at Work

How reliable is a Class I nuclear facility? How will it behave over 

the next ten years? Do actions need to be taken to address 

the issue of ageing? What modifications are required to meet 

new standards? Are the structure and methodology of the 

organization still robust enough to operate the facility safely? 

Are the safety studies still adapted to the latest standards and 

techniques?

All these questions came up during the preparatory phase of 

the safety analysis of Class I facilities. This consists of 15 factors 

divided over six major areas: the safety situation of the facility, 

safety analyses, performance and experience management, 

management and organization, environmental impact, and 

radiation protection. Not a simple task, as the Belgian Nuclear 

Research Centre has nine Class 1 installations. 

Every ten years, Class I nuclear facilities must 

undergo a thorough inspection. This means the 

regulatory authority and the operator perform 

a periodical and detailed safety review of the 

facilities. Such a review is a lengthy process and 

can only begin once the inspection method has 

been approved by the regulatory authority. The 

good news came in the summer of 2013 with the 

Federal Agency for Nuclear Control (FANC) giving 

the go-ahead for the safety review.

Green light for the methodology file
Periodical safety review 2016 has begun

Methodology note 
During a preparatory phase, the heads 

of the different installations first conferred 

with the Health Physics unit. This 

internal consultation formed the basis for 

determining the scope and methodology 

of the safety review. The methodology 

had to comply with the new guidelines 

of FANC. Once FANC had approved the 

methodology, SCK•CEN could go ahead 

with the actual safety analysis. 

The approval came in mid-2013: the 

next three years will be devoted to the 

detailed review of the safety factors, as 

described in the methodology file.

FACILITIES TO BE 
REVIEWED
• BR1 reactor 
• BR2 reactor 
• BR3 reactor (in the process of being 

decommissioned)
• VENUS zero-power critical facility 
• Hot cell laboratories 
• Radiochemistry laboratories
• Laboratories for radiobiological and 

radioecological research
• Central Buffer Zone (interim storage of 

radioactive waste) 
• Nuclear calibration building
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Graded approach
The facilities at SCK•CEN are characterized by a great diversity 

in terms of activities, risks, operation, staff, complexity, and age. 

That is why a graded approach to safety analysis is best, as 

was also suggested by the International Atomic Energy Agency 

(IAEA). It is also more efficient to investigate certain safety factors 

at site level rather than at the level of the individual facilities. One 

example is the assessment of radiation protection.

Review and implementation
The detailed review of the various safety factors is set out in one 

report per factor and per facility. This is followed by an overall 

assessment report that includes suggestions for improvement 

and an implementation schedule. The review process culminates 

in the implementation phase, which starts in 2017: the proposed 

improvements are then put into practice under the supervision 

of FANC.

Certain improvements to the facilities or organization are actually 

the result of events outside SCK•CEN. Past incidents, such as 

the accident in Fukushima in Japan, led to safety reviews that 

are based on the feedback from those particular events.

The review process 
culminates in the 
implementation 
phase, which starts 
in 2017.

A fire safety audit at SCK•CEN revealed that improvements were 

needed in the resources and facilities for combating fires that 

may threaten the site from outside. With an area of 335 hectares, 

the entire SCK•CEN site is ten times the size of the technical 

area. Furthermore, this includes a large area of woodland along 

the Bocholt-Hasselt canal. The auditors raised a very pertinent 

question: what will SCK•CEN do if a fire breaks out in the woods?

SCK•CEN is already making substantial efforts to prevent fire 

by removing dead wood, uprooting trees and keeping fire lanes 

clear. In dry summer weather, SCK•CEN’s own fire brigade 

conducts awareness campaigns to urge staff not to start fires 

or to smoke in or near the woods. The brigade keeps an extra 

watchful eye at that time of year.

Points for improvement
Prevention is better than cure. However that is not enough, 

because the woodland around SCK•CEN is not so favourably 

situated: the prevailing wind could cause a fire to spread quickly 

to the site. After the audit, SCK•CEN began consulting with the 

local fire brigade, insurance companies and public authorities. 

The public fire brigade formulated an official position: the 

A forest fire has broken out on the SCK•CEN site. 

SCK•CEN’s own fire brigade as well as the public 

fire brigade from Mol are called out. They use 

the jetties to pump water from the canal. The fire 

engines cross the bridges in the wood to reach the 

fire and put it out. Rest assured, this is just a fire 

drill. But this drill will take place in 2014.

Better accessible and more 
water supply
Radical measures to combat fires in woodlands efficiently
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