
Preservation of RecoRds, Knowledge 
and MeMoRy across generations
an internationaL ProJect of the nea/rWMc

P reservation of Records, Knowledge and Memory (RK&M) across generations is needed to support 
lengthy and complex decision-making processes across long operational and post-operational lifetimes 

of radioactive waste repositories. It is a recognised management task that spans unprecedented time-
horizons in which technical, scientific, societal and cultural information is interwoven.  
Experience indicates that RK&M need to be actively managed from the start of the waste management 
programmes. Several radioactive waste disposal programmes are now approaching implementation. The NEA 
Radioactive Waste Management Committee (RWMC) has created an international project addressing the 
preservation of RK&M across generations. This collective statement summarises the current understanding 
of the relevant needs and challenges to be faced. It underscores the willingness of the RWMC member 
organisations to work together and support national programmes to move forward in this area.

Why do we need to preserve records, knowledge and memory?

Where do we stand? 

Long-term projects of any nature are vulnerable to risks of 
RK&M loss. The reasons and mechanisms leading to loss 
of RK&M are very diverse, but preserving RK&M is a fun-
damental aspect of quality in establishing and running any 
long-term project. It must be taken into account in imple-
menting national radioactive waste disposal programmes in 
order to:
•  Maintain confidence in the safety and security of the sys-

tem by allowing for accurate and reliable review by the 
authorities and providing for visible and transparent over-
sight of disposal projects across time; 

•  Address concerns and answer requests from the public, 
especially local communities;

•  Ensure that future generations can base their decisions on 
relevant and pertinent data;

•  Promote awareness of past activities. 

A central issue is therefore to formulate and continue 
developing RK&M preservation methods and processes that 
are as durable as possible.  In order to ensure robustness, 
an understanding is needed of the processes or incidents 
potentially leading to RK&M loss. 

A number of studies have been undertaken in the past 
decades, both on the national and international level, to 
explore a variety of methods for preserving RK&M across 
different timescales. Archives and markers are the methods 
studied most. It has been observed that providing for cul-
tural, long-lasting links between the host communities and 
the site can also contribute to preserving RK&M over time. 
Overall, multiple approaches and methods, requiring active 
and less active care, need to be considered from the start 
of the programme and refined in the course of time.

National and international guidelines also exist on why and 
how records and knowledge should be preserved and trans-

mitted over time. Much less work is available on the contex-
tualisation of data for later use, on systematic identification 
of mechanisms for RK&M transfer, on implementing a culture 
of RK&M-keeping in organisations, and on creating cultural 
links between the waste and the siting communities. 

International cooperation has been identified as a cata-
lyst to ensure that a wide range of approaches and ex-
periences is considered. At term, international cooperation 
will be crucial in providing shared meanings for message 
preservation and shared methods for RK&M preservation 
thus potentially reducing uncertainty related to variations 
in approach.
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Definitions adopted in the RK&M project (see also project Glossary)

record
An object or a selected piece of data / piece of information that has been committed to a medium and 
that is kept, together with the appropriate context and structure, for later uses.

knowledge The ability to understand and utilise the available data, information and records.

memory The awareness of events, people, places and levels of knowledge in the past.
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Scoping activities

Challenges

In order to better frame the issues, the following scoping 
activities need to be undertaken:
§  Reported work in the field of RK&M preservation and 

related areas should be collected in a bibliography 
and regularly updated. Clear terminology should be 
established in order to avoid misunderstanding. This 
work will help to identify gaps.
§  The different stages of the disposal process should 

be assessed and the data and contextual information 
that must be collected and transferred over time 

should be determined. 
§  The criteria for selecting information and recording 

tools should be discussed and compiled. Examples of 
poor practice in preserving records should be analysed 
and mitigation and correction measures identified.
§  Reasons and processes leading to loss of RK&M on 

all timescales should systematically be identified and 
potentially alleviating solutions should be formulated. 
Multi-disciplinary studies on these issues should be 
encouraged.

To develop a consistent and common approach, the fol-
lowing challenges need to be addressed:
§  Various technical and administrative options for 

RK&M transfer from one generation to another and 
from one generation to a distant future should be as-
sessed. This assessment requires a multidisciplinary 
approach, with input from the social sciences and 
humanities. 
§  Actions to mitigate and adjust potential RK&M loss 

should be evaluated and must be implemented in a 
transparent and cooperative fashion by the project 
proponents and by the societal organisations that 
oversee such projects.

§  The technical and organisational perspective for 
RK&M preservation should be analysed taking 
account of the context of historical and societal evo-
lution. 
§  Initiatives for international harmonised practices 

should be proposed in order to avoid unnecessary 
divergence.
§  The economic challenges for long-term RK&M pres-

ervation must be analysed and allowance made for 
them in future programmes. 
§  Effective mechanisms should be established for all 

interested parties to work together both nationally 
and internationally. 

The inTernaTional radioacTive wasTe managemenT communiTy is focusing on work To preserve 
records, knowledge and memory (rk&m) across generaTions. individual programmes show 
iniTial progress, buT There is a need To inTernaTionalise The Thinking, compare approaches, TesT 
poTenTial soluTions and build common references. fuTure sysTems for preserving rk&m will need 
To be flexible and adapTable over Time. They should implemenT The simplesT possible Techniques and 
supporT maTerials, buT should noT rely only on Technological provisions. a “sysTemic” approach 
should be engaged whereby The various componenTs of The sysTem complemenT each oTher, provide 
for redundancy of message communicaTion, and maximise The survivabiliTy of a recognisable 
message. The inTernaTional rk&m projecT of The nea/rwmc aims aT helping deep disposal 
programmes To advance plans and adopT besT pracTice in preserving relevanT records, knowledge 
and memory across generaTions.



Foundations and guiding principles for the preservation  
of records, knowledge and memory across generations:  

A focus on the post-closure phase of geological repositories 
A Collective Statement  

of the NEA Radioactive Waste Management Committee

NEA

Foundations for RK&M preservation

It is commonly understood today that:

• There is no intention to abandon repositories for 
geological disposal of radioactive waste, either before 
or after closure. The RWMC accepts and adopts the 
ICRP-122 position on the relevance of maintaining 
oversight over the geological disposal of radioactive 
waste for as long as practicable.

–  Oversight is a general term for “watchful care” and 
refers to society “keeping an eye” on the entire tech-
nical disposal system and the actual implementa-
tion of plans and decisions.  

–  Oversight includes regulatory supervision, institu-
tional control, preservation of records and societal 
memory maintaining in relation to the existence 
of the facility.

• Once the closure of the repository has been author-
ised, the latter should be considered safe in and of 
itself. Safety – meaning the absence of significant 
threats to human health or the environment – should 
be independent from any form of oversight.

• Once current institutions – implementers, regula-
tors and others – have fulfilled their legal mandates, 
repository oversight will continue through other 
means (e.g. other institutions and stakeholders).

• Any strategy for the preservation of RK&M should 
take into account the possibility of major disconti-
nuities in the future.

Based on the points above, the following guiding 
principles are offered to inform and shape long-term 
strategies for RK&M preservation across generations.

R esearch and development underway on the disposal of long-lived radioactive waste in 
engineered facilities or repositories located in deep geological formations has confirmed 

this form of disposal as the ultimate solution for the long-term protection of human beings 
and the environment, eliminating the need for human intervention and maintenance. While 
the intention is not to abandon repositories for geological disposal of radioactive waste, either 
before or after closure, as with many long-term projects, it is a question of minimising the risks 
of losing records, knowledge and memory (RK&M). The international community of radioactive 
waste professionals is leading advanced work in this important area, dedicating efforts towards 
the preservation of RK&M across generations. At the end of its first phase of RK&M work, the 
OECD/NEA Radioactive Waste Management Committee (RWMC) observed that the context has 
changed considerably since the 1980s, when RK&M preservation was thought to serve the sole 
function of deterring intrusion into a repository. The goal today is to preserve information for 
future generations while maintaining technical and societal oversight of the repository for as 
long as practicable. The foundations and guiding principles that serve this goal are presented in 
this Collective Statement of the NEA Radioactive Waste Management Committee. 

Statement adopted March 2014, © OECD



Guiding principles for RK&M preservation 

• Maintaining RK&M for a radioactive waste repository 
after its closure will allow future members of society 
to take informed decisions regarding the repository 
and its contents and to prevent inadvertent human 
intrusion.

• Enabling future members of society to make informed 
decisions is part of responsible, ethically sound, sus-
tainable radioactive waste management, and is in 
line with a prudent approach regarding safety.  

• Preparing for future RK&M preservation is best 
addressed while waste management plans are being 
designed and implemented, and funding is available 
for this important component of long-term planning.  

–  The long operational phase of the repository creates 
an opportunity for reflection and for the develop-
ment of workable RK&M strategies.

• During the operational phase, institutional stake-
holders must prepare for the post-closure phase, 
when their own roles will be reduced and increasing 
roles will be played by other stakeholders with new 
responsibilities – especially in the area of RK&M pres-
ervation. During this operational phase, the institu-
tional stakeholders can facilitate the preparation and 
implementation of:

–  archives;

–  administrative restrictions on land use;

–  regular reporting by governments under one or 
more international mechanisms or agreements.

• A systemic approach should be formulated whereby the 
various components of the RK&M system complement 
each other, provide for redundancy in the communi-
cation of messages and maximise the chances of sur-
vival of a recognisable and comprehensible message. 

–  There is no single best means of preservation over 
all timescales. All available communication chan-
nels should be explored.  

–  Records will be used more by future members of 
society than by the original providers, and thus 
attention should be given to the needs of these users 
in terms of facilitating readability and intelligibility, 
providing in particular relevant information on the 
context in which the records were created.

–  The various components of the RK&M system 
should apply robust, simple and understandable 
techniques and support materials, and should not 
rely on technological provisions alone. 

–  RK&M preservation approaches should include 
provisions for knowledge reconstruction and for 
providing information to future generations with 
and without requiring the involvement of interme-
diate generations.

–  Regulatory guidance and supervision should be 
developed to support the systemic approach to 
RK&M preservation.

• Synergies should be sought with societal institutions 
and international bodies. Agreements should be 
reached that are likely to survive beyond the closure 
of the repository and can thus contribute to RK&M 
preservation.

–  Mechanisms outside radioactive waste manage-
ment constitute an additional resource for waste 
management organisations and governments.

• A concerted approach at the international level will 
contribute to the further development of national 
strategies.

Planning for future RK&M preservation is best addressed while waste management plans are designed and 
implemented and funding is available. The long operational phase of the repository creates an opportunity for 
reflection and for the development of workable RK&M strategies. A systemic approach should be formulated 
whereby the various components of the RK&M system complement each other, provide for redundancy in the 
communication of messages and maximise the chances of survival of a recognisable and comprehensible 
message. Through this approach, synergies can be sought with societal institutions and international bodies, 
and agreements can be reached that are likely to survive beyond the closure of the repository and can thus 
contribute to RK&M preservation. Mechanisms outside radioactive waste management constitute an additional 
resource for waste management organisations and governments. A concerted approach at the international level 
will contribute to the further development of national strategies. Ju
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For additional information, please consult our website: www.oecd-nea.org/rwm/rkm
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