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Sustainable Radioactive Waste Management: Reflections on Building a Durable Relationship 
Between a Facility and the Local Community by Adding Value to Waste Management Projects 

Erik Van Hove 

The case for the added value approach 

The Vandellos I Nuclear Power was built between 1967 and 1972 and was operated, without any 
significant problems, until 1989, when it was shut down due to a fire in the turbines. With the help of 
the former plant operator, Enresa, the Spanish nuclear waste management agency, undertook the 
dismantling of the plant between February 1998 and June 2003. That way a plant was lost that 
provided highly skilled and stable employment in the area for over thirty years. The plant also 
contributed in many other ways to the welfare and social life of the surrounding communities.  

On a recent visit the mayor of one of these communities, Hospitalet del Infant, proudly showed 
the participants of a previous FSC meeting one of the initiatives to alleviate the resulting high 
unemployment rate of the town. In a hall build with European Union support an assembly line was set 
up for televisions with Korean parts. By doing so, German entrepreneurs made clever use of European 
trade regulations that put a limit on fully assembled units that could be imported in the European 
Union. A large number of local women found employment there, much needed to bring in some cash 
but perhaps also useful to escape their grumbling husbands no longer employed by the power plant. 

For the sake of clarity we would like to contrast these two modes of operation to the point of 
caricature. 

Such an assembly line is an exponent of the global economy. A plant has to be somewhere, but 
the localisation cost should be as minimal as possible, with overnight flexibility, the lightest footprint 
possible and the least possible time-space friction disturbing the market. A free flow of goods, labour 
and services allows to maximise profit, the sole mission of such a plant. 

A power plant establishes a distinct presence in its area. Once it has taken its place in the 
landscape it becomes difficult to ignore, for good or bad. It establishes roots as deep as possible; it 
belongs to the local economy. Its demise is experienced as a loss, not only of employment, but also of 
a way of life. The plant took part in several aspects of community life: the festivals, the cultural 
organisations, and the welfare work. The plant contributes to local happiness. 

The appropriate model for radioactive waste management projects is clearly the second one: 
insertion in the local economy. RWM initiatives need a committed and knowledgeable host 
community over a very long period. This can only be achieved if RWM projects are firmly localised 
and tied in with the daily life of the host community: RWM projects should go local and bring value to 
the community in multiple ways. As global economy rules very much dominate the present thinking 
and norm setting, a durable RWM initiative does not come about spontaneously, explicit value adding 
measures are required.  
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The ways to add value 

The FSC presents at this meeting a report on ways to add value and achieve sustainability trough 
radioactive waste management facilities.20 This report relates the experience of a large number of agencies 
and individuals from most countries engaged in FSC initiatives. We give a highly subjective summary. 

Attention to design 

Too often RWM facilities cultivate ugliness as a sign of responsible management and thrift. Dare 
to go outside the circle of utilitarian engineering and bring in some creativity and imagination. A 
project should fit in the landscape, have interesting features to explore and be accessible. That way 
more people will integrate it in their daily life and care for it. 

Go for multi-functionality 

The more connection modes a project has to the daily life of locals (a chance to earn a living, an 
opportunity for learning, a sports facility…), the more chances there are for a project to be cared for. A 
visitor centre can be so much more than a PR exercise. A thoughtful landscaping of surface areas can 
make them useable for recreation and sports facilities. Integration in daily life provides more long-
term security than fenced in wastelands guarded by military style antagonistic forces achieve. 

Distinctiveness 

If a project achieves a distinctive presence, through remarkable architecture or beautiful landscaping 
or unusual features in the engineering, chances are that it will become an object of local pride. More 
people will take it up as something worthwhile; make it an object of civic pride, a part of local life. 

Give meaning 

If by hosting a project a community renders a meaningful service to society and is recognised as 
such, a project will more easily achieve acceptance. 

The preconditions 

Sustainable integration of projects in the local community is not only a matter of endowing projects 
with certain characteristics but also requires integrative methodology when setting up projects. The 
present climate of heightened security also presents a danger to durable, well integrated projects. 

Develop projects in local partnerships 

If projects are developed in close co-operation with local stakeholders, local aspirations will be 
integrated more easily and agencies have the opportunity to earn trust. Agencies are compelled to 
become more transparent and careful. Local communities acquire sufficient knowledge to share 
ownership. An open and trustworthy agency and a knowledgeable and empowered local community are 
the major success factors when getting started with a RWM project.  

Avoid the trap of safety-through-adversarial-security 

We live a time of vicious violence and counter-violence. It is very easy to be caught in this vicious 
circle and to instate all kinds of adversarial security measures to demonstrate the willingness to go for 
maximal safety. These adversarial systems create and sustain distance between a site and its host 
community, install a climate of suspicion and fear. All such security systems deteriorate over time. True 
safety is achieved through integration in the local community and the assurance of informed memory. 

                                                      
20. NEA (2007), Fostering a Durable Relationship Between a Waste Management Facility and its Host 

Community: Value Added Through Design and Process, OECD, Paris. 


