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Context 

The aim of the project is the evaluation of feasibility of a deep repository of high activity/long 
life radioactive waste within a geological context characterized by : 

• a thick layer of argillite (130 m); 

• a depth of 500 m for the medium of the layer; 

• geomechanical, geochemical, hydrogeological favourable properties, to be confirmed further 
by field experimentation; 

• geological favourable conditions (quiet and ancient geological history, little tectonic 
fracturation, low hydraulic transmissivity of surrounding rocks…). 

The Underground Research Laboratory (URL) is located in the eastern part of the Paris basin 
(about 300 km from Paris, near the border of the Lorraine and Champagne-Ardennes regions and the 
Meuse and Haute-Marne districts, on the territory of the Bure village). 

The legislative frame for the project is provided by the law of 31th December 1991 (“Loi 
Bataille”). This law identifies 3 avenues of research to be carried out during a period of 15 years, with 
regular scientific assessment by an ad-hoc commission (“Commission Nationale d’Evaluation”). 

Eventually, the French government will have to propose the parliament a decision about the mode 
of continuation (if any) of the project. 

One of the main idea of this law was to keep balance between: 

• scientific and socio-political criteria; 

• local/regional and national interest. 

So, a local committee for public information (CLIS: Comité local d’information et de suivi) was 
created early on. At the same time, funds for local economical development and country planning are 
made available by the waste producers (who are also supporting financially the technical project). 
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Today, the surface facilities of the URL are achieved. Two shafts have been sunk down to 450 m 
and 475 m respectively (target : 500 m). A large crop of results have been collected thanks to 
geological and geomechanical survey in the shafts and through a large set of boreholes drilled from the 
surface to different depths and at various distances from the site itself (up to 20 km and more). 

Regional geological, hydrogeological and sismical survey have provided a good knowledge of 
natural conditions. 

Actors in the Project 

Three groups of actors can be distinguished: 

• citizens; 

• scientists and experts; 

• “customers” and “decision makers”. 

1. The “citizen group” is characterised by social expectations (i.e. wish to find a solution to the 
national issue of radioactive waste management, by civic attitude and realism, and/or wish to 
catch the chance for further local development through employment and activity generated 
directly or indirectly by the URL or, eventually, by the repository). 

But in the same time; this group is sensitive to fears: fear of a negative image of the region 
prejudicial to tourism, fear of potential long term effect of radioactivity on environment and 
health; hostility against a reinforcement of the French political choice in favour of energy from 
nuclear origin … 

The actions and answers developed concern mainly the provision of information: 

• a newsletter “Vie du Labo”: 4 numeros/year, local diffusion: 25 000; 

• visits: 5 000 visitors/year (including open door day, with 400 to 1 500 visitors); 

• specific invitations addressed to municipal councils of surrounding villages, elected 
representatives of concerned districts, medias…; 

• participation in the CLIS: board meetings each month; public plenary meetings 3 times/year. 

The chairman of the CLIS is the prefect of Meuse Department and the composition of the 
committee (96 persons) includes local politicians representative of national (parliament) and 
mainly local (departmental) assemblies, trade-unions, economics organisations, associations of 
wildlife and environment protection, employees of the laboratory… 

The economical impact of the URL is in relation with the construction itself and also with 
accompanying funds for economical development. 

These funds (20 M€/year equally shared between both concerned department (Meuse and Haute-
Marne), are managed by a public management group, gathering departmental elected 
representative. 
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A project of a Technological and Scientific “Pole” is elaborated in close relation with the regional 
universities. 

About the impact of the URL activity: 19 % of the markets for construction have been attributed 
to local and regional enterprises, and 350 people are employed today on the URL site. 

2. Scientists and experts are divided into direct actors and evaluators/supervisors. 

Direct actors are Andra’s scientists, their contractors and their partners (French and European 
universities and Research centers). 

In all, probably more than 150-200 persons can be considered as scientific contributors to the 
project for a significant part of their time. 

Evaluators/supervisors play a role:  

• Between Andra’s research teams and scientific community: scientific council of Andra, 
orientation and supervision committee of the URL, external review (NEA); reviewers of 
publications. 

• Between Andra’s research teams and government: National Evaluation Committee (CNE) 
carrying out regular audits and producing an annual report to government; National Nuclear 
Authority, with technical support by Permanent Group of experts (GPD) and by the Institute 
for Radioprotection an nuclear Safety (IRSN). 

• Between Andra’s research teams and population: regular presentations of results to the CLIS. 
The latter has also contracted a third party for an external evaluation of the URL Research 
Programme. 

3. The group of “customers” and “decisions-makers” is composed by: 

• The final users of the facilities and financial contributors to the project, namely: the waste 
producers (EDF, COGEMA, CEA). Technical and scientific interactions with Andra take 
place through regular working group meetings (several times each year). 

• Politic decision-makers at national and local level. 

• European Union, with incentive politic and financial support (through CPRD actions). 

Conclusion 

The confidence relating to the URL project needs to be built upon excellent and strong relations 
and collaboration with the scientific community. The necessary condition for the acceptance of citizen 
is to be based upon the conviction that the scientific work is carried on seriously, with the best 
specialists and up-to-date methods, under a rigorous control, and in opened context. This way, the 
exciting scientific challenge represented by the URL could find approval. 

But these considerations only concern today the URL project, and there is no clear indication 
about the potential acceptance of an eventual repository. 

 


