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Introduction 

The mission of the Radioactive Waste Repository Authority (RAWRA) is to ensure the safe 
disposal of all existing and future radioactive waste. In order to fulfil this task RAWRA, in addition to 
the operation of radioactive waste repositories in the Czech Republic, coordinates all those activities 
relating to the construction of a deep geological repository. This long-term goal implies first creating 
and then building upon the public’s confidence in the decision making process and the project as a 
whole as well as in RAWRA as a competent and efficient implementer since clearly public acceptance 
is an essential condition for a successful final outcome. Since its establishment in 1997 RAWRA has 
been looking for ways in which to inform the public about its activities and how to involve the various 
stakeholders in the development process. The communication tools employed to achieve this goal 
have, to date, depended on the specific stage of the process but RAWRA has aimed at a continuous 
improvement in its activities; consequently a large number of changes have been made to RAWRA’s 
policy and approach in recent years. This paper, which aims to describe RAWRA’s dialogue with 
stakeholders (mainly local communities), provides examples of the way in which issues raised by 
stakeholders concerning a repository are reflected in RAWRA’s approach. 

National policy and the deep geological repository 

To date progress concerning high level waste management can be divided into 3 stages: 
development of a national RAW management policy, deep geological repository site selection 
screening stage and the narrowing down of the number and area of selected sites based on aerial 
measurement. 

Long-term policy regarding radioactive waste management is set out in a basic strategic 
document entitled “The Concept of spent nuclear fuel and radioactive waste management”. This 
document was prepared by the Ministry of Industry and Trade in co-operation with RAWRA and 
several other interested parties. According to the Concept, construction of a deep geological repository 
for the direct disposal of spent fuel and other high level waste is the only realistic option for a final 
solution based on the current level of knowledge. However, a new evaluation of options is expected in 
15-20 years time which could well revise this decision. The Concept requires that two suitable sites for 
the construction of a deep geological repository be selected before 2015 with the construction of a 
“confirmation” underground laboratory commencing in 2030. The construction of the disposal facility 
itself is scheduled to begin after 2050. In 2001 the Concept was subjected to an environmental impact 
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assessment which included a public hearing (not required by law) and in May 2002 the document was 
approved by the government. 

The screening stage of the repository site selection process was completed by RAWRA in April 
2003. The whole of the Czech Republic was surveyed according to a complex array of safety and 
legislative criteria and 11 potentially suitable sites were identified. When additional criteria were 
applied (concerning e.g. landscape character, transport options, environmental impact etc.) the number 
of sites was reduced to 6, all in granite rock formations. The following stage included the taking of 
aerial geophysical measurements at all 6 sites comprising an area of 240 km2 and nearly 50 individual 
communities. 

At the end of 2005, a number of sites, each reduced in area, will be selected for further study 
based on the data obtained and expert recommendations. Further geological research work at these 
sites will require the permission of the Ministry of the Environment. At all of the sites chosen, there 
has been to date strong public opposition to the future construction of a disposal facility as well as to 
the actual exploration of sites. Opposition took the form of petitions and the holding of local referenda 
in 15 communities at 4 of the sites and resulted in the government deciding to postpone geological 
activities at all 6 sites for five years. 

Provision of information and public involvement 

Throughout the policy development stage RAWRA made an effort to attract the attention of the 
public to the Concept itself and the EIA process. This included internet presentations and, in attempt to 
interest the media, press meeting and the distribution of publicity materials. Subsequently, RAWRA 
informed the relevant local communities (at the 8 original sites selected before the establishment of 
RAWRA) of the EIA process, provided information on RAW management in the CR and other 
European countries and invited communities to take part in the EIA process and public hearing in 
particular. However the issue failed to grasp the interest of the media and therefore most people learnt 
about the need for a deep geological repository only after the identification of potentially suitable sites.  

Since the end of 2000 when RAWRA first established contacts with local communities at 
potential sites (initially the 8 recommended sites mentioned above then, on completion of the 
screening stage in 2003, at the 6 sites, partially coinciding with the previous group), meetings have 
been organised with local mayors and the chairmen of local councils. These meetings have taken place 
approximately twice a year with a participation rate of approximately half of those people invited. In 
addition, RAWRA has involved these communities by keeping them up to date on the domestic and 
international developments in the field and by inviting their representatives to visit storage or disposal 
facilities both in the CR and abroad (Gorleben 2003, Grimsel 2004). Furthermore, RAWRA actively 
invited these communities to participate in the EIA process related to the national concept in 2001 and 
in 2002, at the beginning of the screening stage, invited them to submit local data which, in their 
opinion, should be considered in the site selection process. A lot of public meetings have been 
organised by RAWRA, most of which have provided a good opportunity to discuss the various issues 
related to waste disposal. Some, however, have merely provided a platform for opponents to voice 
their vehement disapproval of the repository project especially in their vicinity. Before aerial 
measurements were taken, RAWRA distributed leaflets containing detailed information to each 
household at the sites. Furthermore, RAWRA has offered to establish small information centres at 
each of the sites, an offer which has been taken up at two of them and where, in 2004, centres were 
opened in specially reconstructed local libraries. These projects were financed by RAWRA and aim to 
provide information on RAW disposal as well as to substantially improve the libraries themselves. 
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Other communication activities have focused on the media (press releases, conferences, the 
organisation of visits for journalists to facilities, distribution of press materials etc.), both chambers of 
parliament (information letters, presentations) and regional authorities in those regions containing 
potential sites (personal visits to regionally elected representatives, environmental departments of 
regional authorities etc.).  

Integrating the public’s concerns into the process 

Every on-site event (meetings, seminars, discussions, visits to nuclear facilities etc.) is seen not 
only as an opportunity to inform the public but also as a chance to learn about the concerns and values 
of local people and to listen to their comments, objections and proposals. The main concerns thus 
identified include the potential impact of the repository on the environment during both construction 
and operation, the impact on the landscape, waste transport (connecting roads and railways), potential 
terrorist attacks and social impacts such as the effect on inward investment, employment and tourism. 
Many questions have been put to RAWRA which currently cannot be satisfactorily answered since 
many studies which might provide the answers to those questions have not yet been carried out 
(planned for the later stages of the project for the final site). Nevertheless, in order to be able to answer 
certain questions more precisely, RAWRA has initiated basic studies for all the sites currently under 
consideration with several variations (e.g. the complete removal of all the mined material rather than 
storage of part of it, locating the encapsulation plant at a different location to that of the repository 
etc.). It is intended that these studies will form a starting point for later detailed discussions with local 
people.  

RAWRA has always considered local communities as partners. Yet its approach has been 
criticised by opponents for carrying out aerial measurements at sites which had expressed their 
disapproval. Since any geological work in the next stage of the siting process requires the permission 
of the Ministry of the Environment, RAWRA, in order to increase confidence, is considering declaring 
that it will not apply for such permission against the will of the relevant local council. Moreover, such 
a declaration would come simultaneously with proposals supporting regional development. This 
proposal has been submitted to RAWRA’s Supervisory Board for further discussion. Certain 
communities however feel that this proposal does not go far enough and indeed demand the right of 
veto for the construction of any nuclear facility. (An amendment to the Atomic Act on this issue, put 
forward by a number of independent senators, was discussed recently at Senate committee level and 
was rejected). 

Despite RAWRA’s efforts to present the potential advantages to the local area of future 
repository, many people see any such advantages as both unclear and distant in time and they feel that 
the whole process is an immediate threat to the economic development of the region as a whole (low 
level of investment, investors pulling out of the region, effect on tourism etc.). In order to address 
these concerns, RAWRA, in its plan for 2004, proposed that discussions be held between communities 
and representatives of the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry for Regional Development and the 
Ministry of Industry and Trade on supportive regional development programmes. Since only two 
communities have shown any interest in taking part in such discussions, other measures are being 
considered. RAWRA is currently drawing up a proposal that would pave the way for financial 
contributions to be paid to communities in those areas affected by geological survey work as well as 
by subsequent underground laboratory construction. Consideration of this proposal might take some 
time since it may require an amendment to the Atomic Act.  
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Changes to RAWRA’s approach 

From the very beginning RAWRA has aimed to be open with the public, to provide easily 
accessible, comprehensible, complete and up to date information on issues of public concern, indeed 
RAWRA has shown itself to be more than willing to adapt its communication approach based on 
experience and feedback. Accordingly, the information presented at meetings by RAWRA have been 
shortened and simplified; more pictures, diagrams, photos etc. have been added and the information 
provided more tailored to frequent comments and questions. Nevertheless it is still sometimes seen as 
over-complicated and difficult to understand. RAWRA has learnt to be flexible with regard to 
feedback, e.g. reactions to visits to the Dukovany repository and interim store were positive and thus 
RAWRA has made arrangements to provide further visits. RAWRA is constantly trying to improve 
the transparency of the siting process, e.g. by publishing criteria and providing running results. 
Recently, in order to emphasise its openness and unbiased approach to site characterisation, RAWRA 
twice invited representatives of local communities to its internal progress meetings on geological 
developments. Reactions were both positive and critical, criticism suggesting that the information 
provided was too technical.  

Conclusions 

RAWRA has always aimed and will aim in the future to maintain active dialogue with the public 
in general and local communities in particular on issues related to radioactive waste management and 
the deep geological repository. RAWRA’s current communication approach reflects its deepening 
awareness that providing information is not sufficient and that it is necessary to communicate with all 
stakeholders in order to learn about their concerns and to integrate them in the developments. Recent 
events such as the rejection of the repository project in local referenda at potentially suitable sites and 
the government’s decision to postpone all geological work for a period of 5 years clearly indicate that 
RAWRA’s efforts have not been successful and that further changes to and improvements in 
RAWRA’s approach are necessary. Thus the slowing down of the project provides an opportunity for 
RAWRA to thoroughly analyse the potential for improvement and to come up with a more effective 
communication approach. 

 

 


