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Good morning Ladies and Gentlemen. 

It is my pleasure, on behalf of the Director General, to welcome you to Athens and to formally open 

the International Conference on Lessons Learned from the Decommissioning of Nuclear Facilities 

and the Safe Termination of Nuclear Activities. 

I am pleased that about 350 participants from 58 Member States are demonstrating interest and 

attending this conference. 

I also wish to use this opportunity to express the appreciation of the IAEA to the Government of 

Greece, the Greek Atomic Energy Commission, the city of Athens and the President of the 

Conference, Professor Camarinopolous, for hosting and organising this important international event. 

I would also like to thank the European Commission, the Nuclear Energy Agency of the OECD and 

the World Nuclear Association for their cooperation in the preparation of this conference. 

This conference is being convened as a follow-up to the International Conference “The Safe 

Decommissioning of Nuclear Activities”, which took place in Berlin in 2002. That conference led to 

the approval of the International Action Plan on Decommissioning of Nuclear Facilities by the IAEA 

Board of Governors in 2004. 

This year, the IAEA marks its 50th anniversary, which corresponds to the 50
th
 anniversary of the 

peaceful use of nuclear technology in many IAEA Member States. 

Therefore as it was mentioned by the Director General Dr Elbaradei during his opening statement at 

the General Conference in September this year, this is a time for reflection on international 

achievements and for the sharing of knowledge, experience and lessons learned. It is also opportune to 

reflect on enhancement of common safety culture shared between all parties involved in the whole 

lifecycle of nuclear facilities. 

With the end of lifetime approaching for many facilities, the development and implementation of a 

holistic approach to decommissioning and termination of nuclear activities is essential, not only for 

large nuclear facilities, but also — and in particular — for small facilities, where resources and safety 

and security measures are limited. The holistic approach refers not only to the time dimension of the 

lifecycle of a specific facility, but also to the long term sustainability of the whole system in the 

country and the region, including possible recycling of material and multinational or regional 

cooperation. It should also comprehensively cover a wide range of technical, financial, social and 

political aspects of decommissioning. 
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For these reasons, it is extremely important to increase the awareness of operators, regulators, and 

governmental organisations of the lessons learned to date to ensure that the responsibilities for safe 

decommissioning and termination of activities are implemented up until the release of sites from 

regulatory control. This is also of particular importance for legacy sites where clean-up is needed and 

often has to be implemented in timeframes long before decisions are made about the release of the 

sites from regulatory control for unrestricted use, with appropriate measures taken for waste 

management. 

Decommissioning of facilities using radioactive material has been undertaken for more than 40 years 

and considerable experience has accrued. Decommissioning is the last step in the lifecycle of a 

facility, which — contrary to the previous steps of siting, design, construction, commissioning and 

operation — does not evoke a positive reaction in facility staff, nor often with other interested parties 

due to the association with reducing employment opportunities and the generation of radioactive waste 

and spent fuel, with the concurrent need for their long term management. 

Increased public awareness and the growing concern for safety and protection of the environment have 

amplified these issues and it is therefore not only important to demonstrate the safe decommissioning 

of facilities and termination of licences, but also to incorporate the lessons learned in the design, 

construction and operation of new facilities, to communicate with the public and media, and to involve 

the stakeholders. 

During the past few years we have also observed strong emerging signs of high expectations for the 

future nuclear power developments, often referred to as nuclear renaissance. However, I prefer to use 

the phrase ‘vita nuova’ from the first Anthology of Dante, written in his national language. Vita nuova 

may better reflect the new global dimension; improved technologies and new countries that will be 

involved, hence requiring new ways of thinking and meeting new challenges. 

Furthermore, an increasing number of power stations are planned for construction and operation in the 

near future in countries with existing nuclear programmes such as Canada, China, Finland, France, 

India, Japan, Republic of Korea, Russian Federation and the United States, and new research reactors 

in Australia and China. 

Uranium mining activities are increasing worldwide, for example in Australia, Canada, Kazakhstan, 

Namibia, Niger, Russian Federation and Uzbekistan. More than ten countries are planning to expand 

or resume uranium mining in the future. 

It is vitally important that these plans for new and re-invigorated nuclear power development 

worldwide are complemented by equally ambitious plans for establishing and enhancing effective and 

sustainable safety and security infrastructures, which include proactive measures to assure safe 

decommissioning and termination of nuclear activities. 

These circumstances give rise to particular safety and security concerns, and the importance of 

adequate planning, funding, regulatory control and measures to ensure safety and security during and 

after decommissioning become increasingly important as the number and types of facilities 

undergoing decommissioning increase. 

Of the 442 nuclear power reactors in the world 88 have been in operation for 30 to 40 years, 200 for 

20 to 30 years; 109 for 10 to 20 years; and 45 for less than 10 years. This means 209 power reactors, 

about two-thirds of them, are expected to exceed their original design lifetime of about 30 years in ten 

years. 

At present several large facilities are undergoing decommissioning in a number of countries; including 

Germany, Japan, Spain, the United Kingdom and the United States. Also several large facilities are to 
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be decommissioned as a result of the end of their lifetime; for examples in the Russian Federation, or 

as a result of early shutdown of power plants such as in Bulgaria, Lithuania, Slovakia and Sweden. 

Decommissioning is not only a matter for the organisations directly responsible, it is a shared 

responsibility with governments, communities and public officials. The timeframes involved can be 

decades, emphasising the importance of knowledge preservation and transfer to future generations. 

The removal of large amounts of material from sites for recycling, disposal as radioactive waste or 

through clearance mechanisms for free release also poses a significant challenge to all the parties 

involved. 

Decommissioning activities 

During recent years, a significant increase in decommissioning projects and activities has been 

observed, together with significant progress in those projects. In the United States alone, there are 

currently 16 nuclear power and early demonstration reactors, 14 research and test reactors, 32 

materials facilities, 3 fuel cycle facilities and 12 uranium recovery facilities in different stages of 

decommissioning under Nuclear Regulatory Commission jurisdiction. 

The worldwide picture is no different: 

• Decommissioning of uranium production, enrichment and fuel fabrication 

facilities is underway in a number of countries including Germany, Republic of 

Korea, and the UK; 

• Recent nuclear facility decommissioning activities worth mentioning are those 

in the Germany Japan, Spain, the UK and the USA; 

• Notable progress in decommissioning of research reactors has been achieved 

during the last year in Denmark, Germany and Spain; 

• Decommissioning of many small facilities has also taken place. Examples of 

recently finalised projects can be found in France and the USA; 

• Developments have also taken place in recent years in respect of national 

policies and strategies on decommissioning in several countries; notable were 

the developments in Canada, France, the Russian Federation, Ukraine and the 

UK. 

So what have we gained from all these experiences of the past forty years? In the words of the Greek 

philosopher Aristotle: 

 

“What we have to learn to do, we learn by doing” 

Aristotle (384-322 BC) 

 

Indeed the experience and knowledge gained during the implementation of these and other 

decommissioning projects worldwide is a valuable source of knowledge that can be gathered and 

shared amongst experts from operating organisation and regulatory authorities in order to improve 

decommissioning projects and increase protection of workers, public and the environment for ongoing 

or planned future decommissioning projects. Experience, both good and bad, provides an opportunity 

for learning, particularly in respect of how to: 

• Increase safety during decommissioning; 

• Improve processes for the clearance of material from regulatory control; 
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• Improve site clean-up activities and facilitate the re-use or release of sites from 

regulatory control; 

• Improve selection of adequate decommissioning technologies; and 

• Incorporate lessons learned from decommissioning in new designs of nuclear 

facilities and during the management of the facility lifecycle. 

The IAEA has been assisting Member States around the world to share their practical experience and 

the lessons learned from decommissioning projects at facilities with different designs, complexities 

and hazards, using different decommissioning strategies and within different legal and regulatory 

frameworks. The IAEA technical reports have documented decommissioning experiences since the 

1970s. From the mid 1980s a considerable increase in the number of decommissioning activities took 

place. 

The increase in these activities has resulted in significant development of internationally agreed safety 

standards, the application and use of these standards in national decommissioning programmes, and 

more recently in the establishment of international legally binding instruments such as the Joint 

Convention on the Safety of Spent Fuel Management and on the Safety of Radioactive Waste 

Management. 

Recent developments in safety standards  

With regard to the recent developments in the of safety standards relevant to decommissioning, a 

major milestone this year was publication of the new Fundamental Safety Principles. 

It states the fundamental safety objective: to protect people and the environment from harmful 

effects of ionizing radiation. The fundamental safety objective applies to all circumstances that give 

rise to radiation risks. 

It also stipulates ten associated safety principles, and briefly describes their intent and purpose. The 

safety principles are applicable, as relevant, throughout the entire lifecycle, including 

decommissioning of all existing and future facilities and activities. 

The safety fundamentals are complemented by a new Safety Requirements Decommissioning of 

Facilities Using Radioactive Material that was published just one month ago. 

This standard establishes clear requirements for planning, implementation and termination of 

decommissioning activities. It applies to all facilities and decommissioning strategies – immediate 

dismantling, deferred dismantling and entombment. 

It recommends immediate dismantling as the preferred option, recognising nevertheless that for some 

countries deferred dismantling is a justified option. 

It requires development of a final decommissioning plan at least two years prior to the planned 

shutdown. The existing safety guides on decommissioning of nuclear power plants, research reactors, 

fuel cycle facilities, and research facilities are planned to be revised in the near future, based on the 

new safety requirements. 

A new Safety Guide Release of Sites from Regulatory Control on Termination of Practices was 

published in November this year. 
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It provides guidance on release from regulatory control of land, together with associated buildings and 

structures, for either unrestricted or restricted use. It provides recommendations for cleanup of sites, 

where this is necessary, prior to site release. The standard also provides recommendations on 

introduction of a new practice on a previously release site. This standard complements the Safety 

Guide Application of the Concepts of Exemption, Exclusion and Clearance that was published in 

2004. 

The only safety standard related to decommissioning that is presently under development is the Safety 

Guide Safety Assessment for Decommissioning of Facilities Using Radioactive Material. The 

standard will be sent to Member States for comments before the end of this year. It provides specific 

recommendations on the approach for development and review of safety assessments. 

Application of the safety standards 

According to its statute, the Agency also provides assistance to Member States in the use and 

application of safety standards through a number of mechanisms including appraisal services, training, 

research and development, technical cooperation and exchange of information. From the 

implementation of these mechanisms in the field of decommissioning of various facilities worldwide, 

a number of lessons were learned: 

Specific areas where assistance is still needed by Member States are: 

• Establishment of national policies and selection of strategies for 

decommissioning; 

• Ensuring an adequate interface between site specific strategies for management 

of spent fuel, waste management and site release and national policy; 

• Development and review of decommissioning plans for existing and new 

facilities; 

• Establishment of adequate and effective funding mechanisms and performance 

of cost estimates for decommissioning; 

• Difficulty in implementation of the decommissioning strategies in case of non 

availability of waste management options and capacities; 

• Development and review of safety assessments; 

• Human resource development and project management, particularly in 

countries with limited human and financial resources; 

• Maintenance and preservation of knowledge about safety aspects related to the 

transition from operation to decommissioning, and also during and after 

decommissioning; 

• Development, implementation and review of security measures. 

The Agency is working both at national and regional levels to enhance safety during decommissioning 

in Member States through its regular programme, its technical cooperation programme and also 

through a number of relatively new international projects. These projects are supported and attended 

by large number of countries willing to share their experience and knowledge on decommissioning. In 

particular these programmes include: 

• The DeSa Project on Evaluation and Demonstration of Safety during 

Decommissioning of Nuclear Facilities that started in 2004; 
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• The Research Reactor Decommissioning Demonstration of Project (R
2
D

2
P) in 

the Philippines that commenced in June 2006; and 

• Decommissioning of the Former Nuclear Complex in Iraq. 

The IAEA is also considering the establishment of a network of decommissioning centres in different 

regions as a tool for sharing of knowledge on decommissioning. 

Joint Convention 

It is important to note that the Joint Convention as a legally binding international instrument is 

relevant to the decommissioning. In particular Article 26 requires that: 

Each Contracting Party shall take the appropriate steps to ensure the safety of decommissioning of 

a nuclear facility. 

Such steps shall ensure that qualified staff and adequate financial resources are available; the 

provisions with respect to operational radiation protection, discharges and unplanned and 

uncontrolled releases are applied, the provisions with respect to emergency preparedness are 

applied; and records of information important to decommissioning are kept. 

During the Second Review meeting of the Contracting Parties that took place in May 2006 in Vienna, 

41 Contracting Parties discussed the status of waste, spent fuel and decommissioning safety in their 

countries. As a result of these discussions several conclusions related to decommissioning were 

outlined in the President’s report: 

• All Contracting Parties are committed to address spent fuel and waste 

management in a comprehensive manner. Many Contracting Parties have 

already developed, or are currently developing, spent fuel and waste 

management strategies based on increasingly comprehensive inventories, 

including spent fuel and waste arising, or to arise, from decommissioning. 

• Many Contracting Parties, especially those having nuclear power plants, have 

established funding schemes for decommissioning. 

• Contracting Parties’ strategies vary from “immediate” decommissioning (i.e. 

starting from 0 to about 10 years after final shutdown) to delayed 

decommissioning after a long safe enclosure phase. Keeping the knowledge 

and memory of the installation (normal operation, modifications, incidents, 

etc.) was recognized as being of crucial importance, especially in the case of 

delayed decommissioning. 

• The subject of exemption and waste clearance was discussed. There is for the 

time being no international consensus on the use of clearance levels. Many 

Contracting Parties are implementing clearance criteria on a generic basis or a 

case by case basis. Public acceptance and a clear radiation protection concept 

are key issues for the success of using clearance levels. 

I am pleased to inform you that since the Second Review Meeting, China and South Africa deposited 

the instrument of accession on 13 September and 15 November 2006 respectively and the number of 

Contracting Parties to the Joint Convention at present is 43. However, there remain more than 100 

Member States which are not yet a party to the Joint Convention. All Member States, and in particular 

the world nuclear community as a whole, will greatly benefit from sharing experience and enhancing 
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cooperation in the areas of decommissioning through participation in the Joint Convention. I strongly 

urge those that are not part of the Joint Convention to take necessary measures to do so. 

International Action Plan on Decommissioning of Nuclear Facilities (2004) 

Exchange of information and knowledge sharing, including those from decommissioning projects, are 

important activities of the Agency. 

The Berlin Conference provided an opportunity for discussion of various aspects related to safety 

during decommissioning of different type of facilities, and at the same time identified areas where the 

IAEA could assist Member States in the decommissioning and termination of practices. 

A number of issues identified at the Berlin conference were reflected in the International Action Plan 

on Decommissioning of Nuclear Facilities that was approved by the IAEA Board of Governors in June 

2004. Since then the Agency has been working on the implementation of the ten main areas: 

• Review of the magnitude of future decommissioning activities; 

• Safety standards on decommissioning; 

• Safety assessment for decommissioning; 

• Decommissioning of research reactors; 

• Management of decommissioning waste; 

• Information exchange of lessons learned from decommissioning; 

• Funding mechanisms for decommissioning; 

• Release and reuse of material, sites and building; 

• Long-term preservation of information; and 

• Addressing stakeholders and social issues. 

Progress will be reported during this conference. 

In addition, the deliberations this week are important for the identification of further areas related to 

decommissioning. For example design, construction, operation and maintenance of facilities, adequate 

security measures, and also public communication and outreach that will facilitate decommissioning. 

These areas need more international attention for deliberations in review and revision of the 

International Action Plan next year. 

Main objectives and expectations from the Athens conference 

Based on the wide range of completed, ongoing or planned decommissioning projects worldwide, and 

international activities related to decommissioning undertaken at national and international levels, 

extensive experience has accrued; lessons have been learned and feedback obtained from the planning, 

implementation, regulation and termination of decommissioning activities. 

The IAEA, together with the European Commission, Nuclear Energy Agency of the OECD, World 

Nuclear Association and the Government of Greece, has organised this international conference to 



 

Page 8 
 

 

 

 

 

share this experience and the lessons learned with the objective to improve, facilitate and increase 

safety and also to improve ongoing and future decommissioning projects. 

More specifically, during this week we aim to discuss experience in a number of sessions covering: 

• Global Overview – Harmonisation of decommissioning approaches (Session 1) 

• Regulation of decommissioning activities (Session 2) 

• Planning of decommissioning activities (Session 3) 

• Implementation of decommissioning activities (Session 4) 

• Management of waste and material from decommissioning projects (Session 5) 

• Decommissioning technologies (session 6) 

• Social and economic aspects (Session 7) 

• Decommissioning of small facilities (Session 8). 

As one of the contributed papers appropriately quoted, the Mediterranean philosopher Galileo Galilei 

(1564-1642) said: 

“You cannot teach people anything: 

You can only help them discover it themselves.” 

 

This conference aims to help each one of us to discover the optimum and most adequate way to safe 

decommissioning of nuclear facilities and safe termination of nuclear activities. I expect that the 

findings of this conference will lead to the revision of the International Action Plan, reflecting the 

latest knowledge and rich experience accumulated and to give a clear direction for future international 

cooperation in the field of decommissioning in the coming years. They may also provide useful 

guidance for the more effective peer review process of the Joint Convention in the area of 

decommissioning. 

Before concluding, I would like to thank the speakers, panellists, chairmen, rapporteurs, and all 

participants for attending this important conference and wish all of you success. Thank you. 


