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FIFTH ANNUAL WORKSHOP AND COMMUNITY VISIT BY THE 
NUCLEAR ENERGY AGENCY, RADIOACTIVE WASTE MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE

FORUM ON STAKEHOLDER CONFIDENCE,
 “DISPOSAL OF RADIOACTIVE WASTE: 

THE FORMING OF A NEW APPROACH IN GERMANY”

Hitzacker and Hamburg, Germany, October 5-8, 2004
Foreign Trip Report

Subject

Participation in the fifth annual workshop and community visit to Germany by the Forum on
Stakeholder Confidence

Dates of Travel and Countries/Organizations Visited

October 5 - 8, 2004

I attended a workshop and community visit that were sponsored jointly by the Forum on
Stakeholder Confidence (FSC) and the German Federal Office for Radiation Protection (BfS). 
The FSC is a working party to the Radioactive Waste Management Committee (RWMC) of the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development's Nuclear Energy Agency (NEA). 
While in Hitzacker, I participated in an FSC business meeting held the evening before the
workshop and community visit.  Following the community visit, I toured the Gorleben mine and
then attended the balance of the workshop in Hamburg.
 

Author/Title/Agency Affiliation

Janet P. Kotra, Senior Project Manager
Division of High-Level Waste Repository Safety
Office of Nuclear Material Safety
 and Safeguards

Sensitivity

No sensitive information was discussed during this trip and no policy decisions affecting the
U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) were made.

Background/Purpose

The FSC was chartered in 2000 by the RWMC.  It comprises members from 13 countries with
active waste management programs as well as representatives from the International Atomic
Energy Agency and the European Commission.  Delegates to the FSC from the U.S.
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Department of Energy or the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency did not attend this meeting. 
Besides its annual meeting in Paris, the Forum also sponsors an annual workshop with wider
participation to examine, in detail, issues of stakeholder confidence that have arisen in a
particular member country’s waste program.  Prior to the Germany workshop, the FSC held four
other international workshops.  The first workshop assessed experience and issues in
stakeholder involvement across the world.  The second examined the stepwise decision-making
process in Finland that led to the identification of a national site for the disposal of spent fuel. 
The third workshop examined social concerns and ways to mitigate.  Participants focused their
discussions on two Canadian programs:  the long-term management of uranium processing
waste still present in the Port Hope area and the promulgation and implementation of the
Nuclear Fuel Waste Act that charts a path for identifying a long-term management solution for
spent fuel.  The fourth workshop studied the implementation of a local partnership concept as
applied in Belgium to the selection of a site for a national Low-level waste (LLW) disposal
facility.  At the June, 2004 FSC annual meeting, a representative from the German BfS
expressed Germany’s willingness to host the next workshop.  BfS invited the FSC to conduct its
annual workshop in Germany to bring the FSC’s international perspective to the local and
national debate on a new nationwide site-selection process as part of a new national disposal
policy. 

Abstract

Germany’s Federal Ministry for the Environment (BMU) is contemplating new nation-wide    
site-selection procedures and site-selection criteria as part of a new national disposal policy. 
Germany’s stated objective for a new site selection process is to identify, with public
participation, potential disposal sites in a comprehensible and reliable way.  In developing this
new policy, the Environment Ministry seeks to learn from past experiences of the public as a
whole, and local stakeholders, in particular, in order to avoid past mistakes.  In the small village
of Hitzacker, delegates to the FSC met with various local stakeholders from communities near
the Konrad facility for low-level and intermediate-level waste and the Gorleben site.  While in
Hitzacker, delegates were able to tour the exploratory mine at Gorleben.  Later, in Hamburg,
FSC delegates met with regional and national stakeholders to discuss factors that had
contributed to a loss of trust, and potential policies that might begin to restore public confidence
and lead to acceptance of radioactive waste management and disposal in Germany.

Discussion
       
Opening

Hans Riotte and Georg Arens welcomed FSC Delegates and local German stakeholders on
behalf of the NEA and BfS, respectively.  Riotte noted that final disposal of radioactive waste is
not just a technical issue, but also an issue of general societal decision making.  Riotte stressed
that siting of repositories should be decided using a modern approach of participation and
inclusion that inspires stakeholder trust and confidence.  FSC holds workshops, such as these,
according Riotte, because FSC is interested in the decision making process, and in particular
how stakeholders become engaged.  He noted that the community visit to Hitzacker was
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intended to invite an open exchange of opinions in the local community and would be followed
by an analytical workshop in a neutral location (i.e. Hamburg).  

Arens identified himself as the head of the BfS division for siting of repositories.  He stated that
BfS was glad FSC agreed to conduct its workshop in Germany and emphasized the importance
of engaging stakeholders.  He was particularly interested in FSC’s views on whether the
Arbeitskreises Auswahlverfahren Enlagerstandorte (AkEnd) recommendations laid out a path
that can lead to a repository. 

Historical Background

Detlef Appel, Germany’s delegate to the FSC, reviewed the history of decision-making for
repository projects in Germany, drawing on his more than 30 years of experience with the
German program.  He noted Germany’s early bias toward salt formations and that almost all
sites considered were in a single region in the north of the country, Lower Saxony.  In the early
1970's there was virtually no ability for stakeholders to participate in the decision making
process.  From the start, the process was almost solely confined to government officials and
invited experts.  At present, Germany has a deep repository for LLW at Morsleben, which is
being closed and sealed, as well as a deep repository for negligibly heat generating waste (low
and intermediate-level waste) at the former Konrad iron mine, which is under dispute in the
German courts.  The Gorleben site has been investigated for deep disposal of all types of
radioactive waste.  In the absence of clearly defined or widely accepted criteria, the selection
and potential finding of site suitability at Gorleben, has raised enormous controversy.  In
October, 2000, the German government interrupted exploration of the potential radioactive
waste disposal site, near Hitzacker, Germany, for a period of between three and ten years. 
About the same time, the German government passed into law a schedule for the stepwise
phase out of nuclear power generation by the year 2023.  Many of the more ardent opponents
of earlier radioactive waste disposal efforts in Germany consider a commitment to cease waste
generation as a sine qua non for negotiating any new solution for radioactive waste disposal in
Germany.  The purpose of the Gorleben hiatus is to allow time to elaborate acceptable
suitability criteria for disposal and to rework Germany’s overall disposal concept. 

The AkEnd

As a first step, the Federal Ministry for the Environment set up an interdisciplinary expert group,
in February 1999 to develop repository site selection criteria and a selection procedure based
on sound science.  The multi-disciplinary committee of 14 scientists, the Committee on a
Selection Procedure for Repository Sites, AkEnd, issued its recommendations to the
government in late 2002.  These recommendations are still under review.  An agreement
between coalition partners, Green and Social Democrat politicians, after achieving reelection for
a second term in 2002, calls on the federal government to select new candidate sites by 2006. 
The principal objective of the selection procedure outlined by AkEnd is to identify–with public
participation–potential disposal sites in a comprehensible and ‘reliable’ way.  

Heinz Haury, a member of AkEnd, provided an overview of the deliberations leading to the
AkEnd’s 2002 recommendations.  Initially, the purpose of AkEnd was seen as the development
of a “criteria catalog.”  Gradually, the group realized that to be effective, it was important to
move from informing, to communicating with and responding to the concerns and interests of
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the full range of stakeholders.  Throughout its deliberations, the group published the minutes of
its meetings on the internet.  In recommending a more inclusive process for selecting potential
sites, the AkEnd emphasized the importance of establishing rules beforehand, providing for
international peer review, and recognizing that the siting of a repository, in addition to being a
technical judgment requiring sound science, is also a societal decision that requires broad
political acceptance. 

External Evaluation of the AkEnd Proposal

Prof. Peter Hocke-Bergler presented the results of an external evaluation of the
recommendations of the AkEnd and discussed some of the obstacles Germany would face in
implementing an “AkEnd-type” process.  The International Committee on Nuclear Technology
(Internationale Länder-kommission Kerntechnik, or ILK) was established by three southern
German states that host most of Germany’s nuclear energy producers (The majority of
radioactive waste sites are in northern Germany).  The ILK comprises 13 scientists and experts
from Germany, France, Sweden, Switzerland and the U.S. (Professor George Apostolakis of
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the NRC’s Advisory Committee on Reactor
Safeguards represents the U.S.).  In September 2003, ILK issued a statement critical of the
AkEnd recommendations for a selection process for repository sites.  Although it generally
commended AkEnd for attempting to develop a systematic procedure for solving the radioactive
waste disposal problem, the ILK was highly critical of the basic premises used by the German
Ministry for the Environment (BMU) when setting up AkEnd.  The ILK found it inappropriate to
direct AkEnd to ignore existing sites in its selection procedure.  Konrad exists and is licensed. 
Gorleben also exists, is a well-characterized site, and, according to ILK,  ought to be given a
chance.  In the view of the ILK, the fact that Konrad and Gorleben were not selected according
to a procedure comparable to the one currently suggested by AkEnd does not mean that these
sites do not comply with high safety requirements.  ILK also criticized the government’s one-site
for all waste policy as unnecessarily limiting any new selection procedure.  ILK also noted  that
trying to identify a single site for all types of radioactive waste is not in line with international
practice.  ILK cited the importance of assigning clear responsibility and roles, and pointed out
that trust needs to be earned by all parties, not just the developer.  In particular, regulators
should be seen as the “people’s experts.”  

Political Outlook

Alexander Nies, from the German Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation and
Nuclear Safety, presented an overview of the German government’s plan to implement the
AkEnd recommendations.  Federal policy for disposal of radioactive waste in Germany is
guided by four fundamental principles: 

1. Safety first.
2. Geologic disposal is only option that can provide for a permanent and

sustainable solution to the radioactive waste problem.
3. Waste of German origin shall be disposed in Germany and waste shall not be

exported or imported for purposes of disposal.
4. Waste disposal is the responsibility of the present generation that uses nuclear

power and shall not be postponed or left to future generations
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Based on these principles the BMU has formulated its radioactive waste disposal policy in the
following terms:

• All types of radioactive waste shall be disposed in deep geological formations in
Germany

• One repository is sufficient for all kinds of radioactive waste
• To identify the site, further sites in different types of host formations shall be explored

and the siting decision shall be based on a comparison of alternatives
• The repository shall be available around 2030

According to Nies, the Federal Government is still evaluating the AkEnd recommendations.  In
the interim, the BMU has developed implementation plans, based on AkEnd, which are subject
to passage of implementing legislation.  The legislative initiative under development by BMU will
be based on a process that will obtain the broadest possible social consensus.  Criteria
governing the selection process will include both “technical-scientific and socio-scientific
requirements” that will be adopted in regulation.  The selection process, if adopted, will include
five steps:

1. Identify areas that meet geological minimum requirements.
2. Among these, identify at least five regions that offer particularly favorable

conditions for  disposal.
3. Within these five, select at least three for above-ground exploration, based on

geo-scientific and mining aspects and on analyses of regional socio-economic
potential.  For sites with same estimated level of safety, prefer sites where public
support of further study is higher.

4. Based on results of step 3, above, select two sites for underground study.
5. Conduct underground site characterization of both sites, select the preferred site

based on the results, and pursue licensing for this site.

All regions and sites are to be evaluated against the same criteria based on a “white map” of
Germany.  Comprehensive public participation from beginning to end will be considered crucial
and the public will be provided an independent information platform to inform the public and
answer related questions.  Based on the analyses of socio-economic potential, support to the
regions under consideration will be offered to develop a regional development concept that
includes a prospective repository.  In the past, Gorleben was the only site explored for its
suitability for all kinds of waste.  Gorleben shall be included in the selection process and shall
participate in the competition.  Advantages and disadvantages of Gorleben will  be measured
against the same criteria that apply to all other places in Germany.  A financing arrangement
will be established in law based on the “polluter pays” principle.  BMU estimates that the costs
of carrying out this new selection process at roughly 0.5 - 1.0 billion Euros ($0.7 - 1.3 billion).
Under existing legislation, radioactive waste disposal is a federal task with the waste producers’
role confined to paying the cost.  Consideration is being given to transferring the responsibility
for disposal to the waste producers and confining the government’s role to licensing and
supervision.  Nies indicated that the Federal Parliament, based on the results of the proposed
selection process, would make the final decision on the disposal site and possibly may decide
earlier in the process by which the two sites are selected for underground characterization.   
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According to Nies, the current Green/Social Democrat government has been unable to get
industry and opposition factions in the Federal Parliament to agree to negotiations on the
legislation needed to institute a new selection process.  Industry and its supporters in
Parliament oppose a new site selection process,  arguing that they have already spent            
1.4 billion ($1.9 billion) on Gorleben.  Supported by the opposition Christian Democrat party,
industry instead wants the government to open Konrad and lift the moratorium on work at
Gorleben as a HLW repository as soon as possible.

Views of Local Stakeholders

Members of the communities surrounding Gorleben and Konrad, in addition to representatives
of local activist groups, were invited to present their perspective.  Dissatisfaction with the
approach taken by the government in the past and a high degree of mistrust were evident on
the part of local stakeholders that supported a repository as well as those in opposition.  

Mr. Ulrich Flöter, a farmer who lives near Gorleben and considers himself well informed,
claimed to have attended 160 meetings and conferences on the site over the past 25 years.  In
his opinion, “if the site is suitable scientifically, the government should take it, if not, don’t.”  He
said he and many of his neighbors felt that if other sites and media are considered, they should
be compared with Gorleben on a common basis, using consistent criteria.  He expressed his
belief that it would be unlikely that any community would embrace this process given how
Gorleben had been treated.  He was sharply critical of the government for failing to engage
“pro” local stakeholders, and for assuming that all members of the local community are
opponents.  

Ms. Ursula Schönberger, a local activist working for more than 20 years in opposition to
Konrad, noted that in the beginning members of the local communities believed they could work
with the government in good faith.  She acknowledged that “everyone understands there has to
be a repository [somewhere in Germany].”  She felt that the AkEnd process appeared to be a
very good approach, but noted that there exists serious skepticism regarding the credibility of
the government’s ability to implement it fairly.

Mr. Francis Althoff, a local opponent of Gorleben, welcomed any progress for looking for an
alternative to Gorleben.  He noted that disposal can not be considered separately from the
imperative to stop generating more waste.  Continuing to operate nuclear facilities, in his view,
was irresponsible energy policy.  He too, expressed considerable mistrust in scientists and
experts that are “overpowered” by the “nuclear power people.”  He asserted that the fact that
more than 1.3 billion had been spent on Gorleben should not be an argument.  He was highly
critical of the government’s collocation of a pilot conditioning facility at the surface of Gorleben,
noting that the more waste that is stored there, the greater the momentum that is generated for
disposal at Gorleben—giving lie to the government’s claim that there is any real alternative. 
Finally, he inveighed against the heavy-handed police action brought against demonstrators
and villagers in Gorleben, citing “eight police campaigns with as many as 18,000 policemen at a
time” that were “not worthy of a democracy.”

A number of other local stakeholders reiterated that there exists a profound lack of trust on all
sides, and that there is a need for people to have faith in the integrity of whatever process is
pursued to select a site.  It was noted that there has been no real dialogue with locals since
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1977—just one-way provision of information and “propaganda.”  This distrust is made only
worse, according to several speakers, by the abuse of police power with every transport of
spent fuel to the conditioning facility at Gorleben.  Several cited that the government’s words
and actions were at odds.  Others stated that the people don’t trust the responsible parties and
the responsible parties don’t trust the people.  

A local politician, Mr. Udo Jentsch, stressed the importance of setting up objective criteria for
selecting a site and providing open, trustworthy information to the public in a way the public can
understand.  He observed that the government can’t demand confidence, it has to earn it.  He
also noted that the way transport had been conducted makes confidence impossible.

Site Visit

Before departing for Hamburg to continue the workshop, participants were afforded the
opportunity to tour either the surface conditioning facility or the Gorleben mine.  

Industry Perspective

A representative of the German Nuclear Utility Organization made a very brief presentation to
the workshop in Hamburg.  He emphatically rejected the AkEnd process and the need for any
new site selection process.  He also noted that the AkEnd timetable was totally unrealistic.  He
reminded the workshop attendees that Germany already has a site (Gorleben) ready to be
licensed and, as such, Germany has “made more progress than other countries.”  He also
stated that the nuclear industry defends the Konrad site for disposal of LLW and sees no need
for a new all-waste site.  Later that afternoon, I facilitated a roundtable discussion during which
this industry representative, Mr. Nies of the BMU, and a representative of Greenpeace all
participated.  When asked what could possibly bring the German nuclear industry “to the table”
to participate in a new, more inclusive site selection process, the industry representative replied
that, in his opinion, nothing short of “realizing Konrad” would inspire any willingness on
industry’s part to participate.

Commentary by Thematic Rapporteurs

The workshop concluded with reports from two “thematic rapporteurs,” Professor Sybille van
den Hove, from the University of Barcelona,  and Professor Erik Van Hove, of Antwerp
University and the architect of the Belgian nuclear waste community partnerships that were the
focus of last years FSC country workshop.  Many insightful observations were presented by
these speakers.  Among them:

1. To be effective a new, inclusive process will require a high degree of
transparency that will necessitate a “dose of courage in public service.”

2. To implement such a process, the government will need to recognize and
acquire competence.

3. Stakeholder trust should not be equated with blind trust.  Stakeholders must be
able to verify information they are given and be provided the tools to do so.

4. As with most other radioactive waste siting situations FSC has examined,
Germany’s has a problematic history.  Germany must deal with this history and
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create mechanisms to ensure that regions considered for siting a repository are
not perceived as victims.

5. Transparency is essential to prevent rumors.
6. A repository need not be viewed as a bad thing if a proper balance is achieved

between benefits and burdens.
7. AkEnd or a similar process must be used flexibly.
8. Not all stakeholders are equal—personal (as opposed to ideological)

stakeholders who reside closest to the repository will feel the immediate
consequences.  The government authorities have the greatest obligation to get
personal stakeholders into the fold and ensure they do not become
“stuckholders.”

9. Just opening the door to dialogue is not enough—the government will need to
set up a process whereby there exists a true sharing of decision making.

10. Personal stakeholders must have the capacity to say no before they can really
say yes.

11. Attention should be paid to broader design issues (aesthetics as well as
functionality) so that the repository can take its place in the daily life of a
community.

12. Recognize that science is not value neutral.
13. Authentic peer review is vital, but the peer community should be broadened to

include other forms of knowledge.
14. Scientists need to learn how to communicate honestly and effectively about

reducible and inherent uncertainties.
15. Recognize the need to build a dynamic interface between science and the         

decision-making process.  The interface must be participatory.
16. Industry must recognize that its obligations extend beyond its shareholders and

embrace corporate social responsibility through transparency, public participation
and accountability.

Concluding Observations

As a member of the FSC core group, I was called upon to make a presentation summarizing
the forum’s preliminary observations, based on our interactions with local and national
stakeholders.  Some of my key points were as follows:

Public trust and confidence in Germany’s repository program have been seriously damaged. 
The reasons for this are many, and have, in some instances been allowed to fester for many
years.  For decades there has been a lack of two-way communication with the public on the
need for and technical suitability of radioactive waste disposal facilities.  The basis for selecting
Gorleben has never been clear, and widely understood and accepted licensing criteria for the
site have not been established.  Also, government agencies responsible for studying Gorleben
have failed to engage pro- or neutral local stakeholders, wrongly assuming that all local
residents are opponents.  Heavy-handed police action with every shipment of waste to the
surface conditioning facility, as well as major discrepancies between official words and actions,
have further alienated stakeholders who might otherwise be neutral or even favorably disposed
to considering a waste repository.  Elsewhere, the fact that the intended inventory for Konrad
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was changed during its development again eroded confidence in the reliability of government
promises and commitments with regard to radioactive waste management.

Germany’s national policy for management of radioactive waste is in transition.  The current
government coalition is committed to phasing out nuclear power as an energy option in
Germany.  A facility for disposal of low and intermediate-level waste, at the former iron ore mine
at Konrad, has been licensed, but is on hold pending the outcome of multiple court challenges. 
A salt site for deep geologic disposal at Gorleben has been studied, but further development
has been halted due to the  imposition of a three to ten year moratorium.  During this
moratorium, an independent panel of experts, the AkEnd, have issued recommendations calling
for a new, inclusive process for site selection, and the German Environment Ministry has
articulated some fundamental principles that would guide such a process.

If such a process is initiated, most of the stakeholders we heard from appear cautiously
optimistic about the stated goals of the process, yet highly skeptical that the government would
conduct the proposed process properly.  At present, a key stakeholder, the German nuclear
industry, rejects the need for a new siting process and refuses to pay for one.  Unless some
mechanism is found to bring industry to the table, it seems doubtful that such a process could
proceed or be effective.  

All of the stakeholders we met with during this workshop, including representatives of the
nuclear industry, expressed sincere desire for a change in the status quo.  That being said, it
was also strikingly clear that not one of the stakeholder representatives with whom we spoke
expressed any willingness to make any changes in their own behavior or approach to bring
about the change they sought.  

From FSC’s perspective, all of the German stakeholders (institutions, organizations, and
individuals) have the ability to choose behaviors that can nourish a new, more open and
inclusive selections process–or not.  For example, developers and regulators can choose to
work with affected communities as partners.  Government authorities will need to engage a
much larger community of affected interests in order to establish siting and regulatory criteria. 
All parties need to consider moving from the generation of propaganda to genuine
communication and sharing of information.  German policy makers will need to establish a
funding mechanism that honors the “polluter pays” principal and, at the same time, provides
oversight resources to affected local governments. All participants in a new, more inclusive
selection process have to recognize that any solution will require safe, monitored transportation
of waste and must commit to allow this to happen.

In closing, I tried to identify reasons for optimism.  Among these were:  1) the strong desire on
the part of all of the stakeholders for change in Germany’s status quo with regard to disposal of
radioactive waste; 2) the fact that the German government has made many significant changes
in policies important to many stakeholder groups, and its willingness to make more; 3) the
independent group, AkEnd has presented a vision and outline of a new, more transparent and
inclusive approach to identifying sites for waste disposal; and 4) Germany is not alone in its
struggle to create a more open, acceptable process for engaging a broader range of
stakeholders concerned with solving the problem of nuclear waste disposal. 
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Pending Actions/Planned Next Steps for NRC

NRC should continue its involvement in this activity. Next action is the 6th Annual Meeting of the
FSC, to be held the week of June 6, 2005. 

Points for Commission Consideration/Items of Interest

No Commission action is requested. The information is considered of some limited interest to
the Commission.

Attachments

None.

“On the Margins”

None. 

References

None. 


