What they are doing in other countries – Hungary
Hungary – the good example in the East

The goats in Püspökszilágy, Hungary, graze inside one high fence, while another separates them from the final repository for low- and intermediate-level waste. Along with the grass, the water and the air, they are part of a living alarm system – a sampling programme for monitoring releases of radioactive substances from the repository. The repository was a well-known secret during the Soviet period, but now the law dictates that the public be kept informed.

As long as the Iron Curtain was in place, the radioactive waste in Hungary – like in other eastern European countries – was not a problem. The Soviet Union took the spent fuel, and the low- and intermediate-level waste was put wherever they found convenient – without consultations or discussions. No one answered any questions – and no one asked any either.

Then the Iron Curtain fell, and the old system along with it. Hungary held its first democratic elections in 1990. The nuclear waste suddenly became Hungary’s problem. During the past decade the country has taken the waste problem firmly in hand. The authorities are working in close consultation with the villages that have agreed to harbour the waste.

During its 16 years in the fold of democratic nations, Hungary has joined NATO and the EU. A Nuclear Energy Act was passed in 1997, and PURAM (the Public Agency for Radioactive Waste Management) was formed and given responsibility for the entire nuclear waste management chain.  PURAM is a state agency answering directly to the Government. According to the Nuclear Energy Act, special information groups for the local citizenry must be formed around every nuclear facility.

Hungary (with a population of nearly 10 million in an area one-fourth that of Sweden) has a nuclear power plant in Paks, south of Budapest, with four reactors that have supplied 40 percent of the country’s energy since 1983.  The plant is urgently in need of a repository for disposal of its low- and intermediate-level operational waste, and in the longer term a repository for spent nuclear fuel must also be built.

The oldest facility, a final repository that was put into operation in 1976, is located in Püspökszilágy, 40 km northeast of Budapest. Low- and intermediate-level waste from research, industry and hospitals is kept here. It was built without any consultation with the nearby villages, but cooperation is now all the more intense and six municipalities participate in the Isotope Information Association (IIT), headed by the mayor of Kisnémedi, György Edelman.  The municipalities are paid a fee from a fund for managing the waste, and they are free to use it as they see fit. György Edelman is content with the arrangement.

“Naturally, you can never get enough resources for your municipality, but compared with before I am very satisfied,” he says.
Hungary’s four objectives

·  Modernize the repository in Püspökszilágy for low- and intermediate-level waste from research, industry and hospitals.

· Build a new final repository in Bátaapáti for low- and intermediate-level waste from the nuclear power plant.

· Expand the interim store for spent nuclear fuel in Paks.

· Conduct a site investigation, build an underground laboratory, and finally build a final repository for spent nuclear fuel in Boda.

Hungary builds final repository for low- and intermediate-level waste

Tunnel project breathes new life into local economy

A new medical clinic, new roads and cable TV for all households. The small village of Bátaapáti (500 inhabitants) is flourishing once again – largely thanks to the final repository that is being built underground in the rock just outside the village.

Mayor Szilárd Krachun manoeuvres his Toyota jeep through the winding streets of Bátaapáti. He passes the village vineyard, where he apologizes for the poor road. It will soon be resurfaced, he explains. Many of the village’s streets and sidewalks have already been resurfaced.

He parks at the top of a rise, climbs out and points proudly at the beautiful view. The village below, over which Mayor Krachun presides, is a prosperous one. Unusually prosperous compared with most other villages in the Hungarian countryside. It has a new medical clinic, a well-equipped school and a new water supply and sewage system that serves all the households in the village, as well as a cable TV network.

“No, this would not have been possible without the big project,” says Krachun, referring to the tunnel being built by PURAM on the outskirts of the village. It is destined to be Hungary’s first final repository for low- and intermediate-level waste from the country’s nuclear power plant. 

Fully five percent of the project’s budget goes to the nearby municipalities, of which Bátaapáti, the nearest one, is getting 40 percent.

“That’s a lot of money for such a small village, and it has meant a lot to us,” explains Krachun.  

Resolute effort

Ever since 1990, when he took over as Mayor of Bátaapáti, Krachun has worked to bring this about. At around that time, the Government began its search for a suitable site for the planned final repository. But the newly-formed Government had no experience of similar site selection processes. There were two failed attempts in the space of three year. But they learned their lesson, and the third attempt met with success. 

High priority was given to establishing good contacts with the inhabitants of the nearby villages and municipalities and keeping them informed. Then when Bátaapáti was selected as the site of the new facility in 1997, a special Social Control and Information Association, TETT, was formed, in which the leaders of eight municipalities currently participate. TETT oversees the project while keeping the inhabitants informed via both cable TV and a special newsletter.

“Together with the heads of the other nearby villages I have made a very resolute effort to inform the villagers about what a project of this nature will entail. And I haven’t heard any protests yet,” Krachun explains.

No, criticism of the project is rare indeed. This was also shown by the referendum that was held before the project was launched. Fully 91 percent of the 75 percent of the inhabitants who voted were in favour of a final repository in Bátaapáti.

Flourishing future

Krachun is of course happy with the result, proof that the villagers see the advantages of the project in the same way as he does. In addition to the compensation that is being paid to the village, the project will also create jobs for the local inhabitants. Visitors and temporary workers will be drawn to the locality, and there is also likely to be an upswing in tourism.

“Those who come to visit the final repository will also hopefully visit the village. That’s good news,” says Krachun, who has even invested in his own hotel and restaurant. 

It is also hoped that more people will move into the village, a trend that can already be seen. The project’s new site manager is building a new house and will shortly be able to move into the village as well. It is important to take advantage of the opportunities that present themselves. Planning for the future is already in full swing. More land must be made available for newcomers, and electricity, water and sewerage must be provided for the new residential areas.

Future secured

Szilárd Krachun has every reason to be satisfied with the village’s development. As well as with the future that awaits.  For with the latest success in the negotiations being held between TETT and PURAM, Krachun has managed to achieve one of his most important goals for the future:  setting the annual fee to be paid to the municipalities during the entire operating period of the final repository. Up until the year 2100, TETT will receive 1.3 million euro every year. This secures the future of the town of Bátaapáti, which will undoubtedly continue to flourish for many years to come.

Read more about PURAM on the Web: www.rhk.hu
“Swede” heads the work

The project that is currently Hungary’s top priority is the construction of a new final repository for low- and intermediate-level waste from the nuclear power plant. There we meet the boss of the project’s geological department, Hungarian Imre Molnos, who guides us down into the rock while explaining everything in perfect Swedish!
“We are building two parallel tunnels in the rock. So far we have come 700 metres, but when they’re finished they will be 1.7 kilometres long and reach down to a vertical depth of 150 metres,” says Imre, who has been working on the project since the start of construction one and a half years ago.

You speak Swedish?

“I immigrated along with my parents to Sweden from Hungary in the 1980s and got a degree in geology from Lund University,” explains Imre.

In 2002, after earning a degree in geology and studying education for three years, Imre decided to move back to his homeland of Hungary. He doesn’t get to Sweden much these days, but he still has ties to the country. His parents still live in Kristianstad, and he tries to keep his Swedish alive.

Since returning to Hungary Imre has worked as a geologist, and on 1 January 2006 he was put in charge of the geology department on the Bátaapáti project.

He finds the job exciting, even though being a manager has meant a lot more “suit time” than before. And geology is still at the core of both his job and the project.

“Before the work began here, exploration studies were conducted for 15 years. Holes were drilled from the ground surface and other investigations were conducted before we got started.”
Did your picture of the rock turn out to be accurate?

“Yes, pretty much so. The rock was perhaps a little more fractured than we thought, so we have had to do quite a bit of grouting in the tunnels. But otherwise it’s about like we expected. The rock stresses are low and we have plenty of room for drilling deposition tunnels.”
If all goes according to plan the first containers of radioactive waste will be emplaced in the rock next year.

Boda plans for future final repository

Hungary does not expect to have a final repository for spent nuclear fuel in operation until at least 40 years from now.  The site has already virtually been decided, however.

Hungary hopes to build a final repository for its spent nuclear fuel in an underground clay formation at Boda in the south. The geologists are almost certain that this is a perfect place for the final repository, but thorough investigations still remain to be conducted.

Boda is a small municipality of some 400-plus inhabitants. It is presided over by Gyözö Kovács, who has been mayor for the past 16 years. Ten years ago he was also put in charge of the Public Information Association of Western Mecsek, NyMTIT, which consists of the mayors of nine municipalities and whose role is to safeguard the interests of their constituents in connection with the plans for a final repository for spent nuclear fuel in the area. 

This assignment also includes information, of which they provide a lot, despite the fact that the project is still far in the future. The information is sometimes provided via local television, newspapers, study visits and rolling exhibitions.

“We want to build up knowledge and public confidence in anticipation of the day when a decision will have to be made,” says Kovács, noting that providing information at schools is important, since it is the next generation who will make the decision.

Not top priority

At the present time the final repository in Bátaapáti is the most urgent priority, so the project in Boda is dormant for the time being. But the municipality assumes that investigations for a final repository for spent nuclear fuel will eventually be conducted there.

PURAM, the Public Agency for Radioactive Waste Management, is convinced that we have good rock and doesn’t want to lose it,” says Kovács.

There used to be a uranium mine in the area, and Kovács believes that the inhabitants don’t think the idea of a final repository is such a big deal. The municipality has built up a good infrastructure with the money from PURAM, and if a final repository is built they can look forward to even an even stronger economy.

“We have seen that the combination of wine and nuclear waste works well in other places and hope it will attract tourists to us as well,” concludes Kovács contentedly.

