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MEETING WITH US NUCLEAR WASTE TECHNICAL REVIEW BOARD, 
 LONDON, 12 NOVEMBER 2009 

 
Secretariat 

Summary 

1. Members of the Committee met with Members of the United States Nuclear Waste 
Technical Review Board (see http://www.nwtrb.gov/ for more information) as part of its 
visit to London.  They discussed issues and challenges facing the two organisations, and 
technical and other issues involved in the management, including disposal, of high 
activity wastes and spent fuel. 

 
The meeting 

2. Present: 

US NWTRB: CoRWM: 

Dr B. John Garrick (Chairman) Robert Pickard (Chair) 
Dr Mark D Abkowitz Bill Lee (Deputy Chair) 
Dr William Howard Arnold David Broughton 
Dr Thure E. Cerling Margaret Burns 
Dr David J. Duquette Brian Clark 
Dr George M. Hornberger Mark Dutton 
Dr Andrew C. Kadak Fergus Gibb 
Dr Ronald M. Latanision Simon Harley 
Dr Ali Mosleh Marion Hill 
Dr William M. Murphy Rebecca Lunn 

 
John Rennilson 

Nigel Mote (consultant to the Board) Lisa Matta (secretariat) 
Karyn D. Severson (Director, External Affairs) Simon Mussett (secretariat) 
Dr Daniel S. Metlay (senior professional staff) Adam Scott (secretariat) 
Bruce E. Kirstein (senior professional staff)  
        

3. The meeting consisted of 

 a presentation from CoRWM on its history and current role (Annex 1) 

 a similar presentation from the NWTRB on its history and role (Annex 2) 

 a discussion, including issues and challenges facing both organisations 

 two "breakout" sessions on 

 pre-disposal management of highly active wastes and spent fuel, and 

 disposal of highly active wastes and spent fuel, then 

 a summary of the sessions and plenary discussion. 
 

Discussion, including issues and challenges 

4. The meeting discussed 

 the similarities and differences between the role and working methods of the 
Board and the Committee; 

 the lessons learned from recent US experiences notably over Yucca Mountain, 
and the need to apply these, including minimising the dispersal or loss of 
technical expertise; 

http://www.nwtrb.gov/
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 next steps including the proposed Blue Ribbon Commission for evaluating 
alternative management options for high level nuclear waste (primarily spent 
fuel); 

 the need to plan for potentially very long periods of interim storage and for more 
integration in the fuel cycle, so that fuel is more suited to conditioning and 
eventual disposal, and 

 the benefits of further exchanges of information and views between the Board 
and the Committee in future. 

 
Pre-disposal management of highly active wastes and spent fuel 

5. Members discussed technical and non-technical challenges in conditioning, packaging, 
storage and transportation, including research and development, and management of 
plutonium and uranium.  Many of these challenges were present in both countries. 

 
6. Issues included: 

 

 The challenge of integrating complex and inter-dependent systems from the front end 
of the fuel cycle through to conditioning, storage, transportation and disposal.  For 
example: 

 transportation, including issues of routing, security and scale: e.g. the need to 
provide or upgrade rail infrastructure over distances up to several hundred 
miles, and the importance of winning public confidence before large scale 
transports began; and 

 bottlenecks caused by different organisations' assumptions e.g. about when 
loading would start and finish. 

 The need to think harder about long term dry storage of spent fuel (i.e. up to and 
beyond 100 years), including 

 whether one or more centralised storage facilities might be needed, and  

 how to monitor cask integrity throughout the period, e.g. inert gas levels. 

 Waste conditioning issues, such as 

 the existence of several thousand different waste streams, often with widely 
varying volumes and levels of challenge, and the need for a strategic 
approach when setting priorities, 

 the need to optimise the durability of vitrified HLW including by control of the 
borosilicate glass composition. 

 Reprocessing, including 

 uncertainties about what spent fuels, including those from new reactors, might 
be reprocessed, and 

 the risk of "stranded" fuels unsuitable for reprocessing or otherwise unable to 
be reprocessed. 

 the importance of being clear about a strategy for reprocessing, because the 
real gains only come if the reprocessing is part of an integrated Fast Reactor 
cycle.  

 Skills and organisational capacity, including  

 the implementer's ability to oversee a major programme,  

 industry's capacity e.g. to manufacture containers and other equipment on the 
necessary scale and standards;  

 the need for closer working between industry and academics 
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 the departure of experienced staff not fully compensated for by increased 
supply of newly qualified staff. 

 Successes and lessons learned including those from the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant 
e.g. the importance of working closely and openly with local communities. 

 

Disposal of high activity wastes and spent fuel  

7. Members discussed geological disposal concepts and alternatives, technical and other 
challenges in geological disposal, including research and development and public and 
stakeholder engagement and socio-economic issues, and lessons learnt about 
implementation in the US that could be relevant to the UK. 
 

8. Issues included: 
 

 Design concepts and the need to avoid focusing too soon on a specific design. 

 Yucca Mountain was designated as the possible site for a geological 
disposal facility in the US; no options assessment was carried out, but the 
Board had reviewed different design options for the disposal facility.   

 The safety of the geological disposal facility in multi-barrier systems 
(encapsulation, engineered barrier and geology).  

 regulatory differences between the countries were discussed. In the UK 
the obligation is on the applicant to make the safety case, regulators do 
not provide prescriptive criteria but supply guidance to the applicant.  

 move away from numerical criteria and thresholds.    

 Risks over a timescale of several hundred thousand years, including 

 a risk based approach, the amount of information needed for a robust 
safety case, and the need for continuing R&D 

 the challenge of discussing and communicating such long geological 
timescales in a way that people could relate to their own experience 

 the cost of reducing the uncertainty of risk and using the óprinciple of 
reasoningô and the need to develop mitigation strategies.  
 

 Retrievability, reversibility and recoverability.  

 definitions (and stakeholders' views) varied widely; disposal is the 
óemplacement of waste without the intention to retrieveô; however, 
although there is no intent, anything could be retrieved through mining if it 
is known where the disposal facility is located.  

 to some, the issue was largely one of risk and the need for monitoring to 
provide stakeholder confidence; to others it was about making use of 
potential resources. 

 The need for a ócertainty of solutionô to illustrate a clear trail for spent fuel so that 
utilities could plan accordingly, including knowing when material is likely to leave 
the operating site. 

 The liability of waste between utilities and Government. For example, in the UK 
some AGR spent fuel is covered by a contract between the utility (British Energy) 
and the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority which makes the spent fuel the 
NDAôs responsibility once it arrives at Sellafield. For UK new build reactors it is 
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envisaged that the Government will formally take title to the spent fuel at the time 
of disposal or at some earlier point during interim storage. 

 The Yucca Mountain process was discussed in further detail, in particular, what 
occurred before and after the decision was made to focus solely on this site. 
Discussion highlighted the error of not having an underground research 
laboratory prior to commitment to the Yucca Mountain site. Moving forward, the 
purpose of the Blue Ribbon Commission was explained, Members are likely to be 
generalists and not nuclear specialists.   

 
 
Summary and plenary discussion 
 

9. The meeting discussed issues arising from the breakout sessions.  Other points made 
included: 

 some issues that seemed common to both countries, e.g. skills, package 
lifetimes, the need for effective monitoring, and the need to build public trust, and 

 some differences e.g. the respective roles of the Board (largely technical focus) 
and the Committee (which includes a range of issues, such as, public and 
stakeholder engagement).  

 
Further information 
 

10. Further information about the Board which CoRWM Members may find useful includes 

 its 27 October 2009 letter to Congress and the Energy Secretary setting out its re-
focused goals following the Administration's Yucca Mountain decision; 

 its work plans for FY 2010 which also describe its methods of working, performance 
criteria &c; and  

 its draft report on other countries' nuclear waste management programmes. 
These are available on its website. 
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Annex 1: Presentation by 
CoRWM
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Annex 2: Presentation by NWTRB 
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