
International Atomic Energy Agency 
 

          International Atomic Energy Agency  

Spent fuel – waste or resource? 

A perspective from the IAEA 

Magnus Vesterlind 

Section Head 

Waste and Environmental Safety Section 



International Atomic Energy Agency 

International consensus that…  

 

…spent fuel is a waste 

 

or 

 

a resource 
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Joint Convention 

 

 

“Recognizing that the definition of a fuel 
cycle policy rests with the State, some 
States considering spent fuel as a valuable 
resource that may be reprocessed, others 
electing to dispose of it” 
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Safety has to be ensured… 

 

…regardless of fuel cycle policy 

 

• “Recognizing that the same safety objectives 
apply both to spent fuel and radioactive waste 
management” 
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Joint Convention - objective 

 

“to ensure that during all stages of spent fuel and 
radioactive waste management there are effective 
defenses against potential hazards so that 
individuals, society and the environment are 
protected from harmful effects of ionizing radiation, 
now and in the future, in such a way that the needs 
and aspirations of the present generation are met 
without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their needs and aspirations” 
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National responsibility and policy 

• Establishing legislative and regulatory 
frameworks  

• Adequate system for safe radioactive waste 
management 

• Allocating responsibilities for waste management 

• Planning and developing the required 
capabilities, i.e. facilities and human resources;  

• Creating a system for financing waste 
management 

• Involving stakeholders and the public  



International Atomic Energy Agency 

Some basic elements 

• Waste will always be generated 

• Disposal cannot be avoided 

• Important to consider all waste streams when 
defining a spent fuel management policy 

• Existing reactors and those under construction 
will be in operation for many decades 

• Generation IV and innovative reactor concepts 

• Uncertain when the first will be constructed 
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Some basic elements cont. 

• Considering today’s spent fuel as a resource 
implies storage over long periods of time 

• Maintaining safety of storage facilities 

• Increased storage capacity 

• Design life and maintenance 

• No conflict between direct disposal and 
reprocessing 
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Spent fuel as a resource 

• More energy per unit uranium originally mined 

• Commitment to developing “new” reactors 

• Also reprocessing and fuel fabrication facilities 

• Wait and see is not reasonable 

• Storage of existing spent fuel for extended 
periods of time 

• Timely disposal programmes still needed 

• Waste volumes and characteristics differ 

• Financial and human resources 
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Spent fuel as a waste 

• Commitment to active disposal programmes 

• Wait and see is not reasonable 

• Several decades of storage 

• Geological disposal considered safe and mature 
for implementation 

• Financial and human resources 
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Summary 

• Spent fuel is either waste or a resource 

• It is a national responsibility to decide 

• Spent fuel management is a long term commitment 

• Wait and see is not acceptable 

• No conflict between direct disposal and reprocessing 

• Time schedules are different 

• There will always be a need for disposal 

• Consider all waste streams 
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Thank you! 


