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This paper mainly discusses the following two subjects: (a) some of the key issues
related to the present status of the research reactor safety in the world as recognised by
various external review or advisory groups related to the International Atomic Energy
Agency (hereafter the Agency) and (b) the impact of their recommendations on the
preparation and implementation of the part of the Agency's Programme and Budget (P &
B) relating to the safety of research reactors.

Several individuals and groups involved in the use of the nuclear energy and its
applications have recently expressed their increased concern about some general aspects
of the safety of the research reactor in the world, and particularly about those related to
their safe continued operation.

To illustrate some of the above general aspects of concern, they have been
contrasted with corresponding issues related to nuclear power reactors. Examples of these
aspects of concern are:

• Of the about 600 research reactors that have been built to date in 60 Member States,
the current information in the Agency Research Reactor Database shows that 265 are
still in operation in 58 Member States and 344 have been shutdown. Of these, 238
remain in extended shutdown waiting for a decision on their decommissioning and 106
have undergone decommissioning;

• The median age of the research reactors is 30 years compared with 20 years for the
power reactors. Ageing problems in research reactors involve more than the
degradation of properties of the materials. Issues like obsolescence of equipment and
lack of spare parts, degradation of discipline and vigilance, outdating of the system of
documentation related to the reactor, and budgetary limitations affect also the safety of
some reactors;

• Many research reactors have large stocks of spent fuel, much of which contain HEU.
Serious safety problems concerning the condition of this fuel, particularly corrosions
and leakage, have been reported;

• All countries operating power reactors have at least a minimum acceptable regulatory
infrastructure whereas many countries operating only research reactors have
deficiencies in their regulatory framework. Several developing countries are now
building their first research reactor. As nuclear infrastructure is lacking, these
countries need appropriate technical and scientific advice;



• Public perception of nuclear incidents or accidents involving research reactors will not
be much different from those involving power reactors in spite of the real differences
of risk. However, any sort of incident or accident in research reactors would worsen
public attitudes towards nuclear energy.

Among the above groups that have expressed their concerns are groups composed
of high ranking officers nominated by leading Member States of the Agency that have
been requested to review the Agency's P & B related to the Department of Nuclear Safety
(NS) in 1997 and 1999. In addition, the standing International Nuclear Safety Advisory
Group (INSAG) to the Director General of the Agency received from the Secretariat an
account on the status of research reactor safety world-wide and wrote in 1998 a letter to
the Director General mentioning most of the issues listed above. The letter also noted that
these issues related to nuclear safety of research reactors required immediate attention in
an appropriate manner.

All the recommendations of 1997 peer review were taken into account in the
preparation of the Agency's P & B for the current biennium 1999-2000. However, one of
the review groups in 1999 continued to be of the opinion that more effort on research
reactor safety is a key need of Member States. In this regard, the group welcomed the
increased priority which is currently receiving research reactors in the first draft of the
programme for the next cycle, but was disappointed at the small extent of the new
anticipated activities. The group members believed that the proposed activities do not
sufficiently address the assessed needs or the recommendations from the 1997 review and
the considerations in the 1998 letter of INSAG. Therefore, the reviewers recommended
that the Agency should reconsider the allocation of effort in the area of research reactor
safety with a view to expanding the activities.

The group also recognized that different human resources are needed for research
reactors in general and that collaboration with other Departments is important for the
effectiveness of programmes. The group further recommended that the Agency should
consider what resources are needed to address the needs of Member States with regard to
research reactor safety, and what options or funding sources might be available, either
within the Nuclear Safety Department or through collaboration with other Departments,
to provide these resources. In this context, it should be recognized the effort made
recently by the NS management increasing (although on a short term contract basis) the
personnel of the Research Reactor Safety Unit from two to four persons.

In this connection, the Agency will welcome and look forward to having an
appropriate set of recommendations and suggestions from the Symposium on Research
Reactor Utilization, Safety and Management to be held in Sesimbra, near Lisbon,
Portugal, to be incorporated in its P & B for the next cycle.


