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In 2014, the Belgian Nuclear Research Centre 

obtained a medium term environmental permit 

for a class I company. This became possible 

once the authorities had clearly defined the 

rules for nuclear institutions. Having obtained 

this permit, SCK•CEN is now working on 

improving a number of points and is paying 

close attention to raising awareness and 

education.

“An environmental permit  
is like a driving licence” 
Green light until 2031 

In addition to nuclear facilities such as reactors and nuclear 

laboratories, SCK•CEN also operates all kinds of non-nuclear 

facilities, which involve the discharge of waste water, disposal 

sites for hazardous substances, laboratories, groundwater 

extraction, and various technical facilities, such as transformers, 

heating and cooling facilities.

Uncertainty ruled
For a long time there was uncertainty for nuclear companies and 

institutions: did they need an environmental permit in addition to 

a nuclear operating licence? The authority to issue such permits 

is split between the federal and the regional governments. 

This did not make the situation any easier: the Belgian Nuclear 

Research Centre is a federal public utility foundation, while an 

environmental permit is a matter for 

the Flemish government. Then again, 

monitoring ionising radiation is a federal 

matter. 

In 2010, the government at the time took 

the first steps in a draft protocol to clarify 

the licensing procedures for nuclear 

companies. A reciprocal exchange of 

information between the competent 

authorities was established. This was an 

additional reason to work on creating an 

environmental permit.

Inadequate licensing
An analysis of the licensing situation 

showed that there were, in particular, 

no current and complete environmental 

permits for the non-nuclear facilities. 

It was necessary to get to work on an 

environmental permit. 

Hilde Swerts took up the position of 

environmental coordinator in order to 

steer the project in the right direction: 

“I determined that there were a number 

of areas where we were not compliant; 

SCK•CEN was inadequately licensed. 

In 2012 we started a dialogue with the 

main authorities involved who have a 

say in granting environmental permits, in 

particular the Federal Agency for Nuclear 

Control, the Flemish government’s 
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department for Environment, Nature 

and Energy, and the Province of 

Antwerp. We discussed the issues at 

consultative meetings and we looked for 

a constructive way to rectify the licensing 

situation as quickly as possible.”

Application follows 
well-trodden path
On the basis of the agreements that 

had been made, Hilde Swerts started 

the draft of an environmental permit 

application: “This is an extensive file with 

general information about the company, 

technical data for all of the facilities for 

which a permit application is being 

made, and plans. These documents 

were not readily to hand. It was a matter 

of inventorying, analysing and processing 

all this information. Furthermore, we 

needed to design the plans, which was 

a lot of work. Fortunately, I could count 

on the cooperation of colleagues from 

various departments and buildings.”

SCK•CEN followed the legally established application procedure, 

says Hilde Swerts: “In the spring of 2014, we submitted the 

application file to the Province of Antwerp. This was assessed 

by various advisory bodies, and there was also a public inquiry 

by the municipality of Mol. I followed the case actively during the 

public consultation period. There were questions that required 

an expert answer, and the environmental permits section at the 

department for Environment, Nature and Energy came to the site 

to inspect and assess the facilities for which a permit was being 

requested.”

On the basis of the recommendations, the provincial 

environmental permit committee gave its recommendation to 

the executive of the Province of Antwerp, so they could take the 

final decision. The Belgian Nuclear Research Centre received the 

news at the end of September 2014: the environmental permit 

was granted for all requested facilities until 2031.
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New challenges
But that is not the end of the permit 

story. The first challenge is to keep the 

licensing situation up-to-date. Every time 

certain activities are expanded or shut 

down, the environmental coordinator 

has to assess whether it is necessary to 

request a change to the environmental 

permit. Hilde Swerts: “Moreover, 

numerous environmental conditions are 

attached to the operation of the facilities. 

SCK•CEN now has the correct driving 

licence, but it is also necessary to comply 

with the traffic rules. I therefore check 

whether our facilities continue to fulfil 

the requirements. The first steps were 

already taken at the same time as the 

application for an environmental permit: 

on the basis of a conformity analysis of the 

facilities with the greatest environmental 

impact, the issues were mapped out 

and we started the necessary corrective 

actions. Such a process requires time 

and constant monitoring. I stimulate the 

environmental awareness of colleagues 

by sensitising them to care for the 

environment, communicating with them 

about legislation, education and giving 

advice about new projects.”

Lastly, the Belgian Nuclear Research 

Centre is faced with a new challenge: the 

authorities have decided to integrate the 

environmental and town planning permit 

into a single procedure. The Belgian 

Nuclear Research Centre keeps a close 

eye on developments and is taking 

action to bring the permit situation up to 

date in this respect.

2031
Environmental permit  

as milestone

As a public utility foundation and 

nuclear research centre, SCK•CEN 

is particularly aware of its respon-

sibilities with regard to the envi-

ronment. The acquisition of the 

environmental permit represents a 

clear milestone, and is an additional 

incentive in the further integration 

of the environment factor into all 

processes. The continued moni-

toring and further improvement of 

our environmental performance 

is, in fact, a major component of 

our objectives. Our environmental 

permit, valid until 2031, forms the 

cornerstone for further develop-

ment of the environmental policy at 

SCK•CEN.

Fernand Vermeersch
Head of the Internal Service for Prevention 

and Protection at Work


