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A number of presentations at the conference have shown that a lot of progress has been 
made over the past years: 

At the technical level: 

• record keeping over longer periods is feasible; 

• information decay is a real problem but can be managed once one is aware of it; 

• markers can be effective and sufficiently durable. 

In the domain of corporate responsibility and ethics: 

• The need for longer periods of oversight is accepted. But “oversight” of another 
kind than a system of prohibitions. 

• Within the international co-operation network of the NEA, no agencies can be 
found that renege on their responsibility to manage waste safely and for long 
periods. 

• Some efforts have been made to involve local stakeholders. 

These achievements are the fruit of sustained committee work, research papers 
written, meetings held, site visits organised, using all the tools at the disposal of 
organisations that are sufficiently funded to ensure a good functioning. Results at the 
operational level were presented in several waste disposal sites already in operation. The 
story was told of Central Organisation for Radioactive Waste’s (COVRA) RK&M Provisions 
to cover the storage of radioactive waste at HABOG for the next 100 years or more. This 
showed how a storage facility that did not start out to become a valued landmark 
accepted in the region could become so by providing additional services to the art 
community and some paint. Andra's Centre de La Manche has done remarkable work in 
setting up a robust archival information system. 

How far can we get within the present organisational framework and is that sufficient 
to fulfil the mission? Will our improved capacity to preserve information also lead to 
more certainty that the message will be understood, let alone, acted upon? Will our 
willingness to provide a positive oversight over longer periods facilitate the inevitable 
transfer of responsibility to future generations? Of course, we should not have the 
ambition to dictate a distant future of thousands of years ahead. We should consider 
ourselves to be engaged in a relay run where we have the responsibility to bring the 
“baton” of information and repositories in the best possible condition to our successors. 

We believe that in order to make further progress we need to go beyond the 
institutional, professional world and cross into the human world of daily local life. 
Messages of more than 5 000 years old on cuneiform tablets that give us recipes for a 
stew or register complaints of a weary father about his lazy son are immediately clear to 
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us. Ovid’s love poems or the Shakespeare sonnets need no lengthy explanation. Try that 
with a chemistry treatise a few hundred years old. In contrast with the experiences of 
daily life that have a universal meaning over time and space, scientific information and 
professional practices are very context specific. Science is constructed from a great 
number of building blocks, its power lies in the ability to work incrementally and is 
therefore of necessity fragmented. Organisations and firms also work this way: problem 
solving is incremental, the work can be distributed over many, each in its proper slot, 
without the need for everyone to understand the whole. When this kind of information 
gets decontextualised it becomes very quickly unintelligible. At the conference, several 
warnings were issued that local anchoring is needed not only for future intelligence but 
even for a site to be preserved. We were told the amazing story of the inland customs 
fence (taking the form of a hedge) in India that disappeared without a trace in just a few 
years. 

How can we reach out and “embed” our projects into daily local life? Here are a few 
suggestions: 

• Add value to a repository in such a way that it becomes something to be proud of 
or has a local use. This can be at the cultural level (art sponsorship seems to be a 
favoured one) or recreational or educational, and even ecological. Sports facilities 
would be nice, but so would be a cemetery. HABOG has even the ambition to 
become a pilgrimage site. The Forum on Stakeholder Confidence report entitled 
“Fostering a Durable Relationship between a Waste Management Facility and its 
Host Community” (NEA, 2007) could help. 

• Oversight with insight. Have local residency requirements for agency personnel 
and locate repository offices and staff within the local community. 

• Have non-professional locals involved in document preparation to avoid specialist 
jargon and actively pursue the language of daily life. 

For those agencies that have involved local stakeholders, the experience has been 
positive. The objections raised have not materialised. In Belgium, the partnerships 
flourish and are able to sustain the effort. They are rejuvenating spontaneously. Nor have 
they been co-opted by the agency: they firmly and critically represent the local 
community. 
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