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Reflections on the Nuclear Law Bulletin 

As told by the Head of the Office of Legal Counsel and the Heads of predecessor offices: 
the Legal and External Relations Division of the ENEA and NEA Legal Affairs 

Pierre Strohl 

Former Head, ENEA Legal and External Relations Division (1966-1974) 

The first issue of the Nuclear Law Bulletin (NLB) was published in February 1968, 
shortly before the infamous student riots of May 1968 in France. Obviously, the two 
events were not related, other than perhaps a shared desire at the time to do 
something new – or at least to do things differently. 

Joking aside, the original idea for the NLB first arose from an already long-
standing observation that the use of nuclear energy made it highly desirable to have 
a special legal regime for scientific and industrial activities in the nuclear field. The 
purpose of this regime would be to supplement, if not to a large extent replace, the 
common law in force. Provisions on major issues such as radiological protection, the 
safety of installations, and liability for damage caused would be derived from 
conventions and international recommendations, regardless of the fact that laws 
and regulations directly applicable in individual countries were in any case 
published in their official journals and in consequence readily accessible. 

There was another reason behind my idea of launching a joint publication about 
nuclear law, namely to facilitate efforts to harmonise national legislations, as stated 
in the Foreword to the first issue. This initiative was linked to the Nuclear Energy 
Agency’s mission of fostering the harmonisation of national measures for the 
development of nuclear energy, and in particular the legislation of participating 
countries. It was with this in mind that the Nuclear Law Bulletin was designed to 
serve as a source of information, which could be particularly useful when 
determining and changing national laws. 

The first issue of the Bulletin was a modest affair, and its chosen title equally 
humble. The intention from the outset was to err on the side of diplomacy and 
caution and solely publish national texts, but two years later the Bulletin started to 
include comments and articles on the substance of national laws. Accordingly, its 
content became more substantial and it is likely that the Bulletin played a role in 
formulating a doctrine expressing the particularities of nuclear law. 

While a glance at how the Bulletin has developed reveals a certain degree of 
continuity, the most striking change lies in the major progress made in terms of 
content. The continuity is reflected in the frequency of publication, still two issues a 
year; the general format; and the use of national correspondents. However, the 
advances that have been made in terms of the volume and range of published texts, 
their presentation and the quality of the analyses are even more remarkable. I must 
also admit that the initial appearance of the Bulletin based on my choice of colour 
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and cover design, which were not to everyone’s taste at the time, is no match for the 
elegance of the current issue. I am delighted to see the hundredth edition of the 
Nuclear Law Bulletin now available on the news stands, and would like to sincerely 
congratulate my present-day colleagues for the quality of this publication. 

Patrick Reyners 

Former Head, NEA Legal Affairs (1978-2005) 

Pierre Strohl and Norbert Pelzer, in particular, have offered in this anniversary issue 
a detailed and learned account of the history of the Nuclear Law Bulletin (NLB). Julia 
Schwartz, Stephen Burns and Ximena Vásquez-Maignan have added their testimony 
to the commemoration. Therefore, I would rather like to share with the readers 
some recollections about what has actually been an important part of my 
professional life. Perhaps some will remember. 

As one knows, the initial idea to create a journal dedicated to the still nascent law 
governing the uses of nuclear energy come from Pierre always inventive mind, at the 
time the European Nuclear Energy Agency’s (ENEA) Legal Director. His other fateful 
decision was to designate me, a most junior and inexperienced member of the legal 
section, as “implementor” of the project. Retrospectively, my satisfaction at being 
assigned this responsibility would probably have been mitigated, had I known that de 
facto I would remain the editor of this publication from its first issue (1968) until NLB 
No. 75 (2005) when I finally retired. I still remember that the first manifestation of 
independence of my dear ex-colleagues was to change immediately the cover of the 
Bulletin, before remaining stubbornly orange. 

Launching the Bulletin was also a sort of gamble: would there be enough material 
to allow a semestrial publication in such a narrow field? Also, in the 1960s, it was 
unusual for an intergovernmental organisation to have a legal journal sold on 
subscription, open to the public. That may explain why the editorial policy was 
initially quite restrictive, consisting of neutral analyses of laws and regulations, and 
the odd international agreement. This required an “NLB-mind-set”: collecting every 
scrap of available information in the field, thanks notably to a network of benevolent 
correspondents as well as the many colleagues over the years who laboured with me 
on this task, to whom I express my gratitude. Working then on the Bulletin (in that 
pre-Internet period) was a bit akin to the life of Middle-Age monk copyists. 

As noted by others, the Bulletin over the years has progressively become more 
diversified and richer in substance (and fatter…). I am proud to see that it continues 
for the nuclear law community to serve as the most authoritative source of 
information in this domain. As a former editor and also on behalf of the International 
Nuclear Law Association, I wish it a long life. 
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Julia Schwartz 

Former Head, NEA Legal Affairs (2005-2011) 

Over the course of its 50-year history, the Nuclear Law Bulletin (NLB) has come to be 
regarded as the standard reference publication within the international nuclear law 
community. Covering a wide range of nuclear law related issues, the NLB is an 
important mechanism for implementing the Nuclear Energy Agency’s (NEA) 
mandate to broadly disseminate the results of its own activities as well as 
information on the conventions and agreements, guidelines, standards and good 
practices that have been agreed to by its member countries. 

It also constitutes an important mechanism by which member countries of the 
NEA in particular can benefit from that part of the NEA’s mission to assist in 
“maintaining and further developing, through international co-operation, the … 
legal bases required for a safe, environmentally sound and economical use of 
nuclear energy for peaceful purposes”. In fact, as Pierre Strohl, the founding father of 
the NLB, has pointed out in his reflection, the initiative to produce this publication 
flowed from the mandate contained in an earlier version of the NEA’s mission, this 
being “to contribute to the harmonisation of national measures for the development 
of nuclear energy, and in particular the harmonisation of member countries’ 
legislation in the nuclear field.” 

From its rather modest beginnings back in 1968, the NLB has continually evolved 
in an effort to address, in a timely manner, both national and international 
developments in nuclear law as well as important changes to technology that have 
made access to information much simpler and yet much more comprehensive. To 
do so, it has always relied heavily upon the NEA’s network of national contributors 
who play an essential role in providing the NEA Secretariat with up-to-date 
information; the Secretariat has also counted on the co-operation of correspondents 
at other international organisations such as the International Atomic Energy Agency 
and the European Commission for information on actions or activities in their 
spheres of interest that could impact the nuclear law community. 

Probably the most visible of changes that occurred while I was editor of the NLB 
was in the design and colour of its cover – from a strong orange background with 
only the title and number of the edition in black to a more muted white background 
with grey details that was more in keeping with the times and certainly with the 
“new look” of all NEA publications, which became colour coded according to the 
work area of the publication. The choice of grey as the contrast colour was mine 
alone, however. 

Another change was the cessation of the NLB companion known as the 
“Supplement”, which, since the NLB’s inception, contained the texts of nuclear law 
acts or regulations in countries worldwide with a focus on those of NEA member 
countries; those texts were simply incorporated into the body of the NLB itself under 
the section that is now called “Documents and Legal Texts”. A further change was 
the inclusion of tables indicating international participation in various conventions 
and agreements in the nuclear field, which we tried to keep as up-to-date as 
possible.1 

 

                                                           
1. I note that in the NLB’s continuing evolution with technology, the table on multilateral 

agreements was transitioned to the NEA’s website in 2014 with NLB No. 94 (www.oecd-
nea.org/law/multilateral-agreements). 
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I would like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to, and admiration 
of, all those who have worked so arduously over the years to create, maintain and 
enhance this most useful publication and to congratulate the members of the NEA 
Office of Legal Counsel on producing an outstanding 100th issue in celebration of the 
NLB’s 50th anniversary. 

Stephen G. Burns 

Former Head, NEA Legal Affairs (2011-2014) 

My first engagement with the Nuclear Law Bulletin (NLB or Bulletin) was as an author 
and correspondent. I had followed for some time the reporting in the NLB on 
national and international developments in nuclear law and became the 
correspondent to the NLB for the US Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) in 2007, 
long before I contemplated the move to Paris to work for the Nuclear Energy Agency 
(NEA). I had come to know two of my predecessors as Head of Legal Affairs for the 
NEA, Patrick Reyners and Julia Schwartz, through the International Nuclear Law 
Association (INLA) and the Inter Jura congresses in Portorož, Slovenia, and Brussels, 
Belgium. With Julia’s encouragement, I contributed an article in 2008 reviewing the 
changes in the licensing process for new reactors in the United States.2 While I 
hoped that my article would help an international audience understand the process 
and challenges we faced in licensing in the United States, I found the experience of 
writing deepened my own understanding of the history, political debate, technical 
considerations and legal approaches that had shaped the approach to licensing 
nuclear installations in the United States since the advent of civilian nuclear power 
in the 1950s. With the encouragement of my former colleagues at the NEA, I recently 
published a reflection on my earlier piece in light of the budding enthusiasm for 
advanced reactor development and the demand in some quarters for further 
regulatory reformation.3 

My experience as a contributor to the Bulletin certainly helped prepare me for the 
responsibility of pulling together and publishing new issues when I arrived in Paris 
in April 2012. What impressed me is that the work of putting out a new edition of 
the NLB was accomplished with minimal resources, yet the quality and relevance of 
the NLB to nuclear law was high. The work was handled largely by just three of us in 
Legal Affairs: a lawyer to solicit and manage the content, an administrative staffer to 
hammer out the manuscript into publishable form, and me as, effectively, the 
editor-in-chief to review the content and approve publication. 

Our job entailed more than merely sitting back and waiting for reports on new 
legal developments or articles to arrive on our desks. We actively communicated with 
our list of correspondents on their reports or about new legal texts from their 
countries that would be worth sharing with a larger audience. We sought clarification 
to ensure our readership would understand the context of their reports and worked 
through questions on the accuracy of translations of their reports or legislative texts 
into English or French. With the authors of articles, we took a hard look at the 
sources relied upon as well as the substance of each article; suggested changes for 

                                                           
2. Burns, S. (2008), “Looking Backward, Moving Forward: Licensing New Reactors in the 

United States”, Nuclear Law Bulletin, No. 81, OECD, Paris, pp. 7-29. 
3. Burns, S. (2017), “Reformed and reforming: Adapting the licensing process to meet new 

challenges”, Nuclear Law Bulletin, No. 99, OECD, Paris, pp. 7-30. 
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the author to clarify or expand upon; and worked the article into the editorial style 
necessary to achieve consistency with the Bulletin’s overall presentation, content and 
citation format. This was no small task, and I can recall some vigorous debates and 
negotiations with authors. Our objective was to ensure that the articles reflected the 
author’s voice but at the same time met our publishing standards. 

Accurate translation was one of my biggest concerns and challenges. For a 
number of languages – obviously French and English but also some others – we had 
native speakers on staff (though I had to adjust my spelling to British English to 
meet OECD publishing requirements – something I still tend to do even now to the 
puzzlement of my colleagues here in the United States!). I give high praise to our 
correspondents who submitted their reports in English or French when those were 
not their native languages, and I appreciated their patience and effort with us to 
prepare their contributions for publication. I used to say that I was a dabbler in 
many languages but a master of none as I tried to work through our correspondents’ 
reports, legal texts and articles, and ensure that what we published was as true as it 
could be to the intention of the authors and the original legal texts. In a number of 
instances, such as the publication of legal texts related to the Japanese liability and 
compensation system, we enjoyed the active support of Japan’s mission to the OECD 
in obtaining translations of key documents that supported publication in the Bulletin 
as well as our special publication Japan’s Compensation System for Nuclear Damage.4 

In reflecting on the content of the Nuclear Law Bulletin, I would suggest that the 
most important material falls, in no particular order, into three categories: 1) reports 
on case law, legislative and regulatory developments; 2) original legal texts or 
documents issued by countries or multilateral organisations; and 3) the articles 
submitted by practitioners, scholars and experts on nuclear law topics. The first two 
categories have been at the core of the content of the Bulletin from its earliest days. 
In looking back at the issues for which I was responsible during my time at the NEA, 
I noted that 35 countries submitted reports or texts to be published in the Bulletin in 
addition to contributions from the NEA, the International Atomic Energy Agency and 
the European Atomic Energy Community. Importantly, the submissions covered 
countries engaged across the range of issues relevant to the use of nuclear energy 
and radioactive materials, whether the safety of nuclear power plants, radioactive 
waste management, security of radioactive sources, liability and compensation, 
government infrastructure, or national policies for new build or disengagement from 
nuclear power programmes. 

Each issue of the Nuclear Law Bulletin reflects the Zeitgeist of nuclear law – as it 
should. Nowhere is this more evident than in the articles published in each issue, 
which may not only discuss the state of the law, but also may provide a vision of how 
we can improve the framework for the safe use of nuclear energy and radioactive 
material. In my time at the NEA, the major issues in nuclear law focused primarily on 
improving the assurance of nuclear safety in the aftermath of the Fukushima Daiichi 
nuclear power plant accident; the heightened focus on the nuclear liability and 
compensation regimes resulting from the accident; progress by countries pursuing 
new nuclear energy production; and a continued emphasis on security and 
safeguards obligations. The articles in the Bulletin for which I was responsible (NLB 
Nos. 89-94) reflected these themes, and we were able to share the thinking and 
insights of officials with international and national organisations, lawyers who were 
engaged in their day-to-day work with the practical implementation of international 
and national instruments, and scholars who addressed the complexities – and 
sometimes the follies or failings – of the legal system. 

                                                           
4. NEA (2012), Japan’s Compensation System for Nuclear Damage as Related to the TEPCO 

Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Accident, OECD, Paris. 
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Publishing the Nuclear Law Bulletin was among the most satisfying of my 
responsibilities during my time as Head of Legal Affairs. We produced a tangible 
product of our work at the NEA, something that was not always easy to achieve in 
our other work supporting the NEA committees, where it might take us years to 
achieve consensus on particular policies. Moreover, the Bulletin remains important 
as a clearinghouse for developments in nuclear law and for thinking about where 
the law is headed or needs to be directed. It is the only journal that brings together 
the global community on nuclear law. I am proud of the work that my predecessors 
as well as my colleagues did and that the current staff does to produce this 
important journal. Let another 100 issues bloom! 

Ximena Vásquez-Maignan 

Head, NEA Office of Legal Counsel (2014-present) 

When I took up the position as Head of the NEA Office of Legal Counsel (OLC) after 
several years as a Senior Legal Adviser, I knew that I would have the responsibility of 
ensuring that the Nuclear Law Bulletin (NLB) continues to be one of the NEA’s most 
read publications and to carry on the unbroken tradition of high standards set up by 
my predecessors. The current OLC team has big shoes to fill! 

As mentioned in the foreword of the first issue, at the time the NLB was 
launched, construction of nuclear power plants was increasing and the need to 
create an appropriate legal framework, at national and international levels, for this 
new industrial activity was crucial. Providing up-to-date information on legislative 
and regulatory activities, case law and administrative decisions, international 
organisations and agreements, as well as texts of national legislation was an 
excellent initiative to assist the then-European Nuclear Energy Agency member and 
non-member countries. After 50 years, this work remains just as critical. 

While the “nuclear renaissance” of the early 2000s did not necessarily come to 
pass, reactors continue to be built and “newcomer” countries continue to launch 
new nuclear power programmes. Evolutionary and revolutionary reactor designs are 
being developed, constructed and considered around the world. Some, like small 
modular reactors and floating nuclear power plants, were not foreseen when the 
international conventions were drafted. Skilled legal experts will be needed to 
respond to new legal challenges but also to address outstanding legal questions. 
This is true as well for countries that have decided to maintain nuclear power 
programmes, and possibly consider extending the lifetime of certain reactors, or to 
phase-out others. Questions regarding decommissioning and the management of 
spent fuel and radioactive waste will require substantial legal and technical 
expertise. Regardless of whether a country is ramping up or slowing down or just 
preserving the status quo, there are still many challenging legal issues around 
nuclear energy. 

Several generations of nuclear lawyers have already gone by and as mentioned 
by Carlton Stoiber in his article, it will soon be time for the lawyers who participated 
in the post-Chernobyl drafting of international nuclear instruments “to pass the 
torch onto the next generation”. Countries, whether nuclear or not, as well as the 
nuclear industry will need to encourage and train the future generations of nuclear 
law experts. Maintaining a stable force of knowledgeable, inquisitive and dedicated 
nuclear lawyers is critical not only at a national level, but also at an international 
level. Without these nuclear law experts, the legal framework required for “a safe, 
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environmentally sound and economical use of nuclear energy”5 will have difficulties 
to adapt and evolve.  

The initial purpose of the NLB is therefore more relevant than ever. We must 
continue to provide easy access to information on legal developments in the nuclear 
field that take place around the world to learn from each other. We must enable 
students, lawyers and policymakers to confront issues by providing analytical 
articles by experts from governments, academia, international organisations and the 
private sector to contribute to the development, strengthening and harmonisation of 
nuclear legislation worldwide. And we must strive to ensure that the NLB remains a 
reliable, accessible and valuable source of information, with the assistance of all the 
NEA member countries and the many correspondents worldwide. 

                                                           
5. NEA (2016), The Strategic Plan of the Nuclear Energy Agency: 2017-2022, OECD, Paris, p. 15. 




