
 
 

                                                

 
EPSU position on proposed Directives on European Nuclear Safety 

 
Adopted by the Standing Committee on Public Utilities on 29 September 2003 

 
The European Commission adopted a package of nuclear safety directives at the end of 
January 2003. 
 European Commission (2003) ‘Proposal for a Council (Euratom) Directive: Setting out 

 basic obligations and general principles on the safety of nuclear installations’ COM 
 (2003) 32 final 
 European Commission (2003) ‘Proposal for a Council (Euratom) Directive: On the 

 management of spent nuclear fuel and radioactive waste’ COM (2003) 32 final 
 European Commission (2002) ‘Communication from the Commission to the Council and 

 the European Parliament: Nuclear safety in the European Union’ COM (2002) 605 final 
 European Commission Press Room (2003) ‘Nuclear energy: the Commission proposes a 

 Community approach to the safety of facilities and waste’ IP/03/132 
 European Commission Directorate-General for Energy and Transport ‘Towards a 

 Community approach to nuclear safety’ Synthesis note. 
 
EPSU welcomes the opportunity to present its views. EPSU represents nuclear power 
workers in the European Union and candidate countries1. They are concerned about being in 
direct contact with radioactive materials. The safety of nuclear installations and waste is, 
however, also an issue that concerns all citizens.  
 
EPSU has the following comments: 
 
The nuclear safety package fails to specifically address the social dimension, 
especially for the longer-term.  
 The financial and economic context of the nuclear industry of today is the liberalised 

European market. This has lead to a loss of 300.000 jobs [see tables attached]. This also 
affects the nuclear industry. Companies rationalise. Workers leave early and with them 
valuable expertise including of repairs, renewals, and modernisation of plants is lost. 
Remaining workers are faced with more stress to produce more with less. Overtime 
increases. It is well documented that this can lead to injuries and breaches of safety.  
 Although nuclear safety issues in the candidate countries are addressed, no evaluation is 

given of the impact (direct and indirect) of the closures foreseen on employment including 
long-term issues linked to the decommissioning of power plants. 
 Scant attention is paid to health and safety issues, qualifications necessary and 

employment issues including sub-contracting: 
• The proposed inspection schemes focus on installations. Workers health and  safety is 

not mentioned even though the IAEA and Euratom do address this. This  is a serious 
omission in the proposed peer reviews. 

• The problems caused by extensive use of sub-contracting in the nuclear industry  for 
health and safety and qualifications (and thus safety) are not addressed. It can  be 
expected that subcontracting will also continue and play a significant role in the 
 decommissioning phase. Lack of sufficient control on sub-contracting can pose 
 questions for the safety of nuclear power plants and of workers. Sub-contracting  is 
often carried out at more pre-carious conditions. 

• The qualifications of workers in the long-term are not addressed. Several EPSU 
 

1 EPSU affiliated unions organise nuclear power workers in: Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, 
France, Germany, Hungary, Netherlands, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia and Sweden 



members have reported that due to the phase-out schemes of nuclear power  plants, and 
liberalisation jobs and training possibilities are less attractive. At the  same time, 
workers are leaving the industry as companies rationalise and shed  workers. Qualified 
workers might therefore not be available for existing power  stations. This can become 
critical when decommissioning is to start. The  Commission fails to address how 
qualified staff will be available over the long-term periods, a point also noted by Steve 
Thomas of the University of Greenwich  in his analysis of the Directives for EPSU. 

 
 
EPSU demands therefore: 

• A three yearly evaluation of employment issues in the European nuclear power 
industry that concentrates on: 

• Health and safety of workers 
• Qualifications of workers; and development (employment) 
• Sub-contracting (and its regulation in the context of the above) 
• Impact on employment of the closure of nuclear power plants in Lithuania, Slovakia 
 and Bulgaria and the measures taken to address these. 

 
The report is to be discussed with the social partners concerned at all levels including the 
European. 
 
EPSU supports the demands made by the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions 
(ICFTU) in 1989 as reproduced in appendix 1 to this position paper. They need to be taken 
into account when considering appropriate safety regulation. The role of workers 
representatives and trade unions is crucial. 
 
While EPSU values the Commission’s effort to address nuclear safety issues in 
particular through: 
• Nuclear safety regulators  
• Availability of decommissioning funds 
• Siting facilities to deal with radio-active waste 
the Commissions package is problematic. The analysis of the Directives carried out 
for EPSU by Steve Thomas demonstrates some of the problems. 
 
Nuclear safety regulators: 
Measures to increase safety are welcome. The highest level of safety for workers and 
citizens is necessary. The role of the regulators in ensuring safety is crucial. They have to be 
equipped with sufficient political, economic and financial resources. Strengthening these 
capabilities is important. It is not clear however, where and how existing regulators are not 
capable of fulfilling their tasks. Apparently there are large discrepancies. The Commission’s 
analysis should have been more exact as to the problems encountered and what needs to be 
assessed and improved. Peer review (regulators controlling each other) can assist but its 
impact will be limited in the absence of common, high and enforceable standards. Failure to 
comply should have consequences for all EU countries, including future ones. 
 
EPSU insists that the national regulators also have a role in checking on workers’ health and 
safety, qualifications and employment situation. The European peer reviews should also 
address this. The trade unions should be associated with these evaluations at plant, national 
and European level. 
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Availability of decommissioning funds 
EPSU supports the ‘polluter pays’ principle. It should be the guiding principle for 
decommissioning provisioning. Companies that own nuclear power plants should be 
responsible for decommissioning their nuclear plants so that the site can be released for 
unrestricted use (‘greenfield’ status). Company policy should be tailored to ensure that the 
future generation is endowed with sufficient financial resources to carry out the job by 
collecting the provisions necessary from today’s electricity consumers. However the costs 
are not known and decommissioning spans many decades for which no complete 
assurances can be given. All schemes for building provisions are thus hazardous. Steve 
Thomas notes: 

“There are also technical risks that should not be overlooked. If nuclear power 
technology is not widely used in the future, the skills in handling nuclear materials, 
especially on the scale required by nuclear power will decay and it may be necessary 
to spend money to retain these skills or decommission the plants early while the skills 
are still available. Clear documentation of the layout of the plants and the position of 
radioactive material must be retained so that workers entering the facility, perhaps a 
century after it was last accessed have clear information about what material they will 
be encountering and where” 

 
Such employment issues are not addressed. This is a serious flaw. EPSU proposes that 
these issues are included in the work of national nuclear safety regulators as well as 
addressed in the “peer-reviews”.  
 
Funding of decommissioning is a complicated matter involving many (questionable) 
assumptions as is demonstrated by Steve Thomas. EPSU agrees that funds need to be 
available for future generations. The Commission is not clear on how this should come 
about; especially in cases where no such funds exist. Establishing such funds can have other 
social consequences, as funds are not available for other measures. A similar problem exists 
regarding  the Commission’s proposal that funds need to be established after a three-year 
transitional period in the case of unsegregated funds. How this is to be done remains 
obscure. If companies are forced to close or sell power plants, there will also be social 
consequences. Selling nuclear power facilities in a liberalised European electricity market 
with an unstable price and with huge unknown liabilities will not be an easy matter.  
 
Lastly, the Commission does not address the issue of the timing of decommissioning. The 
timing of decommissioning can have competitive advantages or disadvantages as funds can 
be build up over longer or shorter periods, thus keeping prices down or forcing prices up. 
 
Siting of nuclear waste disposal facilities  
The analysis provided for EPSU demonstrates that the Commission’s proposed timetable is 
overly optimistic, especially in the light of the political process needed to ensure siting 
facilities. We further missed proper reference to the ethical principles for disposal of radio-
active waste developed at international level. They might have provided some further 
guidance.  
 
Reform of Euratom Treaty 
The Commission refers to the need to update the Euratom Treaty. It does not relate how the 
priorities of the Commission in this package of measures (building capacity for regulators; 
funding decommissioning and waste disposal sites) impact on the priorities established in the 
6th research programme. 
 
Energy Policy and the Treaty 
The reaction from several countries has been quite strong and often negative regarding the 
package. This is due to the lack of clarity regarding competencies for the EU as there is no 
energy chapter in the European Treaty that deals with Europe’s energy policy in a 
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comprehensive way. What is the role of the Commission? What are the tasks of the Member 
States ?  
 
 
Final Conclusion 
EPSU welcomes the proposals. They address serious issues concerning the future of the 
nuclear power industry in Europe: safety, funding of decommissioning and the responsibility 
for dealing with the radioactive waste generated by the industry.  
 
All that improves the safety of the industry is welcome.  The proposals are flawed however in 
that they do not address the (long-term) social issues involved, such as health and safety, 
qualifications and employment. The trade unions should be involved in addressing safety 
issues. 
 
The proposals on nuclear safety regulators and peer reviews are possibly a contribution 
towards increasing safety although it is not directly apparent how they contribute towards 
establishing clearer standards and add value to the work of the national regulators. 
 
The proposals on funding of decommissioning are welcome in that they focus attention an 
important responsibility the current generation and companies have for future generations. 
The manner in which the Commission addresses this leaves much to be desired. 
 
The proposals on the siting of waste are overly ambitious and pose further problems, as the 
Commission does not address the timing. 
 
EPSU identifies part of the problem to be the lack of transparency in the division of tasks 
between the EU level and the Member States due to the lack of a Energy Chapter in the 
Treaty. 
 
For these reasons, EPSU asks the Commission to reconsider its proposals starting with a 
broad public debate on the issues concerned. 
 
 
The European Federation of Public Service Trade Unions organises workers in public and private 
companies in all parts of the electricity and gas sector, including generation, renewables, 
transmission, distribution and supply. Our members produce electricity based on many different fuel 
sources such as wind, solar, nuclear, coal, oil, gas and hydro. EPSU represents several hundred 
thousand workers in many hundreds of utilities located throughout the European Union, European 
Economic Area and Central and Eastern Europe. EPSU further organises in many public service 
services such as health, local government, urban transport and waste. Our members understand the 
importance of nuclear safety issues therefore for the whole of society. EPSU is a member of ETUC.    
 
EPSU promotes the development of a Europe for Citizens, based on solidarity, equality and 
sustainable social, economic and environmental development. We support a European Strategy for 
Security of Energy that encompasses  all these elements.  
 

To contact EPSU: 
 

EPSU 
Rue Royale 45 
1000 Brussels 

BELGIUM 
+ 32 2 250 10 80 
epsu@epsu.org 
www.epsu.org 
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APPENDIX 1. NUCLEAR SAFETY: ICFTU Proposals for the International Control 
of the Nuclear Energy Industry, 1989 (Selected parts) 

 
RISKS TO WORKERS, THE PUBLIC AND THE ENVIRONMENT 
 
24. This means that, from the startup of nuclear reactors onwards, people have to be kept 
 well apart from the radioactive materials to which their operation gives rise and doses 
 of radiation - whether to workers or the public - must be very strictly controlled. Control 
 also has to be exercised over natural radiation doses to uranium miners and fuel 
 fabrication workers, and over pollution from uranium mining wastes. 
 
25. Furthermore, when the nuclear fuel in a reactor is used up and is no longer of any value 
 for making further nuclear reactions - or when a reactor core or radioactive parts of 
 plant have to be scrapped - the resulting radioactive debris must be contained and 
 reliably isolated from the environment on a permanent basis. This is a considerable 
 technical challenge and raises many difficult political and economic problems which 
 may last for hundreds of years. 
 
26. Safety and environmental control in the nuclear energy cycle are also necessary to deal 
 with normal industrial risks in areas such as mining, construction, transport, or plant 
 activities, but they are primarily concerned with controlling radiological risks. These can 
 be considered under three main headings: 
 
 (i) controlling radiation doses to workers over the whole cycle - for example, mining 
  uranium ore, processing new or spent nuclear fuel, producing power or handling 
  wastes; 
 (ii) making sure that radioactive substances from such activities - including those in 
  waste facilities or discharges - do not contaminate the environment and find their 
  way to an unacceptable extent into human bodies - for example, via the food  
  chain; and 
 (iii) preventing accidental or catastrophic releases of radioactivity - for example, in a 
  reactor accident or through loss of contents of a transport flask containing spent 
  nuclear fuel. 
 
32. The main priorities therefore, in assuring control of risks to workers, the public and the 
 environment from nuclear power are: 
 

♦ establishing sufficiently stringent standards for the design, construction, 
 commission, operation, maintenance and eventual decommissioning of plant in 
 order to prevent major accidental releases of radioactivity; 

♦ controlling radiation doses to workers over the whole nuclear cycle to reduce risks 
 to their health and the lowest level possible; 

♦ reducing discharges of radioactivity (especially long lived nuclides) during the 
 normal operation of plant sufficiently to give a high level of protection to even the 
 most exposed members of the public - eg. critical groups (see appendix 3, 
 glossary); 

♦ developing sound sitting criteria of nuclear plants including consideration of all 
 factors which have an may impact on the safety of the plant, as well as 
 comprehensive local and national emergency plans to deal with accidents, based 
 on strict emergency dose criteria; 

♦ ensuring proper continuous monitoring of activity levels around power plants and 
 reactors; 

♦ developing effective radioactive waste managements strategies - including high 
 quality engineered solutions for the permanent isolation of low, intermediate and 
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 highly active radioactive wastes. (This is closely connected with policy on 
 reprocessing irradiated nuclear and decommissioning old nuclear plants); and 

♦ providing safe systems for the transport of nuclear materials (including irradiated 
 nuclear fuel). 

 
D. REQUIREMENTS FOR SAFETY 
 
 In addition, radiation doses to nuclear workers must be reduced to the 'lowest level that 
 is reasonably achievable' (ALARA) and, in any event, must not exceed certain dose 
 limits. The ICFTU believes that, on the basis of latest information, the present 
 International Commission on Radiological Protection's (ICRP) recommended annual 
 dose limit of 50 millisieverts (mSv) is too high and should be reduced. There should 
 also be corresponding tightening in radiological protection targets for the public.  
 
F. TOWARDS TIGHTER INTERNATIONAL CONTROL 
 
 The main aim of tightening international control must be to make sure that every 
 country in the world that has nuclear power takes the best possible care of all the 
 operations involved and benefits from the experience of all other nuclear nations. No 
 country should be able to operate a plant that is considered by the majority of other 
 countries to be unsound design, nor to adopt unsafe methods of operation. Through the 
 IAEA, a strong body of international opinion should be marshaled to keep member 
 nations in line, by means a powerful world consensus. 
 

♦ all nuclear nations must be obliged to participate fully within the IAEA - for 
 example by reporting all safety significant events; 
♦ within the Agency there must be a clear separation of safety and promotional 
 functions in relation to nuclear energy - with a separate Board for nuclear safety 
 established under its down Directorate with full trade union representation;  
♦ the IEAE's role in international inspection, in training, and in analysis of accidents 
 and incidents, must be supplemented by regular review of the safety and 
 regulatory regime in each member state - with the power to require necessary 
 improvements. A new high level Review Body should be set up for this purpose 
 and member states should be bound by its recommendations;  
♦ in addition, besides government representatives, public interests, including trade 
 unions, should have a strong role in the IAEA's General Conference; 
♦ the IAEA must ensure the adoption of common and rigorous generic safety 
 principles for nuclear reactors and other active plant building on its present 
 Nuclear Safety Standards (NUSS) which must be made fully binding in all IAEA 
 contracts and agreements with member states; 
♦ it must publish full information on the adequacy of safety judgments for nuclear 
 plant - for example in relation to sitting and emergency plans - which must be 
 made publicly available in all countries concerned; 
♦ the IAEA must set minimum standards for the safe managements of radioactive 
 wastes - including the design and sitting of facilities; 
♦ IAEA inspection of nuclear plants must be expanded - with 'prompt challenge' 
 arrangements to enable realistic assessment of day to day operating conditions - 
 paralleling the already extensive powers of IAEA safeguards inspectors; 
♦ measures to protect installations  against war and terrorism must be subject to 
 constants review and, where necessary, improvement; 
♦ the IAEA must insist on the complete separation, in all countries, of civil and 
 military nuclear programmes and develop stronger accounting and other 
 measures to prevent illicit trade in fissile materials; 
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♦ IAEA work on safe transport of radioactive materials must continue - for example 
 to tackle new problems such as transport of plutonium by air; 
♦ work on emergency response, mutual assistance and early warning must 
 continue to be developed in the light of IAEA response to Chernobyl and incidents 
 such as Goiania; 
♦ IAEA collaboration with the ILO must be enhanced so as to ensure that the 
 provisions of general ILO standards on occupational health and safety, 
 particularly with regard to the role of trade union safety committees and 
 representatives, become fully integrated into the operating policies and practices 
 in all countries; and 
♦ the IAEA must undertake a detailed study into the nature and extent of the use of 
 contract or temporary workers in nuclear power plants. 

 
64. But above all there must also be a continuing movement towards developing greater 
 openness - for example publishing a quarterly statement for all incidents, as well as 
 details of all safety significant events, instituting enquiry procedures and receiving 
 submissions and delegations. The overriding objective must be to enhance public 
 conference at all levels. 
 
G. INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS AND SAFETY: THE TRADE UNION ROLE 
 
68. In this respect, the ICFTU believes that trade unions are uniquely placed in society fro 
 carrying out such as task. Through their members in the nuclear industry, they have a 
 detailed knowledge of safety problems and practice, whilst at the same time they are 
 also able to speak from a knowledge of wider public concern on nuclear safety issues. 
 The ICFTU believes that, in each country, the trade unions, as  of right, should be 
 involved in nuclear safety policy making institutions and in standing arrangements for 
 surveillance of nuclear safety regimes generally. The basic rights to freedom of 
 association, organisation and collective bargaining must be applied in the nuclear 
 industry as for other workers in all countries. Furthermore, application of these widely 
 agreed principles of industrial relations will contribute greatly to the strengthening of an 
 effective safety culture in the nuclear industry by promoting the full participation of 
 workers in the control of potentially hazardous processes. 
 
69. At plant level too, unions need legally guaranteed rights and functions for their safety 
 delegates if they are to carry out an effective and independent watchdog role. Minimum 
 rights, based on the provision of ILO Convention 155 and Recommendation 164, for 
 plant level trade union health and safety representatives in all nuclear states should 
 include the following: 
 

♦ the right to represent their members on all health and safety matters in 
 discussions with employers and regulatory authorities; 
♦ the right to be consulted by employers and nuclear health and safety inspectors; 
♦ the right to inspect regularly all parts of the workplace; 
♦ the right to investigate potential hazards, accidents, incidents and complaints; 
♦ the right to receive information and assistance including copies of all official 
 documentation and reports; 
♦ the right to require safety committees to be set up and to attend meetings as 
 members; 
♦ the right to receive time off with pay to carry out their functions and to undergo 
 union organised or approved health and safety training. 
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