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ABSTRACT 

Site selection process for the low and intermediate level (LILW) radioactive waste 
repository in Slovenia followed a so-called mix mode approach which takes into account both 
- technical characteristics of the site and its social acceptability. Public involvement in the 
siting process was not assured only through officially prescribed forms, but also through local 
partnerships (LP) which were established in local communities with potential sites. 
Involvement of the local community substantially improved social acceptability of the LILW 
repository. Site selection process was successfully completed in 2009.   

In 2010, the ARAO point of view was that the communication model should be adapted 
to the new phase of the project, to the so-called “construction permit obtaining phase”. The 
local partnerships were abolished in March 2010. The formal reason was expiry of the legal 
platform, but there were also other substantial reasons (the funds, the fall off the membership, 
at the end, most of discussion about the repository was reduced to financial incentives). The 
guidelines for development of a new communication model were: to meet legal provisions 
according to the Aarhus convention and upgrade it by various communication forms 
according to the needs of the public.  

In 2010 and 2011, special communication programmes for stakeholders were prepared 
(for the local public in Posavje, for NGOs and other specific groups, for decision-makers). 
Although several models of involvement of the public in the future decision-making process 
were considered, a new model has not been introduced yet due to very slow development of 
the project. Public opinion poll 2011 showed negative trends in the public attitude towards 
nuclear.  

  

mailto:nadja.železnik@gov.si
mailto:metka.kralj@gov.si


1310.2 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Nowadays, siting and licensing of a repository is a long-term and painstaking process since it 
requires a public consensus that is very difficult to obtain. The main reasons for the public 
reluctance are the fear from nuclear facilities, feeling of being ignored or of not being 
involved enough in the decision-making process, and inadequate understanding of 
radioactivity. Therefore, dissemination of knowledge, communication and involvement of the 
public in the process as early as possible are very important for reducing public reluctance 
and  potential conflicts of interests between the local community, the public, and the investor 
of the radioactive waste facility.  

Slovenia learnt the lesson after it had first tried to select a site for a low and 
intermediate level (LILW) radioactive waste repository in early 90’s. The site selection 
process was a complete failure. The analyses showed that the main reason for the failure was 
a technical approach almost without communication with the public. In the new attempt in 
2004, the site selection process followed a so-called mix mode approach which takes into 
account both - technical characteristics of the site and the social aspect. This time, a range of 
stakeholders was involved in the siting process from the beginning through a variety of 
communication forms, also through local partnerships (LP) which were established in local 
communities with potential site. Besides financial and other incentives offered to the local 
community which would accept the repository, intensive communication with stakeholders 
contributed much to the successful completion of the process in December 2009. 

2 COMMUNICATION PROCESS DURING THE SITE SELECTION PROCESS  

In the site selection process for the LILW repository, the intention of the 
communication process was to improve social acceptability of the facility through 
communication with all relevant stakeholders and to meet legislative requirements (Aarhus 
convention on access to information, public participation in decision-making, and access to 
justice in environmental matters [1], which has been transformed in Environmental protection 
Act). The emphasis was also on ethical principles in communication, such as “telling the 
whole truth with pros and cons”, “to express the uncertainty in case of professional doubt” 
and “to allow for and to respect all opinions equivalently”  as was agreed before the start of 
the siting process [2]. 

ARAO communication activities were based on research on public opinion and public 
knowledge about radioactive waste management. The objectives were:   

• education and dissemination of knowledge; the dislike and fear from nuclear 
energy and radioactive waste often originates from the lack of basic knowledge 
about natural science and radioactivity, and also from biased information. 
People who have better knowledge on these topics are less afraid of nuclear 
energy and radioactive waste and a bit – not proportionally – more in favour of 
it.  

• informing stakeholders about the site selection procedure (activities, time 
schedule, involvement of the public, issues that can be influenced by the public), 
the LILW repository (its technical and economical aspect, impact on the 
environment and society, impact on health of living creatures), financial and 
other incentives which come together with the repository, legislation. 
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• communication with all stakeholders with the purpose to discuss important 
issues, to get feedback about the given information, to get proposals and 
initiatives from them.  

• involvement of stakeholders and participation in the decision-making process; 
international experience show that when stakeholders are involved in the 
decision-making and when their experience, (reasonable) proposals and interests 
are taken into consideration social acceptability of the facility is higher and 
better final solutions are adopted. 

 

Stakeholders that were recognized as the most relevant were: municipalities, local 
public, local partnerships, (local) politicians, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
national decision-makers, regulatory bodies, environmental and other associations.  

Various communication tools were used for dissemination of knowledge and 
information, for discussions and exchange of points of view: public media, booklets, 
magazines, CD-roms, website, presentations, round tables, workshops, excursions, public 
exhibition of the documents and public hearing, etc.  

Public involvement in the siting process was not assured only through officially 
prescribed forms, but also through a completely new form - through local partnerships. Local 
partnership [3] was a form of contractual cooperation between the municipality and ARAO. 
Its goal was to inform the local public and discuss open issues, to bring heterogeneous points 
of view closer together and to reconcile various interests. Local partnership had the mandate 
to order independent expertise on relevant issues connected with the repository from 
trustworthy experts. Briefly, its ultimate goal was to involve the local public in the siting 
process and to empower it to be an equal partner besides the municipality and the investor. It 
had an advisory and not a decision-making role. 

Local partnerships were established in local communities with potential sites in 2006 
and operated in the municipality of Krško and municipality of Brežice till the conclusion of 
the site selection process. They proved to be a good platform for integration of local actors, 
non-governmental organizations and civil society, for exchange of information and points of 
view, for dissemination of knowledge, and for reconciliation of various interests [4]. Several 
independent expert reviews or researches were ordered and presented to the local public. 
Though the local partnerships could not reconcile all different and often conflicting interests, 
they contributed much to improvement of social acceptability of the LILW repository. 
According to the evaluation with SWOT analyses their main disadvantages were: 
underdeveloped dialogue culture and high expectations, undetermined relation between the 
local partnership and the municipality, abusing local partnership as a platform for promoting 
personal or group interests, disregarding the local partnership importance, principles and rules 
and politicization.  

Was communication process in the siting process successful?  

The goal of the communication process, other incentives and activities was to achieve 
social acceptability of the repository. The notion “social acceptability” is not defined easily 
[5]. It could be said that social acceptability of a nuclear facility is achieved in the moment 
when the local community is willing to negotiate about this issue. If a facility was not 
basically acceptable, a local community would not negotiate about conditions to accept it.  

Public opinion poll results in the period 2005-2009 showed that social acceptability of 
the LILW repository was significantly higher in the communities that coexist with nuclear 
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facilities in comparison with the general public (with one exception – social acceptability of 
the repository in the municipality of Šmartno pri Litiji which has no nuclear facility but 
intended to solve a major ecological problem by hosting the repository was high; this 
municipality ranked on the second position, just behind the municipality of Krško). 

The results in the period 2005-2009 also showed significant improvement of social 
acceptability of the repository in the municipality of Krško. However, public opinion is not 
the result only of communication activities, especially not only of the ARAO communication 
activities. Financial incentives that are given to the municipality which accepts the repository 
also have a relevant impact.  

There was a slight improvement of the social acceptability in the municipality of 
Brežice in the period 2005-2007 when the communication process was the most intensive. In 
2008, the site in Brežice was proclaimed to be improper and the site selection process began 
to lag behind the process in Krško. There was some negative publicity and suspicions that the 
procedure was unfair which very likely resulted in lower social acceptability latter. 

In general public in Slovenia, there was some oscillation but no significant improvement of 
social acceptability in the period 2005-2008, in the time of the most intensive site selection 
process, because there have been no major communication activities focusing on this public.  

3 CONSTRUCTION PERMIT OBTAINING PHASE 

The repository planning 

By adoption of the decree on the national spatial plan for a low and intermediate level 
radioactive waste repository in December 2009, the site was selected in Vrbina, in the 
municipality of Krško, and the silo type of the repository was determined. In 2010, the 
construction permit obtaining phase started. It comprehends purchase of land, preparation of 
technical and investment documentation, elaboration of environmental impact report and 
carrying out the environmental impact assessment, elaboration of safety analysis with Safety 
report and waste acceptance criteria, and other accompanying documentation to obtain 
construction permit. 

Though a lot of desk work has been done in recent years (a preliminary design, plan of 
activities with estimated time schedule and financial resources, a new organization and project 
management, new iteration of safety analyses and waste acceptance criteria were developed), 
the investment programme has not been adopted by the government yet. Thus, the progress of 
the LILW repository project has been slower than presumed in the Ionising Radiation 
Protection and Nuclear Safety Act which requires that repository would be in operation by 
2013.  

Communication process at the time of obtaining a construction permit for the repository 

Communication process which supports the repository planning activities is intended to: 

• maintain and develop trust and avoid conflict among stakeholders and ARAO,  

• ensure smooth acquisition of licenses for the repository, 

• acquaint the public with the contents of the documents produced in the process 
of obtaining building permits and prepare the public for environmental impact 
assessment,   

• to obtain observations and suggestions from the public for improving the 
documents,  
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• to enable the local public to order and understand independent expert reviews 
when appropriate.  

 

Communication activities are the same as in the previous phase: 

• education and dissemination of knowledge, 

• informing about the progress of the LILW repository project, 

• communication with the purpose to get feedback, proposals, initiatives from 
stakeholders, 

• involvement of stakeholders and participation in the decision-making process. 
 

ARAO wishes to involve as many as possible various stakeholders in the 
communication process directly. Municipalities of Posavje, esp. Krško and Brežice; local 
public, particularly inhabitants in the 5-kilometres area around the future repository; women, 
schoolmasters, young people, (local) politicians, NGOs, environmental and other associations, 
national decision-makers, regulators are considered to be the most important stakeholders. 

The content that needs to be presented is: radioactivity and its impact on organisms  and 
on environment, various aspects of radioactive waste and spent fuel management (RW and SF 
management, risk, approaches to risk management, etc.), process of preparing an 
environmental impact assessment and other procedural aspects of the construction of the 
LILW repository, main activities in the development or construction phase (such as purchase 
of land, field research), public involvement in the future and other issues that are identified in 
the public discussion. 

Communication activities since 2010 

In the period since 2010, the main communication activities have been dissemination of 
knowledge, informing about ARAO activities and progress of the LILW repository project, 
and following stakeholders’ feed-back or initiatives. Special communication programmes 
have been prepared for groups of stakeholders. 

In the first half of 2010, the status of the LILW repository project was presented to all 
key stakeholders. Several presentations at various locations and dates were organized to 
present the project (preliminary design of the facility, field research, safety analyses) to local 
politicians and people from local economy, to general local public, to regulators and experts 
and national decision-makers.  

For the regional general public, series of articles (15) dealing with radioactivity as a 
natural phenomenon and radioactive waste management were published in one local and one 
regional media - each with the reach of 52.000 readers - in 2010 and 2011. A lot of 
information material (leaflets, booklets, magazines) has been available at public places, such 
as libraries, health centres, schools etc. 

Primary and secondary schools in the region were offered to have presentations on 
radioactivity and radioactive waste management delivered at the schools or to visit the 
exhibition on radioactive waste management in the ARAO information centre. Topics of the 
presentations are: radioactivity as a natural phenomenon, radioactivity and its impact on 
organisms, waste management, nuclear energy and waste, etc. The level of complexity and 
some specific aspects are agreed and adjusted to the public, either pupils or teachers. Similar 
programme was offered to local associations, such as sport organizations, associations of 
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agricultural women or firemen. Altogether, about 700 persons from schools and associations 
have attended presentations at their premises or in the ARAO information centre since 2010.  

ARAO collects and evaluates feed-back from stakeholders. Press clipping has been 
followed regularly, direct contact via e-mail or web site is available permanently, public 
opinion poll has been carried out occasionally.  

Public opinion poll 2011 showed negative trends in the public attitude towards nuclear 
issues in all levels, national and regional. No doubt, the reason is the Fukushima accident. But 
there is also a high correlation between the trust in institutions and politics on one side and the 
public trust that the nuclear issues will be handled and solved in common interest. And the 
fact is that the trust in institutions has been falling rapidly! The standstill in the LILW 
repository project from 2009 and consequently less communication activities also did not 
contribute to better social acceptability of the repository.  

Answer to the question “How would you decide in referendum regarding construction 
of LILW repository?” is one of adequate indicators of the LILW repository social 
acceptability. This question was among others put to respondents in the ARAO public opinion 
poll in 2009 and in 2011. 

 

 
How would you decide in referendum regarding construction of LILW repository? 

 
Figure 1: Raziskava javnega mnenja ARAO, Ninamedia, december 2011, (Public opinion poll Dec. 

2011) [5] 

 

Comparison of the results in 2009 and in 2011 from all target groups (general public in 
Slovenia, in the municipality of Brežice, and in the municipality of Krško) show negative 
trends. In 2011, the percentage of those who would vote against the repository (answer NO) 
increased in all groups. The percentage of those who would vote for the repository (answer 
YES) decreased in Slovenia and in the municipality of Krško; in the municipality of Brežice 
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is a bit higher than before, but still the percentage of the opponents increased more and is 
much higher in comparison with the supporters. 

However, the fact that goodwill to the nuclear energy is significantly higher in the 
communities that coexist with nuclear facilities in comparison with the general public 
remains. The recognition of ARAO has been improving. 

4 STAKEHOLDERS’ INVOLVEMENT - AN OPEN ISSUE 

In comparison with the siting phase, during the construction permit obtaining phase the 
form of stakeholders’ involvement in the decision-making process has not been clearly 
defined yet. 

Namely, the local partnerships stopped their activities in March 2010. The formal 
reason was expiry of the legal platform after adoption of the site for the repository in 
December 2009. Significant substantial reasons were also some disadvantages, such as low 
level of dialogue culture, abusing local partnership as a platform for promoting personal or 
group interests. The cost was not negligible: a bit less than 700.000 € in the whole siting 
process. Especially in the last period, membership of LP - which was never mass – 
significantly fell off, the discussion was reduced mainly on sharing of financial incentives. 
Besides, the public opinion poll showed little eagerness for participation in LP. People were 
more in favour of taking part in particular events, such as round tables, workshops and 
presentations.  

The question how stakeholders will be involved in the decision-making process in the 
construction permit obtaining phase is still open. 

The legislation provides public participation only in the phase of environmental impact 
assessment procedure, but does not require any specific formal form of stakeholders’ 
organization. It only requires informing the public, allowing access to relevant information on 
request, collecting and examining proposals from the public. All the rest is the investor’s 
choice.  

However, international experience recommends a more comprehensive and long-term 
communication process. This is also a lesson learnt from the Slovenian LILW repository 
siting procedure.  

Three models of stakeholders’ involvement, their advantages and disadvantages have 
been proposed and considered in ARAO recently:  

• Model of meeting minimum legal requirements, which is to organize public 
exhibition and public hearing in the procedure of strategic and environmental 
impact assessment  

• Model upgraded with additional communication activities proposed by experts 
(more various communication about the facility and its impact on the 
environment, health and societal situation or development, more information on 
the process and the role of civil society in it, etc.)  

• Model upgraded with additional communication activities required by the 
representatives of the local community 

No model has been chosen yet.  
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5 CONCLUSIONS 

Although there are numerous factors that influence public attitude toward nuclear issues 
(trust toward institutions, incidents in nuclear industry, financial and other incentives, other 
stakeholders’ communication activities etc.) long-term and carefully planned communication 
activities with all relevant stakeholders are needed in the future. 

Important open issues that are to be answered are: 

• models of stakeholders’ involvement 

• frames for public participation in environmental impact assessment 
If a model of stakeholders’ involvement in the decision making process is chosen and offered, 
the interested stakeholders may participate in it. In this case, communication between 
stakeholders can be planned, better prepared and coordinated. This way, chances to reconcile 
various interests and to come to the solutions acceptable for all parties are better.  

If no model is offered, groups of interested stakeholders who have strong motives will try to 
impose their interests any way. But in this case, the communication will often be 
unpredictable and improvised. Reaching compromise and acceptable solutions will be more 
difficult. Risks that conflicts could hinder the progress of the LILW repository project are 
higher.  
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