
Thank you for your interest 
during the National 
Radioactive Waste Facility 
community consultation 
process. Your participation and 
feedback is a vital part of this 
discussion about the future 
management of Australia’s 
radioactive waste.

This leaflet answers the key 
questions raised so far during 
the consultation period.

NATIONAL RADIOACTIVE WASTE MANAGEMENT FACILITY 

Information for Communities –
KEY QUESTIONS ANSWERED

Department of Industry, 
Innovation and Science Resources

Further information
Further information on the project is available at www.radioactivewaste.gov.au.

You can also submit inquiries or feedback via email to radioactivewaste@industry.gov.au  
or call the Radioactive Waste Hotline on 1800 682 704.

Australia needs a purpose built centralised National 
Radioactive Waste Management Facility.

The use of radioactive materials and radiation plays a significant role in everyday life.  
It provides numerous benefits to society; for example, one in every two Australians will  
access Australian produced nuclear medicine in their lifetime. 

The development of these products does result in some waste. Currently, these waste 
by-products are stored on an interim basis at more than 100 sites around the country – 
including at hospitals and universities. 

We need to implement a long-term management plan for this material.

The Australian Government is seeking to identify a site for a National Radioactive Waste 
Management Facility, through a voluntary nomination process. This facility will permanently 
house Australia’s low level radioactive waste and, on an interim basis, our very limited 
amounts of intermediate level waste.

Key questions you have raised:
• What is radioactive waste? 

• Why do we need a new facility? Why can’t the waste be left where it is?

• Will the facility be safe?

• Will the facility accept foreign waste?

• Will the facility be expanded to dispose of intermediate or high level waste? 

• Will hosting a facility damage the region’s reputation? Will property prices, produce prices 
and tourism be affected?

• What are the benefits to a community of hosting a facility?

• Can we use non-nuclear technologies to produce medicines and other products?

• How will the facility operate?

• How will the waste be transported?

Low level waste storage at ANSTO, photo 
courtesy of ANSTO.
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What is radioactive waste? 
Low level waste is primarily generated from the production and  
use of nuclear medicines and research activities by universities,  
the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation 
(ANSTO) and the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation (CSIRO). The waste can come in a variety of forms such 
as gloves, gowns, tools and filters that have been used for these 
activities and low activity sources such as level gauges and fire 
detection systems. 

In Australia, intermediate level waste is mainly generated as a direct 
result of the production of nuclear medicine, which will be needed 
by one in two Australians at some point during their lifetime. 
Intermediate waste also comes from industrial and radiotherapy 
sources and is held by organisations including the CSIRO, as well as 
the States and Territories. This includes the waste from the nuclear 
fuel that enables nuclear medicine production, irradiation of silicon 
that is used across the world in solar farms, hybrid cars and maglev 
trains, and state-of-the-art environmental and minerals research. 

The facility will only store immobilised solid waste. These waste 
forms do not generate heat or pressure and are not combustible or 
explosive. No liquid, corrosive, organic, reactive or other potentially 
volatile materials will be accepted, meaning that there is no risk of 
spillage or gaseous leaks from the site.

For more information on types of materials and storage 
arrangements see http://www.ansto.gov.au/NuclearFacts/
Managingwaste/index.htm.

Why do we need a new facility?  
Why can’t the waste be left where it is?
Over the past 50 years, waste has been managed using ad-hoc, 
temporary solutions and existing stores are nearing capacity. For 
example, ANSTO will reach full capacity early next decade. This is  
not ideal and inconsistent with world best practice. 

A purpose built facility will ensure consistent management and 
handling of waste. Establishing a national facility will ensure we  
are in line with international best practice and are meeting our 
international responsibilities. 

Will the facility accept foreign waste or be 
expanded to dispose of intermediate level 
waste or high level waste?
No – the facility will not receive any foreign waste or dispose of 
intermediate or high level waste.

Australia does not produce high level waste, and storage or disposal 
of high-level waste at the facility is prohibited. Simply, this facility will 
not be used for these purposes.

The National Radioactive Waste Management Act 2012 provides  
for the facility to be established exclusively for the management  
of Australia’s low-level and intermediate-level waste. 

The facility will not be large enough nor designed to dispose of 
intermediate or high level waste. The disposal of higher level waste 
requires deep underground, highly engineered facilities with very 
specific geological conditions. 

Will the facility be safe?
Yes – safety is the primary objective in creating the facility. 

The site will be engineered to fully take into account local conditions 
and all plausible natural events, including flood, fire and seismic 
occurrences. A detailed environmental assessment will be undertaken 
and the site will be overseen by the independent nuclear regulator. 

All waste materials at the facility will be solid, immobilised and 
isolated from the environment through multi-layered encasement 
such as concrete, glass or synthetic rock (synroc). They will be stored 
inside purpose built containers. Isolation and control measures are 
further implemented by engineered multiple barriers in the facility. 
This will ensure no single failure can lead to a situation where people 
or the environment can be compromised. 

There will be no detectable radiation coming from the site.  
The defence in depth approach will mitigate all credible scenarios 
that could result in the release of harmful materials released into  
the environment.

A worker at the National Radioactive Waste Management  
Facility who had daily contact with radioactive waste, would  
have to work more than 10 years at the facility to receive the  
same amount of radiation as a patient undergoing a single  
CT chest scan. 

Examples of low level waste, photo courtesy of ANSTO.

AUSTRALIAN
WASTE ONLY 

safety security environmental 
assessment

El Cabril Facility 
Spain, photo courtesy 
of ENRESA.
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In fact you would get a higher dose on a long distance 
international plane trip than you would standing next to  
the facility. This is because generally when we fly in an 
aeroplane we are exposed to more natural radiation than 
when we are on the ground.

The community will be fully consulted in developing final design 
options, including risk and safety cases. All environmental monitoring 
data will be publicly available to provide reassurance that the 
environmental and health and safety integrity of the facility is being 
maintained. This will allow local communities to conduct their own 
monitoring in addition to that conducted by the facility operator. 

Before approval to build or operate a national facility is granted by 
the Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency 
(ARPANSA, Australia’s independent nuclear regulator), the Minister 
for the Environment must also be fully satisfied that there will be no 
material risks to human health, groundwater or the environment.  

Can we use non-nuclear technologies to 
produce medicines and other products to 
meet our needs?
No. There is no alternative technology that has been demonstrated 
as capable of supplying enough nuclear medicine to satisfy national 
demand, let alone international demand, at anything that approaches 
the reliability, quality or cost of Australia’s sole nuclear research reactor 
at ANSTO.

Every week, ANSTO delivers 10,000 patient doses of potentially 
lifesaving nuclear medicines to over 250 hospitals and medical 
practices across Australia and overseas. One in two Australians – 
everyone who has ever had a broken bone, heart scan or cancer 
diagnosis – will need nuclear medicine at some point in their lifetime. 

Will hosting a facility damage the region’s 
reputation? Will property prices, produce 
prices and tourism be affected?
Experience in Australia and around the world is that the siting of 
radioactive waste facilities results in no long term negative impact 
on property values, agricultural production or regional reputation.

To use an international example, Cumbria in North West 
England has a number of nuclear facilities including the 
Drigg Waste Repository. According to the Office for National 
Statistics House Price Index, the median house price in the 
area rose by 21.7% between 2009 and 2015. 

On the domestic front, the median property prices of Barden 
Ridge, which is the suburb immediately adjacent to ANSTO 
rose by 71.8% between 2009 and 2015 (according to Domain 
and Westpac). 

Large facilities operate in Europe in well-known high value 
agricultural and world heritage tourism regions like the Lake District 
in northern England, Champagne in France and El Cabril in Spain. 
Feedback received from the operators of a number of these sites 
is that once established and operating these facilities becomes a 
normal part of the community, valued for providing employment 
and business opportunities. They do not impact on the region’s 
reputation, produce prices or tourism industry. 

In Australia, smaller low and intermediate level stores have existed 
in areas such as Esk and Nerang in Queensland and Mt Walton in 
Western Australian for many years, and there is no evidence that 
they have an adverse impact on property prices.  

No stigma has been attached to the produce, seafood  
or tourism in Sydney and surrounding regions, nor in 
Queensland’s Somerset region, including Lake Wivenhoe. 
Nor is there any credible evidence or study that shows 
land values in these areas have suffered due to co-location.

The Government will work closely with the community to develop 
programs and strategies to address any questions. The Government 
will establish a Regional Consultative Committee in each 
community following the Minister’s decision to shortlist a smaller 
number of sites. These committees will comprise key members of 
the community, including the local or regional councils, and will work 
closely with the Government, the regulator and the operator of the 
facility on issues including:

• site design options
• risk and safety case development
• environmental monitoring and safeguards
• maximising employment and business opportunities
• developing a public communication and education strategy to 

ensure local groups and people are fully informed about the 
project and facility

• developing proposals for community benefit.

1 in 2
people will require 

NUCLEAR MEDICINE 
IN THEIR LIFETIME

PEOPLE LIVING NEAR THE FACILITY  

LIVING anywhere else 
IN AUSTRALIA 

will receive no more of a radiation 
dose than they would  
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What are the benefits to a community of hosting 
a facility?
Preliminary estimates are that the costs for the project will exceed 
$100 million. The Government, working together with the Regional 
Consultative Committee, wants to maximise local benefits flowing to 
the community hosting the facility through a range of opportunities.

• Employment and business opportunities created during facility 
construction and operation like road development, heavy 
engineering, concreting, building, fencing, communication, 
electrical, plumbing and other trades. 

• 15 or more long term jobs are likely to be created once the 
facility is established. The Government intends to recruit and 
train people locally with a small number of positions requiring 
external specialised experience.

• A Capital Contribution Fund of at least $10 million to support 
local projects will be made available to the host community. 
The Government will be asking host communities to put forward 
project ideas and identified community needs.

• Significant infrastructure to support the facility, like access to a 
stable and reliable communication system, including mobile phone 
reception and broadband internet. Other infrastructure required may 
be upgrading roads to a suitable load standard. 

How will the facility operate?
It will be owned and managed by the Australian Government, and 
licensed and regulated by the independent nuclear regulator.

It will be engineered and designed to operate on the surface similar 
to facilities in Europe and the UK. The Spanish facility at El Cabril is 
an excellent example of a modern purpose-built facility utilising the 
defence in depth approach and has provided secure and safe 
disposal of radioactive waste since 1992. 

Australia’s proposed waste management facility will be capable of 
meeting Australia’s projected needs for the next 100 years. It will  
be significantly smaller than similar facilities in the United States 
and Europe. 

CSM facility, France, photo courtesy  
of ANDRA.

Transport of intermediate level waste in a Type B container, photo 
courtesy of ANSTO.

CSM facility, France, photo courtesy of ANDRA.

Concrete cells, photo courtesy  
of ENRESA.

$10m

employment & business 
OPPORTUNITIES

15 or more 
LONG TERM JOBS

$10 million to support 
LOCAL PROJECTS

supporting 
INFRASTRUCTURE

COMMUNITY BENEFITS How will the waste be transported?
Australia’s nuclear industry is one of our most regulated. Radioactive 
material in Australia has been transported over the past 40 years 
without the release of radiation harmful to the environment, health or 
safety. On an annual basis, more than 30,000 packages of radioactive 
material and waste are transported safely around Australia, including 
to up to 250 hospitals and medical centres around the country 
without incident. 

Each movement of materials to the facility will require a full safety 
assessment, which will need to be approved by Australia’s radiation 
transport regulators. All waste will be inspected and tested to ensure 
it complies with the facility’s waste acceptance criteria before it is 
transported. Only solid and immobilised materials will be transported 
to, and stored at, the national waste facility.

Radioactive material will be transported by the safest possible 
means including the use of specialised containers and appropriate 
types of trucks. In the case of intermediate level waste, this will be 
moved in significantly shielded containers. For example, a Type B 
container which is used for storage and transport of intermediate 
level waste is able to withstand the most implausible extreme events 
such as dropping from a height of nine metres and exposure to 
temperatures of around 800 degrees for over half an hour. 
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