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Australia’s Radioactive Waste

In Australia, radioactive waste is produced from the  
beneficial use of radioactive materials in industry, research  
and medicine and the operation of the research reactor  
at the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology 
Organisation (ANSTO) in Sydney.

The waste is made up of radioactive material with no 
foreseeable further use. Just like car batteries, mobile  
phones and some household chemicals, this material  
requires particular procedures and methods for its 
management, storage and disposal.

Australian governments impose strict controls on radioactive 
waste management including treatment to convert the waste 
into a solid stable form and measurement to determine the 
amount of contained radioactivity.

Return of Waste
Many confuse radioactive waste with unprocessed spent 
fuel. Spent fuel is not considered a radioactive waste  
because it remains a substantial energy source due its  
ability to be reused.

Much of Australia’s spent fuel from the research reactor  
at Lucas Heights is reprocessed in France and the UK.  
The waste by-products will be returned to Australia.

The waste that is returning is approximately one  
third of the size of a regular shipping container. 

For more information 
visit www.radioactivewaste.gov.au

National 
Radioactive Waste 
Management 
Facility

What is  
Radioactive Waste?

Digital version – www.radioactivewaste.gov.au

15-52542



Intermediate level radioactive waste

Intermediate level radioactive waste contains radioactive 
material at a concentration that requires shielding for safe 
handling and transport. Examples of intermediate level waste 
include waste from the production of radiopharmaceuticals, 
waste generated by the reprocessing of spent research  
reactor fuel, and disused radioactive sources from industry 
and medicine. 

In line with international best practice, solid intermediate level 
waste is placed in special shielded containers and is managed 
within interim purpose-built, engineered facilities.

High level radioactive waste

There is no high level radioactive waste in Australia.

High level radioactive waste can be the by-product from  
the reprocessing of spent fuel from nuclear power reactors.

It is differentiated from intermediate level waste by the 
amount of heat generated by the decay of radioactive 
material in the waste.

How is radioactive waste classified?

Radioactive waste is classified by how much radiation it emits 
and for how long, plus the form the radiation takes. The waste 
is handled, stored and disposed of in appropriate ways.

Radioactive emissions are classified as low, intermediate  
or high level and the length of emission time is classified  
as short-lived or long-lived.

Australia’s national classification system is based on  
the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) General 
Safety Guide.

Low level radioactive waste

Low-level waste emits radiation at levels which generally 
require minimal shielding during handling, transport  
and storage. 

Examples of low level waste are contaminated laboratory 
waste, such as paper, plastic, glassware and protective 
clothing, contaminated soil, and discarded smoke detectors 
and emergency exit signs.

How much radioactive waste is  
in Australia?

Australia’s current waste is stored in licensed interim facilities.  
Waste held by the Commonwealth represents the majority  
of both legacy waste and future low and intermediate level 
radioactive waste.

As of 2014 Australia has accumulated approximately 4250 m3 
of low level radioactive waste from over 40 years of research, 
medical and industrial uses of radioactive materials. In volume 
this is the equivalent of two Olympic sized swimming pools.

The Commonwealth is responsible for about 4048 m3 of  
this waste and the states and territories hold the rest  
(around 200 m3).

Australia currently holds approximately 656 m3 of 
intermediate level radioactive waste. This includes waste  
from the production of nuclear medicines, and used sources 
from medical, research and industrial equipment.

How much is currently produced  
in Australia?

Australia produces a very small quantity of low and 
intermediate level radioactive waste.

Each year, the amount of low level waste generated  
is less than 40 cubic metres (m3), smaller than one  
shipping container. 

By comparison, Britain and France each produce around  
25 000 m3 of low level waste annually—over 600 times  
more than Australia.

Australia generates less than 5 m3 of intermediate level 
radioactive waste annually – that’s the equivalent of the  
size of a skip bin.

Source: ANSTO


