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THE RK&M PROJECT OF THE NEA/RWMC 

 

Introduction 

Various NEA member countries are currently developing and constructing deep geological disposal 

projects for high-level and/or long-lived radioactive waste and spent fuel. These take decades to develop 

and implement, and the facilities are to operate passively and safely for millennia. Although different 

countries are in various stages of development with regard to their programmes for final radioactive waste 

management (RWM), for all countries with nuclear waste the question arises which relevant records, 

knowledge and memory should be preserved, why, how, by whom, and for how long?   

Consideration of this question has led to the launching of the OECD NEA Project on the 

“Preservation of Records, Knowledge and Memory (RK&M) across Generations” by the RWMC in March 

2011. A Collective Statement and a Vision Document have been prepared and released with RWMC 

approval.  A project web-site has been created http://www.oecd-nea.org/rwm/rkm/. The project counts 

representatives from 16 organisations in 12 countries, plus the IAEA, and the support of the European 

Commission. Most organizations provide a financial or in-kind contribution to running of the project. 

Within the RK&M Project, 2012-2013 was designated for improving our understanding and reaching 

out to outside experts. Multi-disciplinary studies have been encouraged from the start, since preparing the 

project in 2010
1
. Six surveys have been completed

2
, the analysis of the bibliography is being conducted, a 

glossary of key terms has been produced and is being refined, a catalogue of regulatory requirements is 

being produced, and two workshops have been held. A methodology for creating the ‘Menu Driven 

Document’ has been identified, a Project meeting will be held in April 2013 and a further workshop is 

planned for September 2013.  

The project was presented to the UNESCO Conference of the Preservation of Digital Memory, which 

gave rise to new areas of research and collaboration, e.g., with the CoData task group on Data at Risk. 

Links established at the workshop will be developed further, e.g., with the builders of a 10 000 year clock - 

the Long Now Foundation
3
 - and the DoE Legacy Management department.  

The key general questions, as identified in the Vision Document, for the project in general are:  

• Which records need to be maintained?  

                                                      
1
 This followed the significant interest in the project shown at a Topical Session, held at the 44th Session of the 

Radioactive Waste Management Committee, in March 2010.   

2
 2010 Survey on Status and Needs, 2011 Survey on Responsibilities, 2011 Survey on Examples of Memory Loss, 

2012 Questions of Regulatory Significance, 2012 A: Safeguards, 2012 B: National Archives. 

3
 http://longnow.org/. 
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• For what purpose?  

• Over which timescales?  

• By whom?  

• For whom?  

• What can be done now – from a managerial, technical, legal, regulatory viewpoint – to provide 

maximum continuity of records, message, and accessibility?   

• How much effort, and of what kind, is it reasonable to invest, now or later?  

The priority at this stage of the project is to complete the scoping work so far by finalizing it into 

written documents. Furthermore in 2012-2013, the following meetings and activities have taken place or 

are under consideration: 

• A project meeting was held in April 2012.  

• A second, open workshop was held in September 2012. 

• A further project meeting will be held in April 2013.  

• The third open workshop will be held in September 2013.  

As stated in the Vision document, the RK&M project will work towards a ‘Menu-driven document 

that will allow people to identify the elements of a strategic action plan for RK&M preservation’.  This 

document will contain recommendations to countries on useful practices as well as new suggested follow-

on activities in this field. The release of this ‘Menu driven document’ is foreseen in 2014. 

The September 2012 workshop 

The workshop titled “The Preservation of Records, Knowledge and Memory (RK&M) Across 

Generations: Improving Our Understanding” was organised to further contextualize and delimit the field, 

to learn from different practitioners. The overarching goal of the workshop was to improve our 

understanding of the questions pertaining to the project, and the wider culture of RK&M preservation. The 

workshop encouraged the discussion of experience and research from project members, the wider field of 

radioactive waste management, and beyond that field into academia, archiving, art, and others. The 

underlying assumptions of the project were reconsidered and the availability of different mechanisms and 

models for RK&M preservation were discussed. The fundamental need for social engagement with RK&M 

Preservation ran through all of the themes discussed. 

50 participants from 11 countries representing national governments, universities, waste management 

agencies, safety authorities, community groups, and specialists in both the technical and social sciences, 

and three international organisations - OECD NEA, IAEA & UNESCO - were present at the workshop. 

They set of participants formed a pluralistic mix of implementers, regulators and other relevant 

practitioners (e.g. officials from national archives and regional public works) and academics from the 

social sciences and humanities (e.g. sociology, archaeology). In total 31 talks were delivered, each 

followed by time dedicated for Q&A, and 8 plenary discussions took place.  
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The workshop provided a fruitful forum for multidisciplinary reflection and discussion and delivered 

a large amount of information and ideas. Key learning from the workshop is as follows:  
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Developing the concept of a “Minimal set of Records” 

At the project meeting in April 2012, it was agreed that the concept of a ‘Minimal Set of Records’ 

should be developed. That is, the most concise collection of records with which future generations would 

be able to make sense of a repository.  

A project task group was set up to identify a way forward, who presented their initial findings at the 

September 2012 Workshop. The key point identified was to find a criteria which with to select a Minimal 

Set of Records. It was agreed that the criteria for the records would be their use to future generations. In 

other words, what is it that future generations will need to know? What is the message which the records 

should substantiate? 

This question needs to be answered without trying to ‘guess’ what future societies will be like, and 

without selecting a list of criteria without an empirical or philosophical basis.  

In order to do this, an alternative question has been developed – that is, instead of asking what future 

generations want to know about us, we ask what we would want to know about a past society. This 

question will be the basis of interviews with a broad range of interested parties, from radioactive waste 
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management circles, academia, and civil society. The results of these interviews will be analysed with a 

view to creating a message, or messages, which can be substantiated by a minimal set of records. Findings 

will be presented at the September 2013 Workshop. 

Project studies under way 

Six studies have been commissioned by the project, all of which have recently been or will shortly be 

completed and submitted to the Secretariat for review, in discussion with the project group.  

1. Analysis of the Project Bibliography – Richard Ferch  

The bibliography analysis will provide rewritten abstracts of the references, a database analysis of the 

content of each of the references, and a textual analysis of the entire bibliography. This will make the 

bibliography more usable and will provide a gap-analysis, showing where areas of interest to the project 

are under-researched. Work is being completed in two phases. Work on the second phase has begun, and 

the complete study will be presented at the project meeting in April 2012.  

2. Literature Study on Markers at Geological Repositories - Marcos Buser 

BfE commissioned this study in 2010. The project group has reviewed and edited the study, with the 

assistance of the original author. It will now be published as NEA document (‘R’ report) and used as a 

reference for the discussion of Markers within the project.  

3. Technical Monitoring of Geological Disposal Facilities - Lumír Nachmilner 

An internal version of the document Technical  Monitoring of Geological Disposal Facilities has been 

developed.  The 50 pages text consists of a summary of monitoring activities in the national programmes 

as well as in international disposal documents, overview of monitoring goals and projects, outline of a 

logical scheme for developing a monitoring programme, and overview of the main monitoring challenges. 

The document will be finalised after the MODERN conference (Luxembourg, 18-21 March 2013), whose 

outcomes and observations will become the part of the text.  

Selected issues from the document were presented at the RK&M Workshop (Paris, 12-14 September 

2012), 14th IGSC meeting (Paris, 8-10 October 2012), and 13th FSC meeting (Prague, 23 October 2012): 

feedback from these events will be incorporated in the final version of the document 

The document has been one source for the NEA paper to be delivered at this Modern conference 

(Claudio Pescatore, Lumir Nachmilner, Meritxell Martell, Claire Mays: Oversight of a Deep Geological 

Repository and the Role of Monitoring – Some preliminary findings within the RK&M Project of the 

NEA). 

The document will be presented at the RK&M project meeting in April 2013 and  will be shared with 

other NEA working parties. 

4. Supranational Mechanisms to support Records, Knowledge and Memory Preservation over the medium 

term -  Thierry Schneider, Sylvain Andresz, Cynthia Reaud - CEPN & NEA Consultant.  

The aim of this analysis, performed with the support of NEA, is to investigate the organisation of 

existing supranational mechanisms and their multi-level governance on the basis of available documents in 

order to identify their possible contribution for records, knowledge and memory preservation in the 

medium term (post-closure) for radioactive waste management. For this purpose, a particular attention is 
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devoted to pointing out the strengths and weaknesses of the supranational mechanisms related to their 

contributions to ensuring that future generations can base their decision on relevant and pertinent data and 

to promoting awareness on past activities. 11 supranational mechanisms set up through UNESCO, UNECE 

(United Nations Economic Commission for Europe), IAEA and EC (European Commission), were 

analysed with two main objectives: identifying the key components of the organisation of the supranational 

mechanisms and analysing the contribution of those mechanisms to the preservation of records, memory 

and knowledge.  

The final report was delivered to the secretariat for review in January 2013.  

5. Study of local communities’ position on monitoring and the preservation of knowledge and memory and 

the relationship to confidence - Meritxell Martell 

A Preliminary compilation and review of FSC and RWMC RK&M literature on monitoring, records 

and knowledge preservation has been completed, and a Survey of local communities was undertaken and is 

under way. Further interviews are scheduled. The initial findings were presented in the September 2012 

Workshop and the FSC meeting in Prague in October 2012.  

A paper has been written for the MoDeRn Workshop, in conjunction with Lumir Nachmilner. 

A draft report was submitted in February 2013. The final report and main findings will be finalised 

following the MoDeRn Workshop in Luxembourg, 19-23 March 2013.  

6. Exploratory investigation into the loss of memory on conventional landfills and contaminated sites of the 

past - Marcos Buser 

The RK&M project seeks, among other things, to gain know-how and experience on loss and 

recovery of knowledge and memory preservation in other areas than nuclear wastes. One area with similar 

characteristics - and therefore rather well-suited for comparisons - is that of landfills and old industrial or 

disposal sites for hazardous wastes.  

This study is an exploratory investigation into the loss of memory – through the loss of information, 

records and knowledge – on conventional landfills and contaminated sites of the past. This small case 

study aims at identifying key factors in the loss and recovery of knowledge by analyzing selected examples 

of landfills and contaminated sites in Europe and other industrialized nations.  

More than 20 different carefully selected cases on loss of information, records, knowledge and 

memory on conventional landfills and old industrial or disposal sites for hazardous wastes have been 

analyzed. With few exceptions, it can be shown that the source of oblivion is directly related in one or the 

other way with human errors. Therefore, human factors appear to be determinant for knowledge and 

memory loss. Interestingly, technical or environmental factors seem to have the smallest impact of all 

analyzed factors. Knowledge and memory loss can sometimes be related to the loss of archives, but is 

directly linked, as it could be shown, to human deficiencies.  What stands out more is that the handlings of 

waste, as well as the handling of information about wastes and old contaminated sites, are typical 

contemporary phenomena. Whether in the U.S., Europe or now in emerging markets: during the 

industrialization process the response of participants is more or less equal to the challenges and the limits 

of the time. 

As a result, findings for the handling of information, records and knowledge in the field of nuclear 

waste could be gained. These findings are summarized in a 30-page report. This was delivered to the 

Secretariat for review in February 2013 and for discussion and adoption by the whole group in April 2013. 
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April 2013 project meeting 

The next project meeting will take place in April. The agenda will likely include the following items: 

 Annual progress report 

 Report from RWMC meeting of March 2012 

 Proceedings of the September 2012 workshop  

 Main findings of the September 2012 workshop 

 Updated glossary  

 Update on the Regulatory Catalogue 

 Results of the commissioned studies: 

o Bibliography Analysis 

o Monitoring and Memory: Stakeholder Demand 

o Monitoring and Memory: Practical Possibilities 

o Supranational Mechanisms 

o Memory Loss and Recovery 

 Discussion of the proposed research project to establish a rational for selecting a Minimum 

Set of Records 

 A demonstration and discussion of the Wiki design for the Menu-Driven Document 

 Discussion of other proposals, e.g., for work on rituals, markers, and historical examples of 

RK&M preservation. Colleagues are asked to make proposals. 

The content of the September workshop will be elaborated at the project meeting in April. 

 


