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Russia drops plans for taking in foreign spent fuel, citing other priorities

Reversing a policy won at high political cost early this decade, Russia  will not take foreign spent fuel for long-term storage and reprocessing, the Federal Atomic Energy Agency, or Rosatom, said in mid-July.

The announcement, made during a press briefing by Rosatom Secretary Igor Konyshev, came just after US media reported that one of the main purposes of the agreement for nuclear cooperation

that the Bush administration proposes to negotiate with Russia was to allow US-origin spent fuel to be sent to Russia for back-end services. Rosatom chief spokesman Sergey Novikov told Platts the announcement was made in reaction to articles in the Washington Post and other newspapers

in which White House officials linked the bilateral agreement and the spent fuel import scheme. Novikov said that was not the main reason for the agreement and Rosatom wanted that to be known.

“We have a lot of fields” in which to cooperate with the US besides the spent fuel retransfers, Novikov said. Among others, he said, Russian industry wants to be able to import US-origin uranium for enrichment, which it can’t do without the bilateral agreement. And the two countries are eager to “exchange technologies” within the Generation IV International Forum, he said. “We are

very much interested in MOX (mixedoxide) fuel and the Americans are interested in fast reactors,” in which Russia has long experience, Novikov said.

He said the spent fuel import scheme had failed to bring in any of the projected $20 billion the nuclear agency’s former management had waved before politicians’ eyes a few years ago and that, if ever implemented, it could end up leaving Russia with huge financial liabilities that cannot be calculated today. The policy revision annuls years of effort by Russia’s nuclear leadership to push the controversial spent fuel import initiative through the Duma (parliament) despite

broad public opposition. The intensive lobbying culminated in passage of the implementing legislation in June 2001 and promulgation of the law by President Vladimir Putin later that year (NF, 11 June ‘01, 1).

Russian officials nonetheless said last week that Russian origin spent fuel would continue to be accepted under existing reprocessing contracts as well as in the context of future reactor sales with spent fuel takeback clauses. But that policy would be implemented as part of an international initiative on regional fuel cycle centers whereby several reprocessing countries would share the world market for spent fuel services and would take care of their “neighbors’” fuel, they said. Konyshev said at Ozersk, near the Mayak reprocessing complex near Chelyabinsk, that “Russia has not imported foreign spent fuel and will not import it in the future.”

Novikov noted that the spent fuel import scheme had “not even been discussed” during the recent G8 discussions in St. Petersburg.
Different focus

Novikov said Rosatom’s main focus will be building up the infrastructure for the large nuclear power program that Russia is now targeting for the next two decades and implementing an international uranium enrichment center under the initiatives proposed by Presidents Putin and George W. Bush, which were featured in the two presidents’ joint statement at last month’s G8 summit in St. Petersburg. That center is to be created at Angarsk, near Irkutsk, the

only Russian enrichment center that does not have a dual military-civilian status.

Another senior Russian nuclear official said that the near term priority would be to build interim storage capacity for its domestic spent fuel. A project for a 36,000 mt independent spent fuel dry storage facility at Zheleznogorsk is underway.

Alexei Lebedev, deputy director general of Techsnabexport, noted in a recent interview with Interfax that there still is no project for a central storage facility for RBMK reactor fuel.

Part of the legislation approved in 2001 allowed Russia to lease fresh nuclear fuel to foreign customers, leaving the title to the fuel with Russia and thus changing its status from “foreign” to “domestic.”

Novikov added that Russian industry will propose spent fuel services for reactors it exports, under the proposed international fuel cycle center initiative, saying that would represent “a huge market.”

Tenex’s Lebedev, who is responsible for Tenex’s spent fuel return business, told Platts that Russia might in future take spent fuel from “neighbor” countries like “South Korea and Japan.” Lebedev is also responsible for the program to take back Russian-origin research reactor fuel, which is being implemented under a trilateral agreement among the US, Russia and the IAEA. A few shipments have been made under that program, which will continue until the fuel is removed from the 17 countries that have signed on to the offer, which Lebedev said he “hoped” could be

in 2012. China and North Korea have declined the offer, he said.

Lebedev said that the necessary back-end facilities for Russia’s nuclear program, including the long-delayed project to build the RT-2 reprocessing plant at Zheleznogorsk (the former Krasnoyarsk-26), must be financed by a fund collected through sales of nuclear kilowatt-hours. Plans are now being laid to create such a fund, he said, adding that resolution of the problems of spent fuel and waste management in Russia was associated with the planned corporatization of utility Rosenergoatom and other Rosatom subsidiaries and with deregulation of the electric power market. 
The 2001 legislation had attempted to address legacy contamination problems and fund construction of the spent fuel infrastructure via lucrative contracts with utilities in rich countries like Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, or even Switzerland, Sweden or Germany. But Novikov said that “we didn’t get any contracts so we didn’t have those promised billions of dollars.” Moreover, he said, “now people understand that it’s impossible to calculate the real price for storing foreign spent fuel. We can take it for 60 or 70 years but what will happen in 100 years? Nobody is able to calculate these expenditures.”

Varied reactions

Several industry officials attending a conference in Washington last week expressed surprise at the Rosatom decision. At another event, an observer with close ties to the Russian government said, “frankly, I’m a bit puzzled” by the policy shift. The change in Russia law in 2001 was made specifically to accommodate the planned imports of spent fuel, he said.
But State Department special adviser James Timbie, in remarks to the industry conference, said it was his “personal view” that there has been some “exaggeration” of the benefits of the importance of the spent-fuel import plan as a motivation for pursuing a nuclear cooperation agreement with the US. 
He noted that current Russian law allows import of spent fuel only for temporary storage. A key question is what would happen at the end of the temporary period, he said. There is “no way” the US would consent to reprocessing — at least of the sort that separates plutonium as a distinct product, he said. But Russian law requires that reprocessing, rather than indefinite storage, take place, and that the resulting waste be taken back by the owner. However, Russian nuclear officials have said in  the past that under advanced reprocessing schemes they have been promoting since the late 1990s, there would in essence be no waste to be sent back, since it would all theoretically be recycled in planned fourth-generation reactors. Timbie said his “deduction” is that even once the US and

Russia concluded a cooperation agreement, there would not be “a lot of quick progress.” There is a “fairly widespread view” that Russia doesn’t want to be known as “a dumping ground for nuclear waste,” he said.

In a brief interview, afterward, he said he was not surprised by the Rosatom announcement. He said his impression was that Russia was interested in a cooperation agreement with the US because it wanted “normal” nuclear trade with the US and wants to be able to participate fully with the US in exchanges under the Bush administration’s Global Nuclear Energy Partnership.
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