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Core Concluding Outcomes 

 

The main objective of the workshop was to create space for an open technical and scientific discussion 

regarding the lifetime extension (LTE) of nuclear power plants (NPP), looking particularly into 

environmental and health impacts. The running question of the workshop was: Could the extension of 

the lifetime of nuclear power plants cause adverse environmental and health impacts, including in a 

transboundary context, and when, in what circumstances and conditions. 

The basis for this discussion is the ongoing debate under the United Nations Economic Commission for 

Europe (UNECE) Convention on Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) in a Transboundary Context 

(Espoo Convention), in particular the applicability of the Espoo Convention concerning the life time 

extension of nuclear power plants (LTE of NPP) and the need for clear guidance on its application.  

The Espoo Convention applies to projects that are listed in its appendix I (such as nuclear power plants) 

and that are likely to cause significant adverse transboundary impacts. Despite still considerable legal 

uncertainty in particular for nuclear energy related activities, while the chance of a major accident is 

very low, the likelihood of a significant adverse transboundary impact of such an accident can be 

however very high. Therefore, on the basis of the principle of prevention, even a low likelihood of 

impact can be considered to trigger the application of the Convention.  

Outcomes of the discussion aim to inform the work of the intergovernmental ad hoc working group 

with substantive aspects concerning the environmental and health impacts of LTE of NPP. 

 

General aspects 

Nuclear reactors are initially designed for a specific design lifetime. Design lifetime is defined by the 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) as: “the period of time during which a facility or component 

is expected to perform according to the technical specifications to which it was produced”1. 

                                                           
1 IAEA. 2007. IAEA safety glossary. Terminology used in nuclear safety and radiation protection, 2007 edition. 
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According to the International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA), impact assessment “is a 

forward-looking instrument that is able to proactively advise decision-makers on what might happen 

if a proposed action is implemented”2.  

The workshop was an opportunity to discuss the added value of transboundary EIA in the context of 

the LTE of NPP. It also confirmed that EIA is sometimes perceived, particularly by the nuclear energy 

sector as an unnecessary burden, undervaluing the decision support role for which EIA has been 

designed in first place. The concerns expressed under the Convention have clearly demonstrated that 

governments, and the public in particular, especially those that do not benefit directly from the NPP, 

may rather perceive the extension of the operating lifetime of a 40-50 years old NPP (for up to 30 

years) as a threat (the public understanding of risk). 

 

Specific concluding aspects 

The question of the need for EIA concerning the LTE of NPP is understood by some stakeholders, in 
particular representatives of the nuclear energy sector, as being mainly for lawyers to debate using 
juridical arguments (such as validity of permits, the definition of what is an activity/project, or a change 
to an activity, which justify the need for a new EIA, among other reasons).  
 
Discussions at the workshop clearly indicated that, technically, there is a role for Impact Assessment 

in its full breadth (EIA, HIA, and other forms of IA) in the LTE of NPP, in a transboundary context, 

through impact identification and mitigation, for three main important reasons: 

▪ The state of the environment changes over a large period of time (certainly beyond 10 years) 
even if the project does not change. Consequently, environmental impacts should be regularly 
re-evaluated. 

▪ The public, and governments, in any country, have the right to be fully and openly informed in 
a transparent way, and the right to participate in decision-making that has implications for the 
environment, including new generations that were still not around when the project was 
initiated. 

▪ “The consideration of alternatives is central to sound decision-making; if there is no choice 
among options, there is no reason for a decision”3. In the case of LTE of NPP the decision is: 
should the lifetime of the NPP be extended or not? Sound analysis, discussion and evaluation 
of alternatives, namely between doing, not doing, or how to do it, is extremely relevant.  
 

In addition, other reasons justify an IA: 

▪ The prolongation of exposure of the population; 
▪ The faith in the safety aspect alone being a risk (since it has also been demonstrated that not 

all safety upgrades performed during the lifespan of a NPP will lead to environmental 
improvements but can also generate negative impacts); 

▪ In the update of operating conditions by public authorities what matters is the potential effects 
and not the legal form it takes. 
 

                                                           
2 Partidário M., L. den Broeder, P. Croal, R. Fuggle and W. Ross: Impact Assessment, FASTIPS #1, IAIA – International Association for Impact Assessment, 2012. 
3 Jesus J., C. Bingham, P. Croal and R. Fuggle: Alternatives in Project Impact Assessment, FASTIPS #11, IAIA – International Association for Impact Assessment, 

2012. 
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The assessment of possible significant adverse transboundary impacts of LTE of NPP must address 

changes in environmental law, regulations and standards, incorporate new scientific knowledge and 

respond to emerging societal challenges. It must also address reasonable alternatives that are 

comparatively assessed.  

If decision is taken to not do the LTE of NPP, EIA is still needed since the NPP would have to be 

decommissioned, dismantled and the original terrain would have to be restored.  

Any EIA process will assist this decision process, assessing and comparing the impacts of at least two 

alternatives (doing or not doing), enabling public participation and transparency in the decision 

process. 

Conceptual details are relevant to fully conduct the discussion and need to be clarified: the difference 

between “likely significant impacts” and “significant impacts”, risks and impacts, local and 

transboundary impacts. Other expressions need to be clearer in the adopted lexicon: LTE (Lifetime 

Extension) or LTO (Long Term Operation) of NPP. 

Systems perspective is necessary. There is a need to address these issues at a systems level to look far 

and beyond individual project cases, and consider it from a sustainability perspective and democratic 

governance. There is space for a larger scale discussion to evaluate the decision as an integral part of 

a global energy strategy. Strategic Environmental Assessment, system analysis, understanding of inter-

generational solidarity and commitments have a role in this discussion. 

Technology does not go well all the time. Impact of the duration of the NPP exploration is meaningful 

to be able to assess the impact of the extension of the lifetime of that same exploration. Perhaps there 

are no major significant environmental and health impacts of the NPP exploration unless in case of 

accident when safety levels fail. But technology does not go well all the time and in all cases – 

something can go wrong. In addition, with ageing the exposure to risks is prolonged and if ageing is 

not well managed risks may increase. Issues to consider in ageing include: safety issues, availability of 

spare parts, waste management. 

Safety, risks and impacts are different but complementary issues to be addressed. System failure is 

a theme per se and is not taking into account environmental effects and impact assessment. A safety 

program, with no cut corners, is not the same of an EIA: the purposes are different, both perform 

different actions, reach different outcomes and engage different actors. Continuous safety 

improvement in older NPP, and peer review, could be paralleled by a continuous assessment of 

environmental and health impacts through monitoring and post-evaluation with systematic public 

reporting. Still it is relevant to remember that risk analysis is an integral part of an EIA. 

Public understanding of risk is a core notion. It was noted that non-radiological impacts of LTE of NPP 

are usually rather local and not much transboundary except maybe for specific cases of plants very 

close to borders. However, perception of risk or public understanding of risk, with its direct effects on 

public health, might expand the impacted area to a transboundary context. 

Public participation is a right. The interpretation made by the UNECE Aarhus Convention’s Compliance 

Committee on how the public participation requirements of the Aarhus Convention apply to LTE of 

NPP brought an extreme clarity to this debate. The fact that the operation of a NPP could be extended 

from 40 years to 60 years without the potential for significant environmental effects was interpreted 
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as inconceivable. Accordingly, it was concluded that the provisions of public participation of the Aarhus 

Convention apply to any decision amending the license for a NPP to extend its design lifetime.  

Public participation and reliable, solid and accessible information  is relevant to build trust among 

stakeholders, including citizens. This means to identify the public concerned, provide timely, adequate 

and effective notice, provide timeframes when all options are open, guarantee access to all available 

information relevant to the decision-making, create adequate conditions for public entitled to 

comment/be heard, give due account to be taken of public participation and prompt notice of decision.  

 

Final core conclusions 

- The environment changes over a long period of time, even if the project doesn’t; 
- There are new generations of population that have the right to participate in any decision on 

environmental matters; 
- Transparency and trust are essential in the decision-making process, including in a 

transboundary context, to reduce fear, and increase confidence and international cooperation 
(minimizing potential tensions); 

- Continuous safety assessment can be complemented with continuous environmental and 
health assessment through monitoring and post-evaluation, that are available periodically 
through public reporting. 

 

Environmental Impact Assessment is the only available formal scientific and technical tool to achieve 

these objectives. 

 

Maria Partidário and Miguel Coutinho 

 


