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Recovery of Sources — a New Strategy 
 
 For example, if a source is in use but not secured, it is 

necessary to upgrade the security of the facility by 
implementing more robust security measures. Disused 
and recovered orphan sources, on the other hand, need to 
be removed from their respective facilities and 
equipment and returned to the original supplier if known 
and if possible. If returning a source is not possible, it 
needs to be conditioned and arranged for long term 
storage under appropriate safety and security conditions. 
These options are also shown in Fig. 1. 
 
Implementation of the strategy 
The IAEA works closely together with Member States to 
improve the safety and security of radioactive sources 
worldwide. Besides the IAEA Technical Assistance 
Programme and Technical Cooperation Fund, donor 
States provide significant financial contribution to the 
Nuclear Security Fund and/or direct technical support to 
other States to recover, condition and transfer into safe 
and secure storage facilities disused sources (Fig. 2) and 
to upgrade the physical protection of sources in use. 
Under the USA-Russian Federation-IAEA (“Tripartite”) 
Initiative disused sources of a total activity of 2120 TBq 
(57251 Ci) were recovered and transported into safe and 
secure storage facilities in six countries of the former 
Soviet Union. Additionally, thirteen countries in the 
region received security upgrades at source facilities as 
part of this Initiative. Canada is also funding such work 
in this region. Similar activities have started and are 
being carried out in South-Eastern Europe, the Middle 
East and Africa with financial donations from the EU 
and other countries. 
The IAEA is facilitating the repatriation of disused 
radioactive sources, at least those which can be recycled 
or reused. A number of Radioisotope Thermoelectric 
Generators (RTGs) and sealed sources containing 239Pu 
and 241Am have been recovered and have either been 
repatriated to the country of origin or conditioned and 
stored for repatriation at a later date. However, the 
repatriation of disused radioactive sources to countries of 
origin presents a number of issues and challenges. 
Combined with the technical issues associated with 
source recovery and collection is the issue of availability 
of certified transport packages and shipper organizations. 
It is difficult to arrange for transport packages and to 
identify shipping companies who are willing to 
undertake these operations. Additionally, national 
legislations in some countries do not allow the import of 
radioactive waste. International support and cooperation 
is needed in order to solve these problems. 
A new concept has been developed by the IAEA to 
recover, condition and package for long-term storage 
spent high activity sources (SHARS) on-site, using a 
mobile hot cell and storage container, both of which 
were designed and constructed by the Nuclear Energy 

The new Radioactive Source Technical 
Coordination Group (RSTCG) 
It is essential that all IAEA activities related to the 
control and management of radioactive sources is 
provided in a consistent, harmonized and coordinated 
manner. The main purpose of the recently established 
Radioactive Source Technical Coordination Group 
(RSTCG) is to facilitate the technical coordination of 
activities of the IAEA related to the control and 
management of radioactive sources through the 
development of common approaches in technical matters 
and to advise the management of the relevant Divisions. 
 
Why is it needed? 
Recognizing the risk associated with disused, and in 
many cases abandoned, orphan radioactive sources and 
the number of accidents that have had a wide range of 
consequences including widespread contamination and 
deterministic health effects, the IAEA has embarked on 
various activities dealing with the recovery and safe and 
secure management of disused radioactive sources. 
These activities include the provision of direct assistance 
to Member States for the recovery, conditioning and safe 
and secure storage of radioactive sources. While the 
radiological safety aspects of the management of disused 
radioactive sources have received attention for many 
years, physical security concerns have received 
increased attention since the events of 11th September 
2001. There is an obvious need to coordinate all these 
different activities to ensure that certain actions will not 
preclude or hinder subsequent steps, to avoid duplication 
and to facilitate the efficient use of funds. 
 
The strategy 
A systematic approach has been developed to decide on 
the most appropriate actions to strengthen control over 
Category 1-3 radioactive sources (IAEA Categorization 
of Radioactive Sources, Safety Guide RS-G 1.9). 
Depending on the status of the radioactive source (in 
use, disused, or orphan) and the actual technical, safety 
and security situation, several options exist to ensure the 
source is properly brought or maintained under control.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Efficient coordination is necessary in order to:  
• Consider the interdependencies of subsequent 

technical steps (e.g., a graded approach to ensure 
control of operational sources or recovery and 
return to supplier if possible, or recovery, 
conditioning, packaging and transport to storage 
and/or disposal site);  

• Take the optimum decision on the technical 
solution to be followed; and  

• Prioritize and justify activities and enable 
effective utilization of the available funds in a 
coordinated and timely manner.  

Participation in the RSTCG is based on competencies 
and responsibilities. Currently the following 
divisions/sections within the IAEA’s Department of 
Nuclear Safety and Security with responsibilities related 
to the control and management of radioactive sources are 
represented: Division of Radiation, Transport and Waste 
Safety with responsibilities in radiation safety related to 
sealed radioactive sources, Division of Nuclear Fuel 
Cycle and Waste Technology, with responsibilities in 
recovery, conditioning, storage and/or repatriation and  
Office of Nuclear Security with responsibilities in the 
protection against malicious acts (through the whole life 
cycle of sources). Other Departments such as Technical 
Cooperation or Nuclear Sciences and Applications may 
also be invited in cases relevant to their expertise and 
responsibilities. 

Corporation of South Africa (NECSA) (Fig. 3). The 
concept and the equipment were recently successfully 
demonstrated using real radioactive sources. The hot cell 
will be used soon in African countries to manage disused 
sources that cannot be repatriated.  
The IAEA works closely together with Member States to 
improve the safety and strategy and capabilities to search 
and recover orphan radioactive sources. The forms of 
assistance in this case are the provision of expert advice 
to develop a national strategy, staff training and 
technical tools. However, the implementation of search 
campaigns can only be done by the countries themselves. 
 
Tasks and operation of the RSTCG 
It is the task of the RSTCG to provide the programme 
managers of the participating divisions/sections with a 
common opinion/advice on technical issues related to the 
control and management of radioactive sources. The 
RSTCG members obtain, inter alia from programme 
managers, information on all relevant project proposals, 
and share relevant materials in due time to allow a broad 
discussion and to form a consolidated opinion. This 
should apply to requests for assistance from recipient 
states as well from donor states/organizations.  
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Figure 2: Old disused irradiator 

Figure 3: Mobile hot cell for handling spent high activity sealed sources 
(SHARS) 

Figure 1: Strengthening control over radioactive sources 
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