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Abstract

Different cases exist in various countries regarding the institutional status, the organization and the technical resources of the Nuclear Regulatory Authority (NRA): there are NRAs having extended internal technical capability and others relying mostly on external technical support. 

Considering the research and development activities and the very broad range of technical matters on which the regulatory and licensing activity are based, the NRA can not rely only on internal resources, and generally there is the need of technical and scientific support together with enhanced international cooperation.

The international cooperation and networking among NRAs, and their Technical Support Organizations (TSO), represents a fundamental way to maintain competence, capability and knowledge. Within the EU member states this is becoming more and more an institutional duty. 

In providing technical support for regulatory activity, the experience shows, from one side, the importance to have TSO with recognized competence, capability, independence and appropriate regulatory view, and from the other side, the importance to have within NRAs well developed and experienced technical management capability, in particular to address and use the results of the external technical support.

Since its creation the NRA of Italy took care to develop within the organization high level of competences to face the different technical aspects concerning the safety of nuclear installation without the support of any official-institutional TSO. Nevertheless external support from national and international organizations, and experts, has been provided depending on specific needs. 

A few years ago a group of senior experts in nuclear and radiation safety, some of them with previous working experience in the Italian Nuclear Regulatory Authority, took the initiative to create an expert organization (ITER-Consult Ltd) non-commercial, with the main objective to maintain qualified expertise and safety culture in Italy and make it available to NRA and to the EU Institutions. 

This organization is going through the process, and the challenge, to achieve operational stability maintaining the non-commercial attitude. 

Introduction - Need for independent technical support in regulatory and research activities related to nuclear and radiation safety exists and has shown to become more and more important in the present time to ensure the fully coverage of the today’s regulatory role.

It is normally provided by state or private expert organizations which are called Technical Safety Organization (TSO). The wording TSO fully developed at the beginning of nineties when the assistance cooperation programs with central and eastern European countries were initiated.

In some countries full scope technical support is provided to the regulatory authority for licensing and regulatory activity. In other countries the need for support is identified case by case and it is provided by selected organization.

Regulatory Activity – The role of the nuclear regulatory authority is well defined in the  national law for peaceful use of atomic energy of each country. Institutional independence, capability and adequate resources are necessary requirements for an effective NRA. 

Different situations exist in various countries regarding the institutional status, the organization and the technical resources of the NRA. 

In terms of role and functions the NRA covers many aspects including among others: 

· the regulatory activity related to definition of safety objectives, principles and criteria issuing regulations and regulatory guidelines; 

· the licensing activity related to safety evaluation of design, construction and operation of nuclear installation, 

· the inspection and enforcement during construction and operation of nuclear installation

The NRA generally can not face all the aspects related to its role and function with only internal resources: the need for technical and scientific support becomes important, also considering the development of the international cooperation in all areas of concern to put together resources and experience for common programs and harmonize the regulatory approaches.

The Nuclear Regulatory Authority of Italy (now Agenzia per la Protezione dell’Ambiente e Servizi Tecnici - APAT), has been established since the years fifties and has covered its role very effectively since the very beginning.

It has promoted and developed high level of competences to face the different technical aspects concerning the safety of nuclear installation and significantly contributed to the international cooperation. In its historical development has based its licensing decision  process  mainly on the evaluation performed by its own internal technical staff. Therefore no official-institutional TSO support has been created. Nevertheless external support  for research, studies and technical evaluation has been provided depending on specific needs by external organizations including national and foreigner research institutes, universities and consulting organizations. 

The current institutional activities relate to the control for nuclear and radiation safety for NPP under decommissioning, research reactors, transport of radioactive materials, waste management, the obligations deriving from international conventions/treaties and the international cooperation. 

In addition to the current national regulatory duties the today objective of the regulatory authority aims also to maintain the regulatory capability in the perspective of a potential reconsideration in Italy of the nuclear energy option, and share the EU responsibility and initiatives in the field.

The issue of nuclear and radiation safety in the EU is presently subject of common initiatives and common approaches involving all member states and implying the effective contribution and the sharing of responsibility from all NRAs.

APAT in coherence with its institutional role participates since 1992 in multilateral and bilateral programs of assistance - cooperation with eastern European countries promoting clear definition and interpretation of different roles, strengthening regulatory regime, transferring western methodology, approaches and tools for licensing and regulatory activity.

So far in Italy does not exist any institutional TSO, and the support from external organization, when needed, has to be identified and activated through an administrative process the implementation of which implies relevant formal difficulties.  

The experience gained in the latest years indicates the importance for the NRA to rely on flexible procedures, or agreements, which allow fast and prompt activation of the needed technical support avoiding uncertainties and delays that can challenge the schedule of activities or the commitments being taken. 

 Technical Support to NRA – The technical support to NRA is relevant and systematic in some countries and less relevant in other countries depending on the historical conception and development of the NRA and its internal organization and resources.

Resource limitation, organizational aspects, increased scope of national and international activities, optimisation of use of internal resources are aspects that contribute to generate the need for support from external organization. The technical support for licensing activities, is particularly  important as its conclusions form  the main basis for the regulatory decisions.

The experience shows that the effectiveness of a NRA in its regulatory function and dialog with the operators remain in the capability to address and use the results of the technical evaluation. This indicates that NRA needs  well developed and experienced  management of the technical support with respect to regulatory process to which it refers.

In countries where the TSO function is quite institutional, the technical support is provided by ad hoc organizations, non-commercial, fully dedicated to the role of technical support. They are funded through state budget or through stable yearly contractual budget from the  administration of the NRA.

The independence of the support, and so far of the TSO, represents a key aspect to avoid potential conflicts. 

The requirements of independence of the organization providing the support becomes more and more stringent the more extensive is the scope of the support with respect to the overall technical evaluation to be performed. 

The experience shows that the organizations normally providing their services for technical assessment in support of third parties are those having the knowledge and the approach corresponding to the regulatory view and therefore their support fully and effectively meet  the needs of the regulator.

Therefore the non-commercial attitude of expert organizations represents a value not only for the prevention of potential conflict but also for the development of the most appropriate view and approach in providing their services.

From the technical point of view the technical support is effective if well defined in terms of inputs, of scope and expected outputs and clearly focused on the objective.

Therefore the NRA has to develop and maintain high level capability for management of interfaces with the TSO support.

The technical management capability, in parallel with the primary responsibility to coordinate the interface and maintain an effective dialog with the Operator remains the key competence and responsibility of the NRA together with the decision process based on the technical support and other regulatory aspects.

The cooperation and networking among TSOs at an international level represents more and more a necessity for maintaining competence, to optimise the resources, to improve knowledge, to get acquainted with different approaches, to benefit from the experience coming from other organizations. The issue of ensuring nuclear safety is, by definition, an international issue. In this aim the cooperation promoted by international organizations/institutions like IAEA, WENRA, OECD, is expected to increase and to address the evolutionary process related to regulation of nuclear and radiation safety.

In Italy in June 2003 the initiative was taken by a group of senior experts, previously working in the Italian Nuclear Regulatory Authority, to create an expert organization ITER-Consult, having  the legal status of a Private Limited Company (Ltd.), with the main objective to maintain qualified and updated expertise and safety culture in Italy and make it available to the Nuclear Regulatory Authority (NRA) and to the institutions of the European Union in support of their activities in the field of nuclear and radiation safety, being therefore at the service of national and international community.

The creation of this organization represents a serious and responsible initiative making available a resource capable to ensure technical support, maintain safety culture and knowledge, transfer motivation and know how. Independent technical evaluation and technical support has been provided since the beginning in activities concerning nuclear and radiation safety for Italian institutions and EU programs.  

Requirements and challenges in providing technical support - The need for qualified independent technical support, well finalized under an appropriate regulatory view, represents a clear demand today in all developed countries. The role and quality of technical and scientific expertise in the regulatory systems are of fundamental importance.

Vision, values and strategy are essential elements to address independent technical support for regulatory authority activity.

The approach for effective implementation of the support activity needs to make reference to clear objectives, clear understanding of roles and responsibilities of the involved parties, well implemented technical management and effective implementation of quality system.

The capability to provide the support for licensing activities relies on experience, well trained experts, knowledge of regulatory requirements, knowledge of national and international approaches, knowledge of roles and responsibility of the regulator from one side and of the operator from the other side.

The TSO, as expert organization, has to ensure the development and the maintenance of technical knowledge and competence. In this respect, interaction and cooperation between TSOs needs to be promoted and strengthened at national and international level. The international cooperation constitutes a basic pillar in the field and the expert organizations needs to be effectively involved in the initiatives promoted by international organizations.

The technical support for regulatory activity is normally provided under non-profit policy of the organization. A private initiative in this field does not represent an exception, effective and motivated organization allow to address and resolve in the required time schedule and restraints issues (technical and administrative) that are normally much more complicated in large state funded  organizations.

The funding stability for a private organization providing independent non-commercial technical support needs to be achieved in order to ensure the required competence and the stated independence.

Regarding ITER-Consult in Italy, the competence, experience and technical capability of the organization is recognized through the activities performed and the results achieved. The cooperation with national and international institutions and organizations has been established since the very beginning of the activity. The process, and the challenge, to achieve operational stability is in progress and it represents not an easy task to tackle, given the commitment to retain independence (and consequent non-commercial attitude) of the organization.
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