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Abstract

A strong and independent regulatory body has been established in Bulgaria, which implements sustainable policies and practices for maintaining the highest level of nuclear safety and radiation protection. In its activities, the Bulgarian Nuclear Regulatory Agency (BNRA) is guided by the internationally adopted safety principles and is striving constantly to improve its effectiveness. Long term BNRA challenges are related to: maintaining of a modern and up-to-date legislative framework; development of effective and efficient regulatory approaches and methods; improvement of safety assessment capabilities; broad international cooperation; improvement of transparency and larger openness and predictability of regulatory activities.  

1. Introduction

Bulgaria implements an extremely ambitious nuclear programme: there are nuclear power plants in operation; decommissioning activities of some nuclear units are starting, plans for construction of new nuclear generating capacity are in an advanced stage; construction of a dry spent fuel storage facility has already started; site selection process is ongoing for a National Repository for Low and Intermediate Level Waste. In Bulgaria, there are more than 2000 facilities using over 100 000 sources of ionizing radiation in medicine, industry and science. The issue I would like to underline is that Bulgaria is a nuclear country which is a factor influencing our everyday life, as well as our future tasks and plans. 

Since 1 January 2007, Bulgaria is a member of the European Union and from now on our national nuclear programme is being developed within the framework of the acquis communautaire and in cooperation with the European institutions. Following are some examples on the importance of that factor from the very beginning of the effective membership:

· Parallel system for control of non-proliferation of nuclear weapons with the involvement of Euroatom inspectors;

· Notification of the EC on the intention for a construction of a new NPP;

· Completed review on the implementation of Article 35 of the Euratom treaty concerning environmental monitoring at the Kozloduy NPP area, such review in the area of uranium mining and milling is forthcoming;

· Participation of a large number of Bulgarian experts in working groups, committees and other bodies of the EC.

It is a fact that our nuclear programme exists and develops in an environment of limited human and financial resources. This is a circumstance, which we should take into account when formulating our priorities and which makes us to focus on most important tasks and to look for achieving maximum effectiveness and efficiency.

2. Legislative framework

Availability of a modern and adequate legislative framework is the main precondition for the work of a strong and effective regulator. Four main directions are being identified for future efforts in short and middle term.

European legislation

As part of the process of accession to the EU and implementation in the country of the European legislation and practices, a new Act on the Safe Use of Nuclear Energy (ASUNE) was adopted in 2002. In fulfilment of the Act, within the period 2002-2005, BNRA together with the other competent authorities developed and the Council of Ministers adopted over 20 regulations on implementation of the ASUNE. European requirements in the field of nuclear safety, radiation protection and safety of transport of nuclear material were transposed in the national legislation within the regulations preparatory and adoption process.

The existing EU requirements on the safe use of nuclear energy are mostly in the area of radiation protection and safeguards. The lack of EU requirements on nuclear safety and safe management of radioactive waste and spent fuel is the basis for the decision of the European Council on establishment of a ENSREG (e.g. High Level Group). The Group has already accepted a draft of a EU Directive on Nuclear Safety and is working on a number of different initiatives related to the radioactive waste management, enhancement of transparency in the use of nuclear energy, etc. Bulgaria is a regular participant in the work of ENSREG and has its challenges in its future activities.

WENRA

Since March 2003, the BNRA is a member of the West European Nuclear Regulators Association (WENRA) and is taking active part in harmonization activities. To harmonize the European countries safety approaches, WENRA has established two working groups – one on the safety of nuclear power plants in operation (Reactor Harmonisation Working Group), and the other on the safety during decommissioning and safety of radioactive waste and spent fuel management (Working Group on Waste and Decommissioning). The aim is continuous safety improvement and minimization of differences between the separate countries.

Within the Reactor Harmonisation Working Group mandate, an updated revision of the Reference Levels was published in 2008. Bulgaria, like all other WENRA member states, has adopted a National Action Plan as the harmonization process should be completed by 2010.

The Working Group on Waste and Decommissioning continuous its work on the report on establishment of Reference Levels of Safety in the areas of decommissioning and safe management of radioactive waste and spent fuel. Final version should be completed in 2009.

IAEA

The long standing efforts of the IAEA have led to the establishment of high quality standards, which are being broadly used by the member states as the basis for enhancement of national safety requirements. BNRA future efforts will focus in the following directions:

· Strict implementation of country obligations under the legally binding documents (the Convention on Nuclear Safety, the Joint Convention, etc.);

· Implementation of country obligations under the IAEA Codes of conduct documents (on safety of radioactive sources and on safety of research reactors);

· Consecutive implementation of IAEA Safety Standards, as the fundamental documents of the nuclear safety global regime.
Development of the national legislation

In July 2009, it will become 7 years since the ASUNE enforcement.

Accumulated experience in the implementation of the Act gives the BNRA the basis to review the existing requirements and to initiate its amendment. In the process of amendment and supplement of the Act, the BNRA will take into account the new IAEA standards and guides,  the new EU Directives, as well as the deficiencies and difficulties in implementation of the Act, discovered by BNRA and other authorities in implementing the law. The proposed amendments and supplements are directed to:

· Reflecting the changes in fundamental international agreements and binding documents as well as the new EU legislation, like: the Convention on Physical Protection of Nuclear Material; EC Directive 2006/117/Euratom on the supervision and control of shipments of radioactive waste and spent fuel; the Safeguards Agreement; The Agreement between Euroatom and the EU member states “European Community Urgent Radiation Information Exchange”, IAEA SF-1 “Safety Fundamentals”, etc. 

· Changes in the authorization process related to decommissioning of nuclear facilities, as well as to activities and facilities with sources;

· Improvement of the effectiveness and transparency in managing the “Fund Decommissioning of Nuclear Facilities” and the “Fund Radioactive Waste”;

· Changes in the field of radiation protection, like: introduction of the “exemption” and “clearance” procedures; providing for the legal framework for reduction of the number of orphan sources and ensuring their safe management; etc.

The ASUNE bill has been adopted by the Council of Ministers in April 2009 and has been submitted to the Parliament of the Republic of Bulgaria. After adoption and promulgation of the changes, the BNRA will organize the review of all respective regulations to put them in conformity with the Act.

In addition to the legislation, BNRA has committed itself to the development of a set of Regulatory Guides oriented towards the applicants and licensees. Those documents are not obligatory in nature and aim at rendering support to the applicants and the licensees in fulfilling the existing regulatory requirements and criteria. Recently, more than 20 Regulatory Guides are being developed and approved, mostly in the areas of nuclear safety and decommissioning.

3. Development of effective regulatory approaches and methods

Looking for optimization of the regulatory inspections, BNRA will strive to improve the review and feedback processes of inspection results through identification of areas needing improvement. The analyses of Safety Performance Indicators will be used as a complementary source of information to identify trends and any need for regulatory intervention. Problem areas will be subject of  topical inspections dedicated to identify and correct the particular causes for the existing problems.

Development and maintaining of high safety culture of the licensee is another direction while looking for optimization of the regulatory efforts.

In the process of review and assessment, the BNRA will apply a balanced approach using a combination of deterministic and probabilistic methods, following the listed principles:

· Regulatory decisions will be based on sufficiently ensured and well justified defence-in-depth, while appropriate probabilistic arguments will also be considered;

· Risk-oriented approaches will be used to define safety margins and to justify ungrounded conservatism;

· Achieved safety level shall not be reduced by any reason.

.

An important factor in improvement of regulatory effectiveness is the open dialogue with the operator. BNRA will seek consultations with the operator before any safety important decision to be taken at the operating side, while all regulatory decisions will be well grounded and supported by arguments.  

4. Safety review and assessment

BNRA challenges in this direction are mostly related to the limited national resources in respect to the capabilities of the technical support organizations (TSO) and the limited scope of the research and development activities. As it is well known, BNRA does not have its own TSO, which to work only for the regulator. In this respect, BNRA uses a framework of 16 separate organizations by a system of framework contracts and control of the interrelations aiming to avoid any conflict of interests.

The opportunities for further improvement of regulatory safety assessment capabilities are:

· cooperation with technical support organizations from other countries, including active cooperation with the IAEA;

· encouraging the cooperation of local TSOs with foreign ones and stimulating knowledge exchange efforts and initiatives;

· supporting the process on establishment of a strong national infrastructure that is capable to ensure high level of the technical and scientific knowledge, capabilities and expertise.

5. Public confidence

It is well known that we are living in a society sensitive to the use of nuclear technology and the management of radioactive waste. In this respect, the question of public confidence is key for the effectiveness of the regulatory activities. 

The first issue to a certain extent specific for Bulgaria is the rapidity of providing information to the interested parties, especially in cases of events at nuclear facilities.

In the era of information technology, the public expectations are that the information should reach them as soon as possible and this is completely natural. To even larger extent this is true when the key word is “radiation”. It is obvious that public expectations in this respect are very high and our policy should be directed to as far as possibly rapidly but at the same time competently inform all of the parties concerned.

The second issue is related to the insufficient discussions in the public domain on the important problems in the use of nuclear energy and the management of radioactive waste and spent fuel. Also, there is lack of information on important future projects, like the construction of a National Repository for Radioactive Waste, the Belene NPP project which leads to challenges in this respect for both the regulatory authority and the licensee.

Last but not least, there are a lot of challenges concerning the confidence in international perspective. Respectively, we need systematic, professional and credible participation in all large international forums – review meetings under the conventions and the Codes of conduct, organization of different type of missions to assess performance of the operator and the regulatory authority, active involvement in the harmonization process, IAEA and EC working groups, sustainable development of the bilateral and multilateral international cooperation. In our opinion, this should be the policy of a nuclear country in the environment of the Global Nuclear Safety Regime.

4. Conclusions

The experience of analyzing own problems and future priorities in not an end in itself. It is a part of the overall efforts to make the regulation of nuclear safety and radiation protection more effective. Within the process of improvement of our activities, we have to learn from the past and search for ways of improvement, by all means. 

Our main goal still remains the maintaining of high level of safety and security of the existing nuclear facilities, the facilities with sources of ionizing radiation, as well as in the implementation of the future Bulgarian projects. This goal is not only a regulatory one and could be achieved solely by the joint efforts of all interested parties.
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