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About Us
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The Canadian Environmental Law Association (CELA) is a specialty community legal 
clinic providing services to low income individuals and disadvantaged communities 
across Ontario in environmental law matters. 

CELA was established in 1970, funded as an Ontario specialty legal aid clinic by Legal 
Aid Ontario since 1978. 

Ontario’s only clinic providing environmental law legal aid services including 
representation in trial and appellate courts and before administrative tribunals; 
summary advice and brief services; public legal education and law reform 



Today’s Focus 

The Nuclear Waste Management Organization (NWMO) is looking for a location where 
they could claim some semblance of local support, or a “willing host” for Canada’s 
radioactive waste.

What are the implications of the NWMO’s approach, specifically for those who are 
potential “hosts”? 

What does it mean, from an equitable and ethics perspective, to be “willing”? 
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Agenda

I. Canada’s Plan for the Storage of Nuclear Waste

II. Roles and Jurisdiction  

III. The ‘Willing Host’ Concept as used by the 
NWMO

IV. An Ethical Perspective on ‘Willing Host’

V. Looking Ahead – Community Engagement
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I. Canada’s Plans for Nuclear Waste
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Since the 1960s, nuclear reactors in Canada have been producing high-level nuclear 
waste in the form of used nuclear fuel bundles. These bundles are currently stored 
close to the facilities that produced them. 90,000 used fuel bundles are produced per 
year.

The Government of Canada, through the Nuclear Fuel Waste Act, assigned the Nuclear 
Waste Management Organization with the task and responsibility of managing used 
fuel produced at Canadian nuclear power plants 

In May 2010, the NWMO began its site selection process for a willing community to 
host a deep geological repository (DGR) used to store Canada’s used nuclear fuel.



I. Canada’s Plans for Nuclear Waste

6

Two potential sites remain 
under consideration for a 
Deep Geological Repository 
(DGR) for high-level nuclear 
waste disposal: 

1. Northwestern Ontario -
a site near Ignace

2. Southern Ontario - a 
site in the Municipality 
of South Bruce



I. Canada’s Plans for Nuclear Waste
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I. Canada’s Plans for Nuclear Waste
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II. Roles and Jurisdiction 
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The NWMO is mandated to develop and implement a plan for managing 
Canada’s nuclear fuel waste pursuant to the Nuclear Fuel Waste Act .

The CNSC is responsible for issuing the necessary licenses needed to 
implement each phase of the NWMO’s Adaptive Phase Management plan 
including the geological repository

The Impact Assessment Agency of Canada is responsible for conducting 
the environmental/impact assessment of designated nuclear projects 



III. “Willing Host” according to NWMO
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“Communities” → what does NWMO mean by communities? 
“Willing to accept” → what does willing and acceptance mean?

• Various definitions, especially earlier in the process (early to mid 2000’s). 
• NWMO acknowledged in 2004 that different individuals may have different 

perceptions of what willingness is to them given their values and accordingly, 
trade-offs that they are “willing” to make. 



Moving Forward Together: 
Process for Selecting a Site for 
Canada’s Deep Geological 
Repository for Used Nuclear 
Fuel, NWMO, May 2010
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III. “Willing Host” according to NWMO
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NWMO’s “Guiding Principles” (2021) sets out a recent and accessible definition:

“Informed and Willing Host Community: The host community, the local 
geographic community in which the facility is to be located, must be informed and 
willing to accept the project. The local community must have an understanding of
the project and how it is likely to be impacted by the project. As well, the local 
community must demonstrate that it is willing to accept the project.”

https://www.nwmo.ca/en/Site-selection/About-the-Process/Guiding-Principles


III. “Willing Host” according to NWMO
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According to NWMO’s Triennial plan, in the period 2020 to 2024, the NWMO will: 

“Develop a willingness assessment plan and employ it to inform the final site selection 
decision; More specifically define the terms “social acceptance” and “willing host,” and 
work in collaboration with municipalities, communities, and Indigenous peoples involved 
in the site selection process to understand how they can be demonstrated.” (p.132)



III. “Willing Host” according to NWMO
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Source: NWMO (March 2021)

https://www.nwmo.ca/~/media/Site/Reports/2021/03/15/21/05/Implementing-Adaptive-Phased-Management-2021-to-2025.ashx?la=en


IV. Ethical perspective on “Willing Host”
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• Vilhunen et al (2017): “more empirical research on how lay people perceive ethical 
issues related to community acceptance of a [nuclear fuel] repository is needed in 
order to better understand the ethical issues at local level.” 

• Important to understand the justice or ethical issues at hand; “particularly given 
the risks of a local community inherently trusting the engagement process without 
questioning.”

No Canadian case law definitions of “willing host” or similar concepts specific to 
high-level waste. Case law focused on Indigenous consultations, or consent in the 

duty of care context, eg: doctor-patient.



IV. Ethical perspective on “Willing Host”
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• According to NWMO, its process of identifying a site is underpinned by the “values 
that Canadians said are important” and these values formed the basis of the “eight 
objectives: fairness, public health and safety, worker health and safety, community 
wellbeing, security, environmental integrity, economic viability, and adaptability” 
against which “different options were evaluated”(NWMO, n.d.) 

• The process of trying to find a community to host a repository has not highlighted 
the importance of ascertaining these values. Instead, it mostly involves “dangling a 
carrot”  i.e., promise of jobs and other economic benefit in front of potential 
communities  (Ramana (2013) Shifting strategies and precarious progress: Nuclear waste 
management in Canada)

https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.667.8513&rep=rep1&type=pdf


IV. Ethical perspective on “Willing Host”
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1. Nuclear Stigma - effect on reputation (tourism, agricultural sectors)
2. Nuclear Oases or Nuclear Culture - power relationship between location, industry 

and society and how geographical remoteness, economic marginality and political 
powerlessness can lead to a culture of acceptance

3. Regional Justice / Energy Justice – disproportionate impacts on marginalized 
communities; equity of energy-related decisions

4. Coercion and Consent – perception of benefit
5. Compensation – for living next to a radioactive waste site 
6. Community Perception of Justice / Social Acceptance - includes procedural and 

distributive justice, dimensions of trust



V.    Looking Ahead 
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The NWMO’s references to 
“willingness” and 

“community” have 
gradually decreased in 

their reports →
preliminary questions 

proposed in earlier reports 
from the early and mid-

2000s remain unaddressed 

Various ethical frameworks 
and justice principles can 
be used as guidance by 

communities when 
discussing whether or not

they are truly “willing”

Communities can rely on 
ethical frameworks to 

question impacts on rights, 
justice and equity and 
whether threshold of 

“willingness” has been met



Thank you! 
www.cela.ca
www.celafoundation.ca

kerrie@cela.ca

http://www.celafoundation.ca/

