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Philippe Maystadt, President  
European Investment Bank 
100 boulevard Konrad Adenauer 
L-2950 Luxebourg 

November, 16th 2007 
 

 
Subject: possible EIB loan for the Belene nuclear power plant 

 
 
 
Dear President Maystadt, 
 
 
Bulgarian press recently reported that the Bulgarian cabinet agreed to guarantee a loan of 300 
Million Euro from the European Investment Bank for the building of the nuclear power plant 
Belene in the Northeast of the country. The Banks civil society unit has kindly informed us on 
the 13th of November that so far no request from Bulgaria to provide financing for Belene has 
been put forward. However, given that the Bulgarian government or the Bulgarian national 
electricity company NEK seems ready to approach you in the near future, we would like to 
express our deep concern about a possible involvement of the EIB in this highly controversial 
project. We urge you to turn down any request for the reasons we lay out in the following.  
 

Belene: history 

When the catastrophe of Chernobyl took place in 1986, the plans for building two reactors of 
soviet design in Belene were already in place and construction work on the project began in 
1987. However, after the fall of the communist regime, Belene was suspended due to public 
protests and economic, environmental and safety-related concerns put forward, among others, 
by the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences in a 421 page detailed critique1. In 1997, the Bulgarian 
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Cabinet deemed Belene to be “technically unsound and economically unviable” and 
terminated the project.  
 
However, in 2004, the Bulgarian Government revived plans for building two reactors at the 
Belene site and in 2006, it chose the Russian company “Atomstroyexport”, which had put 
forward a bid in cooperation with the French/German Areva NP. To date, attempts to secure 
financing from Western banks for Belene have, however, failed. After massive public protests 
in Germany and Italy, the project was deemed so controversial that Commerzbank, Deutsche 
Bank, HypoVereinsbank and UniCredit declined to provide loans for Belene. All together, 11 
out of 12 Western banks that have been asked for financing refused the Belene project, only 
BNP Paribas organised a smaller bridging loan for the construction of Belene so far.  
 
Belene: problems 

There are many reasons why non-governmental organizations from throughout Europe are 
opposed to the financing and completion of the Belene nuclear facility. First and perhaps 
foremost, is the fact that the power plant will be erected in a region prone to earthquakes. 
During the last earthquake, some 120 people died only 12 km from the Belene site in the town 
of Svishtov. Building a nuclear power plant in close proximity to seismic fault lines is a 
recipe for disaster. This is one of the key reasons why the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences 
warned against completing Belene in its 1990 study and Soviet scientists as early as 1984 
demanded that the site be taken off the list of possible locations2. 
 
The NPP design proposed for the Belene site is a new reactor model and there are concerns, 
whether it will reach current Western safety standards. The planned Russian AES-92 is a 
reactor type that has not been licensed before in Europe or in the USA, there is no operational 
experience with this reactor and there is also no safety assessment available for it.  
There is a severe lack of nuclear safety culture in Bulgaria: On March 1, 2006, there was a 
serious incident at the Kozloduy 5 Reactor in Bulgaria. Georgi Kastchiev, former head of the 
Bulgarian Nuclear Safety Agency, who now works at the University of Vienna, reports that 
the central safety system of the reactor failed. Authorities first remained silent about this 
incident and rated it a 0 on the INES scale. Almost two months later they were forced to 
upgrade it to INES 2 and to confirm Dr. Kastchiev's description of the situation. Dr. 
Kastchiev himself judged the incident as "driving high speed without brakes".3 
 
In addition to the seismic risks, the site for Belene is close to the Danube, a river that shows 
an increasing incidence of heavy flooding. Flooding can have a severe impact upon nuclear 
power operation. In the case of Belene, flooding could for example destabilize the ground on 
which the power station rests. Recent flooding in 2005 and 2006 already affected the 
communication and transport networks around the plant site. Such effects would jeopardize 
the implementation of safety related measures by operators and isolate the plant site in a 
possible emergency, with consequent difficulties in communication and supply. Flooding can 
also contribute to the dispersion of radioactive material in the event of an accident.  
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Moreover, the storage problems for Belene’s radioactive waste have not been solved, no 
emergency plan exists and the environmental impact assessment (EIA) does not seriously 
consider the seismic and flooding risks, nor the risk of a major nuclear accident. 
 
Wrong energy path 

In the wider context of Bulgaria’s energy policy, we fear that the construction of the Belene 
NPP would force Bulgaria's investment policy in the energy sector onto an unsustainable 
path. Belene is to be Bulgaria's largest single investment to date. The project would divert 
investment capital from the least-cost alternative: energy efficiency. According to Eurostat, 
Bulgaria is by far the least efficient EU member country and requires up to10 times as much 
energy as the EU average to produce 1 Euro of gross domestic product. The about 7 billion 
Euro investment that is required for Belene is therefore in stark contrast to the 200 Million 
Euro energy efficiency project that Bulgaria is currently carrying out with financing from the 
EBRD. Investment for Belene would also divert capital from the development of renewable 
energy sources. In spite of the huge untapped potential for renewable energy sources in the 
SEE Region, Bulgaria only has an extremely modest program in this field. Recent interest 
because of Bulgaria's new renewable energy law show, however, that the sector has a huge 
growth capacity. Given the clear commitment of the EIB towards renewable energies, it 
would be hard to understand, why EIB money should now be used to support the nuclear 
option and its inherent risks for the entire SEE region. 
 
Opposition 

In closing, we would like to add that there is a great deal of public opposition to the Belene 
NPP both in the Belene region, but also across the border in Romania, where municipality 
leaders representing hundreds of thousands of citizens have declared their opposition to the 
project, in Macedonia, where citizens have charged Bulgaria with violating the Espoo 
Convention on cross-boundary impacts and in Greece, where a broad coalition of 
environmental organizations has spoken out against the project. 
 

Our questions to EIB 

In case the Bulgarian government approaches you for financing, what criteria would you use 
for assessing the Belene loan application? How would you conduct the due diligence, will you 
look into the EIA and also least cost options? Would you conduct investigation and take into 
account seismic activity in the area? Would the fact that 11 out of 12 banks refused a loan for 
Belene weigh into your assessment? How, if at all, are you going to investigate and take into 
account allegations of corruption during the tender process? 
 
We thank your for your timely answer. 
Best regards 
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