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           Not a Place of Honor 
They build machines that they can’t control,

and bury the waste in a great big hole.
Sting, We Work the Black Seam (1985)

I N THE EARLY YEARS OF DESIGNING
Onkalo—the world’s first permanent 
underground storage facility for high level 
nuclear waste—a joke made the rounds 
among the Finnish engineers that once they 
began drilling and blasting out the rock for 
the repository, the first thing they would 
unearth would be an ancient copper canister 
containing spent nuclear fuel rods. 

****    
   At Onkalo (Finnish for cave or hiding 
place) a three-mile long, downward 
spiralling tunnel plunges to a depth of 1,600 
feet before opening into a series of vast 
horizontal caverns in which—beginning in 
2023—8-foot long nuclear waste canisters 
will be deposited inside 200 vertical shafts. 

                  

Once the repository is full, the entrance will 
be permanently sealed off.
   The term ‘permanent’ is no exaggeration. 
The canisters and repository are designed to 
safely contain the waste’s radioactivity for 
at least 100, 000 years, at least half of the 
timespan that homo sapiens has existed.
   A recurring debate has been how the 
entrance to the $4 billion repository should 
be marked to discourage thousands of 
generations of our descendants from being 
tempted to explore it, either to assess it as a 
potential threat or simply to satisfy their 
curiosity about its purpose and significance.
   Since the repository isn’t expected to reach 
maximum capacity until at least 2100, the 
decision will be left to Finns in the distant 
future, but that hasn’t stopped speculation 
about what should (or shouldn’t) be done. 



   Another ice age is likely to occur during 
the unimaginably long time the repository 
will remain dangerous, with the returning 
glaciers erasing any sign of the site. 
   For this reason—and the fact that marking 
the entrance with various obstacles and 
warning signs might unintentionally bring 
unwanted attention to it—most experts 
think it would be best to just keep it hidden. 
(After all, deliberately placed obstacles 
didn’t prevent excavation of the Pyramids.)
   Similarly proposed repositories elsewhere 
have taken the opposite approach, however, 
planning elaborate markers—like 50-foot-
high concrete pillars with jutting spikes or 
other menacing earthworks—to discourage 
future archeologists from exploring them. 
Along with these physical obstacles would 
be various signs or other devices designed 
to convey the dangers held within.     
   All of these visual markings optimistically 
assume people in the distant future will 
have a basic understanding of our languages, 
symbology, or other communication devices, 
but one intriguing proposal sidesteps this 
problem, proposing a sort of ‘Atomic 
Priesthood.’ (The concept arises from the 
observation that historically, religions have 
regularly outlived even entire civilizations.)
   This ‘Priesthood’ would consist of an elite 
caste charged with perpetuating a set of 
artificial legends and myths, as well as 
periodically retranslating a ‘holy’ scripture 
whose central message would make it taboo 
to enter ‘impure’ sites like the repository.
   The potential perils in pursuing this line of 
action are many, however, and imagined long 
before their proponents’ time, by writers 
like Isaac Asimov in his Foundation science 
fiction series [1951], and by Walter M. 
Miller, Jr., in his post-apocalyptic novel, 
A Canticle for Leibowitz [1959].

   Regardless of its merits, the idea of 
founding what is essentially an entirely new 
religion in order to protect the future from 
our nuclear present is steeped in irony: 
Arguably, our current infatuation with 
nuclear power is itself a sort of religion, 
with its own priesthood, rituals and 
religiously-inspired language. (As if to 
concede the ‘Faustian bargain’ humanity 
made in splitting the atom, the acronym for 
one Belgian storage facility is HADES.)
   Future generations are not merely going to 
have a difficult time decoding any warnings 
we leave for them; they will likely be 
equally baffled as to why we proceeded so 
recklessly in pursuing the very technology 
that makes the warnings necessary.
   A quarter million tons of high-level nuclear 
waste are currently awaiting disposal world-
wide. Assuming our species doesn’t do itself 
in (a big ‘if’), future humans will no doubt 
wonder how we could justify the production 
on a massive scale of the most deadly 
substances known to man—using them as 
nothing more than a means to boil water in 
order to produce a few decades worth of 
electric power—while leaving them to deal 
with the toxic waste virtually forever.
   The Iroquois were known for keeping in 
mind the welfare of ‘seven generations’ 
with every important decision they made, 
while we seem to be making decisions 
which effect thousands of future generations 
with little more than our own in mind. 
   Perhaps referring to one proposal for a 
repository with an information center 
displaying pictograms like Edvard Munch’s 
The Scream and signs warning “Do not go 
further! This  is not a place of honor!”, one 
observer encapsulated our predicament: 
   “This is the way the world ends, not with 
a bang but with a visitors’ center.” ◾


