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ISSUES & EVENTS

Project partners will
 consider multiple budget
scenarios before releasing
new estimate.

T
he governing board of the world’s
flagship fusion project has put off 
the release of a new cost and schedule

estimate until June 2016, after the seven
members decided to conduct an inde-
pendent review of the ITER project man-
agement’s assessment.

At a mid- November meeting at the
project site in Cadarache, France, the
ITER Council received a new baseline
 estimate endorsed by ITER director gen-
eral Bernard Bigot, which both he and
the council declined to make public. The
last official baseline, prepared in 2008,
put completion of the mammoth project
in 2019, at an estimated cost of €13 billion
($13.8 billion). But officials have ac-
knowledged that the date will slip by
several years and the cost will grow.

Bigot says he presented to the council
multiple baseline scenarios, ranging from
a best technically achievable schedule to
one in which resources are kept to what
the partners have currently agreed to con-
tribute. “The ITER members need to go
back to their budget authorities and to
their political leaders to decide if we
could meet the best technically achiev-
able schedule or postpone a little more be-
cause we don’t have the resources. Before,
we had a schedule but the resources were
not clearly identified. Now we have all the
ingredients to make a decision,” he says.

“Until we have the independent re-
view, the council does not believe it is ap-
propriate to start bandying about an-
swers,” says Robert Iotti, the outgoing
chair of the council. He would have been
surprised had the council members not
wanted to carry out their own assess-
ment. “When there is an intensive effort
where the estimate of every activity is
provided by the people who have a
vested interest in that activity—both the
duration of that activity and the staff nec-
essary to carry it out—you want to make
sure that the estimate is vetted by having
people with experience in that area say-
ing, ‘Yes, you are right.’ ”

According to Iotti, biases might be in-
troduced by those performing the work

who want more resources than they ac-
tually need for a given activity. Similarly,
the duration of that activity could be es-
timated to be longer or shorter than what
is really necessary, either to give those
carrying out the work more margin or to
suggest that the performer can finish
faster than is feasible.

A committee of experts appointed by
the council will conduct the review.
Their work is expected to begin in Janu-
ary, says Iotti, who stepped down in De-
cember. As a first-of-a-kind project, “all
one can do is come up with a date that
people feel is realistic, that’s achievable,
and the risks are quantifiable in some
fashion,” he says. The project’s interna-
tional nature also creates risks, he adds.
For example, components must fit to-
gether precisely despite being manufac-
tured by multiple nations.

Extra funding approved
Bigot, who came to his post last March
(see PHYSICS TODAY, May 2015, page 21),
says the council approved supplement-
ing the central office’s approximately
€300 million annual budget in both 2016
and 2017. That will allow him to hire 88
new staff members this year and 60 in
2017. He says the additional personnel
will cost €9 million at most this year. The
seven ITER partners won’t be asked for
additional contributions, but that option
was left open for 2017.

Edmund Synakowski, associate di-
rector of the Office of Fusion Energy Sci-
ences at the Department of Energy, says
the US requested the independent re-
view. “The US made clear, as we have
consistently, that strong project perfor -
mance is necessary for continued sup-
port,” he says.

Citing escalating costs, Senators
Lamar Alexander (R-TN) and Dianne
 Feinstein (D-CA)—the chair and ranking
minority member of the Senate appropri-
ations subcommittee that funds DOE—
have called for the US to withdraw from
the project. A spokesperson for Alexander
said he was too busy to comment but
pointed to the  committee- passed 2016
appropriations bill, which would deny
the $150 million DOE  requested for
ITER. Feinstein’s office  didn’t return a
call. The House- passed counterpart bill
would fully fund the DOE request. The
two bills had yet to be reconciled as
PHYSICS TODAY went to press.

With the exception of the European
Union, which as host pays 45% of ITER’s
cost, the US and the other partners each
contribute 9%, mostly in the form of in-
kind components. “The US is sharing 9%
of the cost, and they will get 100% of the
knowledge from the results. It’s not such
a bad deal,” notes Bigot.

The other partners in ITER are China,
India, Japan, Russia, and South Korea.

David Kramer

ITER cost and schedule still not pinned down

DELEGATES TO THE ITER COUNCIL MEETING in mid- November take a break to tour 
the ITER construction site, where pouring has begun on the concrete shielding that will
completely surround the machine.
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