
Committee Report 

  

Summary: 

This report aims to provide Members with a brief background to the Government’s consultation 
document "Managing Radioactive Waste Safely". In particular, it highlights those aspects of the 
consultation upon which the Committee may wish to question the expert witness. 

Recommendations: 

1. Members consider the consultation document and supporting information and question the 
expert witness.  

2. The Committee put its views to the Executive to inform their response to the Government’s 
consultation document. 

  

  

  

  

  

1 INTRODUCTION 

  

1. The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs issued a consultation 
document "Managing Radioactive Waste Safely: Proposals for developing a policy for 
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managing solid radioactive waste in the UK" (Appendix 1 to this report) on September 
12, 2001. The consultation period for this document ends on March 12, 2002. 

2. This consultation begins a staged process that will end in 2007 with the selection of an 
option for the long-term management of radioactive waste and the passing of any 
necessary legislation. As such, this consultation document does not seek to define a 
final option for dealing with radioactive waste. Rather, the purpose of the consultation 
is to gather views on the Government’s plans for the process by which the final policy 
should be decided upon. In brief, it is proposed that research and public debate be first 
used to determine the best option. Once the ‘best option’ has been chosen, further 
consultation will be undertaken on how that option should be implemented and, 
presumably, the siting of any radioactive waste facilities. 

2 APPROACH TO THE CONSULTATION PAPER 

2.1 Although Carlisle does not have a direct role in radioactive waste management,
waste does routinely pass through the city on its way to Sellafield. Carlisle could also
be affected by any serious incident at the Sellafield site. These facts will flavour the
Council’s response to the Government’s consultation document but it is also intended
that the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee comment on some specific
aspects of the consultation document from a more general perspective. 

2.2 Given the limited time available in which to develop a response to the consultation
document, it is proposed that the Committee focus on the following aspects: the
process for the siting of any waste facility, the role of local authorities in the policy
development process and the storage arrangements for radioactive waste at Sellafield.

  

3. PROCESS FOR SITING OF ANY WASTE FACILITY 

1. Previous attempts to develop a policy for the disposal of radioactive waste have been 
unsuccessful. Perhaps the main reasons have been the failure to make a sound 
technical case and the difficulties of convincing a local community to accept a 
radioactive waste facility. The application to build an underground laboratory at 
Sellafield (with a view to ultimately building a deep underground depository for 
radioactive waste) was finally rejected in 1997 after a public inquiry. As such, the UK 
does not have a long-term policy for the management of the two most radioactive 
waste types, Intermediate Level Waste (ILW) and High Level Waste (HLW) (see pages 
14-15 of the consultation document for further details). 

2. The first part of the new process for policy development revolves around a national 
debate on radioactive waste policy (see Chapter 5, page 41). However, the success of 
any chosen option will ultimately rely upon a local population accepting the siting of a 
facility in their neighbourhood. Some research evidence and international experience 
shows that the earlier that local communities are involved in the process, the more 
likely it is to be successful. This raises questions about when to reveal a list of 
potential sites for a waste facility – until sites are identified, it is unlikely that many local 
communities will become involved in the debate. 

3. The Government’s green paper on planning (published in December 2001) also raises 
questions about the process for site selection. One of the main proposals in the green 
paper was to ‘streamline’ the planning procedures for ‘major infrastructure projects’. At 
present, planning decisions about major projects (such as a runway or a radioactive 
waste facility) often go to a lengthy public inquiry. However, under the proposals, 
Parliament would be asked to approve a project in principle with only the detailed 
aspects of the project then being considered at a public inquiry. Some organisations 
have expressed concern that this amounts to a downgrading of the role of the public in 
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the planning process. 

4. The consideration of the process for siting a waste facility throws up the following 
issues: 

At what point during the process should a list of potential sites be publicly identified (since 
this will provoke much greater interest from local communities that may be affected)? 

Should lists drawn up previously be made public (Nirex drew up both ‘short’ and ‘long’ lists in 
the 1980s)? 

Should local communities be given the power of veto over any proposals? 

Should local communities be offered compensation for hosting a facility? 

For both veto and compensation, at what scale should ‘local’ be defined – parish, district, 
county or regional level? 

What impact might the proposals in the Planning Green Paper have on the site selection 
process? 

  

4. THE ROLE OF LOCAL AUTHORITIES 

1. The document stresses the need for consultation and public involvement throughout 
the process. However, the role of local authorities is not made clear. The Committee 
may wish to explore what the role of local councils should be during the development 
of national policy and, ultimately, the selection of specific sites for radioactive waste 
facilities. 

2. The Government has suggested that a new advisory body could be set up, to help 
guide the policy development process (See paragraphs 6.8-6.10, page 50). The role 
and membership of the body have not been fully defined and there is some debate as 
to whether any new body would provide general advice to Government or if it would be 
charged with delivering a set of final policy recommendations. The body could, 
however, form one of the main routes by which local authorities were given a greater 
input to, and control of, the process. 

3. Once a list of possible sites has been developed, representatives of the local 
communities will need to be involved. The detailed question of ‘how’ has not been 
resolved. If the selection of policy and site are to be successful, local communities will 
need to feel a sense of ‘ownership’ of the process. It could be argued that local 
authorities should be involved at an early a stage as is practicable since they are 
community leaders and often have established mechanisms to gather public views 
(e.g. Carlisle’s Citizens’ Panel). 

  

4. The following issues emerge from the consultation document for local authorities to 
consider: 

What should be the role of local authorities in developing national policy in this area? 

Should local authorities be given representation on the ‘independent body’ that will be set up 
to oversee the policy process? Should the representatives be from those local authorities 
already identified as likely to host a radioactive facility? 
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What should be the role of local authorities in the site selection process? 

To what extent could the Citizens’ Panel be used to provide feedback on the Government’s 
plans? 

How should Carlisle City Council’s consideration of this matter relate to Cumbria County 
Council’s input? 

5 STORAGE ARRANGEMENTS 

1. In addition to the two areas outlined above, the events of September 11 raise the issue 
of storage arrangements. The Sellafield site forms one of the largest stores for 
radioactive waste in Europe. Given the long timescale for deciding upon a final option 
for dealing with radioactive waste (7 years to decide on the policy, probably another 
10-20 years before any facility would be operational), the storage conditions on the site 
are of paramount importance. However, the consultation document does not consider 
storage as a topic for discussion, merely assuring that the waste is being "safely 
stored" (see paragraph 7.8, page 57). 

2. The two most radioactive types of waste are Intermediate Level Waste (ILW, of which 
there is around 71,000 cubic metres stored in the UK, mostly at Sellafield) and High 
Level Waste (HLW, of which there is 1800 cubic metres stored at Sellafield). Although 
there is no final disposal policy in place for ILW or HLW, it is policy that the raw wastes 
should be ‘conditioned’ or made safer. However, there is a backlog in the conditioning 
process - particularly the so-called ‘legacy wastes’ which were created from the 1950s 
onwards by both the civil and defence nuclear industries. Much of this waste is stored 
in buildings which were constructed more than 30 years ago. 

3. In 1998, just 15% of the ILW and 13% of the HLW stored at Sellafield had been 
conditioned. As reprocessing of spent fuel continues at Sellafield and 
decommissioning of the older nuclear power stations starts to accelerate, large 

amounts of ILW 
and HLW will be created (See page 24 for details). 

4. Relatively large quantities of liquid High Level Waste (HLW) are currently stored at 
Sellafield in surface tanks, which need constant stirring and cooling. Although this 
waste is gradually being conditioned and vitrified (turned into glass), there have been 
many problems with the vitrification process and these appear to be largely 
unresolved. Even under the current plans, there will remain large quantities of liquid 
HLW (more than 1000 cubic metres) at Sellafield until 2015 (see graph above). 
Members are referred to Appendices 2 and 3 ‘Sellafield shuts plants as N-waste builds 
up’ (Guardian Website, 22 September 2001), and a Press Release from Cumbrians 

Page 4 of 5TC.43.02 - Aspects of Managing Radioactive Waste Safely (Community Overview and Scrut...

05/07/2006file://F:\Vol%2028(6)%20Committee%20Reports\TC.43.02%20-%20Aspects%20of%20Ma...



Opposed to a Radioactive Environment (21 September 2001). 

5. Following on from the events of September 11, there has been some research 
showing the potential impact of a plane crashing directly into the site. There is 
particular concern about the vulnerability of the tanks of liquid HLW. The Committee is 
referred to Appendices 4,5 and 6: ‘Airliner Crash on Nuclear Facilities: The Sellafield 
Case’, ‘Sellafield terror attack warning’ (The Observer, 16 December 2001), and 
‘Sellafield terror threat warning’ (BBC News Website, 11 January 2002). 

  

6. Key issues in respect of waste storage include: 

What is the risk of a terrorist attack at Sellafield? In the event of an attack, what would be 
the likely scale of impact on the surrounding area? 

How realistic is the plan to reduce the stocks of liquid High Level Waste at Sellafield? Could 
it be accelerated and, if so, how? 

What would be the effect on waste arisings of ceasing to reprocess fuel at Sellafield? 

Leaving aside the risk of terrorist attack, how safely is the waste currently being stored? 
Could the process of conditioning the Intermediate Level Waste be accelerated? 

  

6 EXPERT WITNESS 

6.1 At the meeting, the Committee will have an opportunity to question Dr Martin
Courtis OBE about the issues outlined above. Dr Courtis is a consultant in the field of
radioactive waste management and a member of the Government’s independent 
advisory body, the Radioactive Waste Management Advisory Committee (RWMAC). 

Peter Stybelski 

Town Clerk and Chief Executive 
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