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Prepared for NFLA member authorities, February 2015 
 

Ministry of Defence Public Consultation on Choosing a Site for the Interim Storage 
of Intermediate Level Radioactive Waste from Dismantled Nuclear Submarines 

 
1. Background to consultation 
 
This model response has been developed by the NFLA Scotland Policy Advisor in conjunction with 
the NFLA Secretary. NFLA have been a member of the Submarine Dismantling Project Advisory 
Group and sub-group since it was established. This model response forms the basis of the NFLA‟s 
response to this consultation. NFLA member authorities are encouraged to adapt this response for 
their own individual responses. 
 
In 2011 the Ministry of Defence (MoD) consulted on its Submarine Dismantling Project (SDP). (1) 
This consultation considered options for dealing with the waste inside 17 of the Royal Navy's out-
of-service nuclear powered submarines which are afloat in storage – ten at Devonport and seven 
at Rosyth dockyards – and a further 10 submarines still in service, making a total of 27. The new 
Astute Class submarines currently being brought into service and the next planned class of 
submarines (known as Successor) were not within the scope of the consultation. 
 
Three possible options for removing radioactive waste from the submarines were proposed:  
 

 Separating and storing the whole reactor compartment, which weighs around 700 tonnes.  

 Remove and store the Reactor Pressure Vessel (RPV), which weighs around 50-80 tonnes. 
Any remaining ILW (in pipework connected to the RPV for example) would then be 
packaged in a shielded container that is suitable for transport and storage;  

 The RPV and other radioactive waste would be removed but then immediately size-reduced 
and packaged into boxes for storage.  

 
In its response to the 2011 Consultation the NFLA argued that, although the MoD claimed both 
worker doses and planned discharges of radioactivity were predicted to “remain within currently 
permitted limits”, it was clear that the two RPV Removal options failed to meet the ALARA (As Low 
as Reasonably Achievable) principle. The fact that discharges of radioactivity into the environment 
are expected to occur at all when there is a technique available which involves minimal discharges 
into the environment – namely the Reactor Compartment (RC) Separation Option – means that 
RPV removal options should be ruled out on the grounds that they are not the Best Available 
Technique and do not apply the precautionary principle.  
 
The NFLA concluded that by applying a series of environmental principles (see box below) to the 
problem of what to do with decommissioned submarines the option of storing the intact reactor 
compartments above ground at the sites where the submarines are currently either stored afloat or 
defueled appeared to be the best option.  
 
Environmental Principles 
 
The NFLA Steering Committee agreed a set of clear environmental principles which should be 
used for the management of nuclear waste in October 2004 at its Annual General Meeting in Hull. 
These are: 
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 The idea that radioactive waste can be "disposed" of be rejected in favour of 
radioactive waste management; 

 Any process or activity that involves new or additional radioactive discharges into 
the environment be opposed, as this is potentially harmful to the human and natural 
environment; 

 The policy of 'dilute and disperse' as a form of radioactive waste management (i.e. 
discharges into the sea or atmosphere) be rejected in favour of a policy of 
'concentrate and contain' (i.e. store safely on-site); 

 The principle of waste minimisation be supported; 

 The unnecessary transport of radioactive and other hazardous wastes be opposed; 

 Wastes should ideally be managed on-site where produced (or as near as possible to 
the site) in a facility that allows monitoring and retrieval of the wastes;  

 
When estimated radiation dose to workers were later revealed to be between 0.94 and 1.0 
millisieverts per year (mSv/yr) for the two RPV options compared with 0.18mSv/yr for the Reactor 
Compartment (RC) Separation option, this confirmed the NFLA view. (2)  
 
The MoD announced its decision to go ahead with its favoured option of removing the RPVs and 
storing them intact prior to disposal in March 2013.  (3) The RPV removal and storage option may 
still require the 50 – 80 tonne pressure vessel to be cut up into smaller pieces for packaging and 
disposal eventually, but waiting longer to undertake this process allows for some of the 
radioactivity to decay before size reduction begins. 
 
The MoD is now consulting on which of five sites (Chapelcross, Capenhurst, Sellafield, 
Aldermaston and Burghfield) should be selected for the interim storage of the RPVs. The 
consultation runs until 20th February.  The consultation documents are available here: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/submarine-dismantling-project-site-for-the-interim-
storage-of-intermediate-level-radioactive-waste. 
 
To submit responses to the consultation please write or email submissions to:  
Submarine Dismantling Project, FREEPOST RSKJ-KRAH-YZRJ, c/o Instinctif Partners Ltd,  4th 
Floor, Dukesbridge Chambers, 1 Duke Street, Reading RG1 4SA. 
 
Phone: 0118 983 9474 Email: sdp@instinctif.com   
 
2. The Submarine Waste Storage Consultation 
 
Decisions about where and how the 27 submarines covered by this exercise should be dismantled 
have now been made. Initial dismantling will take place at Devonport (where 12 submarines are 
already stored afloat) and Rosyth (where 7 are stored afloat). The Reactor Pressure Vessels 
(RPVs) will be removed whole from the submarines and dispatched to an interim store.  
 
The first submarine to be dismantled to demonstrate the process will be HMS Swiftsure at Rosyth. 
Removal of the Low-level waste is expected to begin in 2016 – but nothing will happen to the RPV 
until planning permission and regulatory authorisations have been received for the store. So 
Swiftsure will probably be returned to storage afloat for a time after up to 2 years has been spent 
removing LLW. 
 
The current consultation is about choosing a site for the interim storage of the RPVs. Five sites 
have been shortlisted – Aldermaston, Burghfield, Capenhurst, Sellafield and one site in Scotland – 
Chapelcross.  
 
The interim storage building would be a simple steel-framed construction to provide a 
weatherproof, secure store, designed to last 100 years. The MoD says there is no need to provide 
extra shielding. The MoD hopes to be able to place the first RPV in the store around 2022. 
According to the Strategic Environmental Assessment no significant impacts have been identified 
around the 5 sites.  
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/submarine-dismantling-project-site-for-the-interim-storage-of-intermediate-level-radioactive-waste
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/submarine-dismantling-project-site-for-the-interim-storage-of-intermediate-level-radioactive-waste
mailto:sdp@instinctif.com
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3. Next Steps 
 
The finding of this consultation will be published later in 2015 in a post-consultation report. The 
MoD wants to be able to recommend a site by the end of 2015. It will then produce a business 
case in early 2016. The aim is to build only one store.  
 
4. Areas of Concern 
 
Given that the MoD has now decided to go-ahead with the removal and storage of the RPVs there 
are three main areas of concern for the Nuclear Free Local Authorities. 
 
(1) Firstly, as with civil nuclear waste, NFLA recognise that the operation of nuclear submarines in 

the past has generated nuclear waste which is going to have to be dealt with whether we like it 
or not. However, the building and operation of new nuclear submarines which will generate 
new nuclear waste which is optional raises completely different political and ethical issues. The 
NFLA view is that the management and so-called „disposal‟ of nuclear waste is fraught 
with so many difficulties and uncertainties that it is unethical to proceed with the 
generation of new waste. 

 
(2) Secondly, the programme for the interim storage of RPVs and also the generation of new 

waste by new Astute Class submarines currently being brought into service and the next 
planned class of submarines (known as Successor) depends on the UK Government‟s search 
for a Geological Disposal Site and construction of a Geological Disposal Facility proceeding 
according to the current schedule. The predicted lifespan of the interim store also depends on 
the Geological Disposal Facility (GDF) being able to accept MoD radioactive waste relatively 
early on in its predicted life. In the NFLA‟s view, the MoD‟s programme makes 
assumptions about the capacity of a GDF which may prove to be too optimistic. 

 
(3) In a Scottish context the fact that Scotland's Environment Minister, Richard Lochhead, has 

written to the UK's Under Secretary for Defence, Philip Dunne, saying that waste from 
dismantling submarines "should not be stored in Scotland" raises to the NFLA important 
issues of democratic accountability. (4). The MoD view seems to be that this should not 
prevent Chapelcross being proposed as the site for a store because the Scottish Government 
can only refuse planning permission on the basis of clear planning grounds. The same would 
apply if a large number of members of the public objected. Not wanting nuclear waste stored 
near your property is not grounds under planning law to object. For a large number of objectors 
to influence the process they would all need different planning grounds for the objection. If they 
all used the same planning ground they would carry no more weight than a single objection.  

 
5. New Nuclear Submarines 
 
The MoD currently assumes that a GDF will be available by the time future submarines (Astute 
Class and Successor Class) are decommissioned. Should this not be the case the MoD would 
have a number of options including storage afloat and the use of any spare capacity in the store. 
 
It is the NFLA’s view that the MoD should rule out building any stores with spare capacity 
and any planning permission granted for a store should be contingent on that store only 
being used for storage of RPVs from the initial 27 decommissioned submarines.  
 
The Environment Agency (EA) has set a limit on the risk that may be caused by the burial of 
radioactive wastes of 10-6 (i.e. one in a million) (5) This means that a GDF with spent fuel from 
more than 12 new reactors, as well as legacy waste, would exceed the risk targets set by the EA. 
This could mean that by the time the RPVs from newer submarines (beyond the initial 27) are 
looking for a space the first GDF could have run out of allocated space. (6)  
 
6. Lifespan of the Store 
 
The MoD assumes that the RPVs will removed from the store and taken to a GDF sometime after 
2040. It says the store will be designed to last at least 100 years (i.e. until around 2120) 
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The Government says all legacy wastes may not be emplaced until 90 years after the GDF is 
expected to be available. In other words this would currently be 2130. (7) However, if there are 
delays in finding a site for a GDF, the construction programme or commissioning the facility, this 
date could be further delayed.  Should the GDF programme be delayed, cancelled or suffer 
problems of any description, or should the emplacement of the RPVs be programmed to take place 
at the end of the emplacement of legacy waste, the stores could easily be more than 100 years old 
before the RPVs are removed. 
 
Given the problems with waste management at Sellafield where waste is said to pose an 
“intolerable risk” (8), and where there is: “…an extraordinary accumulation of hazardous 
waste, much of it stored in outdated nuclear facilities” (9) it is quite likely that emplacing RPVs 
in a GDF will not be the main priority for future waste management agencies.  
 
It is the NFLA view that stores should be designed to last at least 150 years or more. 
 
7. Democratic Accountability 
 
If there is one thing that the history of nuclear waste management has shown is that it has to be 
done with the consent of the local population. One issue which is likely to influence people living 
near proposed facilities is whether or not the RPV store will lengthen the life of the site as a nuclear 
waste site. 
 
As noted above, RPVs could be stored, under certain circumstances, on the chosen site until 2130 
or later.  
 
Final Site Clearance of the proposed sites is currently expected to be: 
 
Chapelcross - 2095 
Sellafield - 2120 
Capenhurst - 2115 
Burghfield – no significant ILW stored there 
Aldermaston – no plans for final site clearance. 
 
It is the NFLA view that Chapelcross should be ruled out on the grounds that it does not 
have the support of the Scottish Government and that RPV storage is likely to delay final 
site clearance. 
 
8. NFLA Model Response to Consultation Questions 
 
a. Do you have any comments or views on the proposed RPV storage arrangements? 
 
See areas of concern above.  
 
b. Have you any comments on the Strategic Environmental Assessment or other 

information we have presented on environmental issues? 
 
Although no discharges (airborne or liquid) are expected from the store, the MoD says it would still 
require a discharge authorisation. The application for such an authorisation would have to make 
reference to plans being made for final „disposal‟. This should include contingencies for delay in the 
GDF programme.  
 
According to the MoD, if the application means there is no big change to the radioactive discharges 
from the site in question then the relevant Environment Agency would not have to run a public 
consultation. NFLA believes this would be a mistake. The Environmental Agencies should be 
encouraged to run a public consultation exercise. 
 
The MoD says there should be no need to monitor for radiation outside the store. Nevertheless the 
NFLA view is that a programme of monitoring should be undertaken. 
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c. Do you have any comments or views on transport, regulation or planning issues? 
 
There are 23 submarines with RPVs which will weigh around 50 tonnes and 4 (Vanguard Class) 
which will weigh around 80 tonnes. It is understood that it may be possible with at least the 23 
smaller RPVs to emplace them in a GDF without any further size reduction.  
 
Submarines will be laid up for at least 20 years before any RPV removal takes place. An RPV is 
basically a lump of activated metal – so not nearly as dangerous as something like spent fuel, 
where a nuclear fission reaction has taken place. It is understood that most of the radioactivity in 
an RPV is on the inner walls. The dose rate on the outside is driven by Cobalt-60 which has a half-
life of only 5.27 years. So after a period of storage this will have reduced considerably. Regulators 
should ensure that there are procedures in place to avoid any surface contamination problems. 
 
The plan is to package the RPVs in an Industrial Package Type 2 (IP2) or possibly a Type B 
container (the standard used for spent fuel transport). Once in an IP2 the weight would increase to 
90 tonnes (for 23 subs) and 135 tonnes (for 4 subs). These packages would be too wide for rail, 
and although most of the proposed storage sites are on the coast - none is near to a port, so sea 
transport would be difficult. Transport, therefore, would be by road – similar to the 150,000 large 
loads transported on UK roads every year. RPVs would be transported at about the rate of one per 
year. 
 
In the NFLA‟s view, road movements should be carried out in direct and close consultation with the 
affected local authorities. Given the nature of the RPVs there should be no question of secrecy. 
 
Planning permission should be granted for any proposed storage facility on the basis that it will 
only store 27 RPV packages and will not be used for other nuclear waste. 
 
d. What do you think are the main issues that we need to consider with each site? 
e. Once a site is chosen what do you think will be the most important issues for the 

potentially affected community? 
 
The level of opposition and support from the local community and elected representatives should 
be an important consideration. There also needs to be recognition given that nuclear waste is an 
issue which creates a lot of concern amongst ordinary members of the public. Every effort should 
be made to make sure the local community does not feel that it is having this imposed on them. 
Where there are opportunities for further consultation, further reassurance through extra radiation 
monitoring beyond what is required or further safety procedures, these should be taken. 
 
Whether or not there is a danger of extending the life of a nuclear site beyond the currently 
assumed date for final clearance. 
 
Given that there will be 27 very large loads transported to the store and eventually transported 
away from the store; transport is going to be an important consideration. 
 
With an interim store expected to be in place for 100 years, and in the view of the NFLA to be at 
least 150 years, the MoD needs to consider climate change scenarios and the flooding risk to each 
site. The Aldermaston and Burghfield sites have a history of flooding, some of it comparatively 
recently. There has also been concerns raised about potential flooding around the Sellafield site at 
the Site Stakeholder Group level. 
 
NFLA also note that Aldermaston is under „special measures‟ by the Office for Nuclear Regulation 
for failing to meet a legal obligation relating to the management of radioactive waste at 
Aldermaston. For it to be considered for storing interim radioactive waste from dismantled 
submarines under the current management arrangements is of concern to the NFLA.   
 
NFLA welcomes the commitment given to stakeholder engagement by the MoD with the 
Submarine Dismantling Project. NFLA urges this process to continue with each of the five 
shortlisted sites and encourages it to remain fully open and transparent as the shortlist is whittled 
down further with each interested community and the relevant local authorities.  
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f. What are you views on our approach to deciding between the shortlisted storage 
sites? 
 

It is not possible to ascertain what weighting will be put on the various factors used to decide on a 
final site. It is the NFLA view that a site which has the capacity to host a storage facility for up to 
150 years should be chosen. Any site which is expecting to achieve final site clearance before then 
should be ruled out. It also means that coastal change and flood risk may need to be revisited in 
the SEA. 
 
Noting this, during the previous round of consultation for the Submarine Dismantling Project, the 
MoD undertook a multiple criteria decision analysis (MCDA) activity to arrive at key decisions, with 
the results corroborated by a similar analysis undertaken by independent advisors to the project.  
NFLA supports the use of a similar approach to decision-making for selection of an interim storage 
site. However, cost factors should not be the predominant decision-making factor in coming to a 
decision. The MoD must be able to demonstrate that the final site has not simply been decided 
upon for commercial reasons. 
 
g. Do you have any comments on the stages that will follow this consultation? 

 
Information about the consultation meetings outwith localities around the five candidate sites was 
not well publicised or very easy to find. Consideration will need to be given to consulting 
communities on the transport routes between Devonport and Rosyth and the chosen storage site. 
Issues around the safe transportation of radioactive materials by road is a key concern for the 
NFLA, and local authorities on transport routes should be notified and consulted. 
 
h. Do you have any comments about the conduct of this consultation or the information 

provided? 
 
The national consultation workshops did not need to be so long, and they became repetitive after 
the morning session. The fact that these meetings lasted all day may have put some people off 
attending. 
 
NFLA welcomes the MoD‟s strong commitment to consultation within this process. This is in 
marked contrast with MoD‟s involvement with other projects – such as the difficult process to bring 
the MoD to the negotiating table to develop a remediation plan for the Dalgety Bay site in Fife, or 
its lack of engagement over the Trident nuclear weapons programme or the transportation of 
nuclear weapons convoys across the UK. MoD should use the positive feedback it has received 
from this process to inform stakeholder consultation on all aspects of its nuclear policy.  
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