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UK Strategy for the Management of Solid Low Level Radioactive Waste from the Nuclear 
Industry Consultation. 

 
i. Preface 
 
This edition of the NFLA Radioactive Waste Briefing provides background and a model response 
to a consultation document prepared by the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA) on behalf 
of UK Government on proposals for a revised strategy for the management of solid low level 
radioactive waste from the nuclear industry. It has been published by the UK Government on 
behalf of the Scottish Government, the Welsh Government and the Northern Ireland Department of 
the Environment. It is available to download at the following weblink: 
 
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/consultation-on-an-update-of-the-uk-strategy-for-the-
management-of-solid-low-level-radioactive-waste-from-the-nuclear-industry  
 
The revision is intended to ensure that the strategy remains fit for purpose, reflecting significant 
changes in the nuclear industry.  The NDA published its first UK Strategy for the Management of 
Solid Low Level Radioactive Waste from the Nuclear Industry in August 2010 and said at the time 
that a review process would start in April 2014, with the intention to publish the revised LLW 
strategy document in August 2015.  
 
The consultation closes on 21st April 2015. 
 
Responses should be sent to: 
 
Nuclear LLW Strategy Consultation  
Waste and Decommissioning Team  
Office for Nuclear Development  
Department of Energy & Climate Change  
Mezzanine Floor, Room M01  
55 Whitehall  
London, SW1A 2AW  
Tel: 0300 068 6109  
Email: NILLWStrategy@decc.gsi.gov.uk 
 
This briefing has been developed by the NFLA Scotland Policy Advisor and the NFLA Secretary. It 
has been discussed and approved by the NFLA Steering Committee on the 20th March. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Low-level waste management in the UK is in crisis. The total quantity of low level radioactive waste 
existing, or forecast to be created, is greater than the total amount of existing disposal capacity. 
The construction and operation of new nuclear power stations will only make matters worse – one 
of the reasons why NFLA opposes new nuclear build. The existing low level waste dump near 
Sellafield is virtually certain to be eroded by rising sea levels and to contaminate the Cumbrian 
coast with large amounts of radioactive waste at some point over the next few hundred years. 
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The industry is managing to hide this crisis for the time-being by dispersing radioactive waste 
around the country. Spreading around the UK radioactive waste previously destined to be disposed 
of in the engineered facility near Sellafield, is liable to increase the UK population‟s collective dose 
and therefore increase the risk of cancer and other health problems. 
 
Despite the volumes of LLW likely to arise and the future problems of coastal erosion at the 
existing dump near Sellafield, the Low Level Waste Repository Ltd (LLWR Ltd) hopes to eliminate 
the need for a second national repository and close the existing repository in 2079 by developing 
new routes for different types of LLW, to enable them to be diverted from the LLWR. 
 
2. Background 
 
In March 2007 the UK Government and Devolved Administrations published, after consultation, a 
new policy for the long term management of solid low level radioactive waste (LLW). This policy 
required the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA) to develop a management strategy, which, 
again after consultation, was finally published in August 2010. 
 
The Nuclear Free Local Authorities (NFLA) had been raising its concern, since at least August 
2004, (1) about the large volumes of lower level wastes and the likelihood that there would be 
pressure to introduce unacceptable waste management techniques, such as increasing the 
amount of wastes going to landfill, and lowering standards for site remediation, in an attempt to 
reduce the volumes of waste generated and their associated disposal costs. With significant 
quantities of potentially valuable metals arising from decommissioning, there could also be 
pressure to allow more recycling which would result in increases in discharges of liquid radioactive 
waste into the marine environment, as a consequence of the decontamination processes for 
metals. 
 
The emphasis placed on “flexibility” in the Government and NDA documents indicated an intention 
to permit, and even encourage, the dilution and dispersal of radioactive contamination throughout 
the environment, provided that projected dose and risk levels remain within certain parameters. In 
its response to consultations, NFLA expressed concern that some of the proposed options for LLW 
management could result in increasing public exposures and adding to the burden of radiological 
risk that is carried by society.  
 
The NFLA has continually stressed the need to underpin waste management policy with a set of 
clear environmental principles. (See box) 
 
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: 
 
 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. 
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A review of the NDA‟s 2010 strategy started in April 2014, with the intention to publish a revised 
LLW strategy document in August 2015. The current consultation document forms part of that 
review. 
 
The consultation document explains that since the publication of the original strategy, the LLW 
management environment has changed considerably, for instance significant volumes of LLW 
have been diverted from the Low Level Waste Repository to landfill, and alternative treatment and 
disposal routes have been developed  
 
ENDS Magazine, however, points out that the consultation notes that some of the existing 
„disposal‟ sites are already causing local groundwater pollution, and climate change and coastal 
erosion will “potentially pose a risk to the long-term integrity of disposal facilities”. (2) Current 
disposal capacity is insufficient for the quantity of LLW expected to be produced in the UK, despite 
the fact that there are currently two dedicated LLW disposal sites (near Drigg and at Dounreay) 
and there are three landfill sites permitted to take low-activity LLW, so without a change in policy 
pollution problems can only get worse. 
 
3. Current consultation 
 
Since the publication of the first strategy the majority of current nuclear LLW arisings have been 
diverted from the Low Level Waste Repository (LLWR) near Sellafield (for example, between April 
2013 and March 2014 85 % of LLW was diverted from the repository, some 12,500 m3 of LLW). 
This has been achieved through amongst other things the development and use of alternative 
treatment and disposal routes, and the application of the waste hierarchy. 
 
The new draft Strategy encourages the identification of “the most advantageous option” for LLW 
management, rather than sending all LLW to the repository near Sellafield. Firstly waste is 
characterised and then segregated. The availability of „proportionately regulated‟ waste 
management routes means that  waste management plans can be developed which are 
considered appropriate for the type of waste in question. 
 
In this way the waste hierarchy leads to different waste management strategies for different types 
of waste - from re-classifying material as no longer waste at one end of the spectrum through to 
treating the waste as Higher Activity Waste. For example the waste hierarchy encourages: 
 

 Reclassification of waste to Very Low Level Waste (VLLW) or out of scope.  

 The use of suitably permitted commercial landfill sites that can accept lower activity LLW for 
controlled burial.  

 Disposal of certain types of LLW in on-site facilities.  

 Decontamination of facilities and materials to minimise LLW volumes. 

 Decay storage - particularly useful for those wastes containing radionuclides with a short 
half-life.  

 Re-use of materials before they become waste – for instance radioactive rubble used for 
landscaping on nuclear licensed sites. 

 Metal treatment, decontamination and recycling. 

 Reducing the volume of the waste to be disposed by compaction and thermal treatment 
including incineration. 

 LLW which has no other management route is disposed of at the LLWR near Sellafield or 
the new Dounreay repository. 

 LLW which is too radioactive for the LLWR is treated as Higher Activity Waste. 
 
4. Treatment and Incineration 
 
Since 2010, there has been increased use of waste treatment techniques either to divert waste 
from disposal or to increase the efficiency of disposal, including decontamination, recycling, 
melting, compaction and incineration. Some of these techniques used existing facilities and some 
use facilities which now have become available to facilitate treatment, including three commercial 
incinerators that have been licensed to treat lower activity LLW. The Strategic Environmental 
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Assessment (SEA) says there may be opportunities to expand the use of these techniques by 
making increased use of these facilities.  
 
5. Diversion of waste to landfill sites 
 
LLW is a very broad category. According to the SEA there are some wastes towards the lower end 
of the radioactivity spectrum which do not need disposal under the levels of engineered 
containment which exist at the LLW Repository near Sellafield. With improved characterisation and 
segregation of radioactive waste there is an opportunity to consider the use of alternative disposal 
facilities, and since 2010 landfill sites at Lillyhall, Kings Cliffe and Clifton Marsh have been 
authorised for disposal of LLW. The total forecast raw volume arisings of LLW between 2013 and 
2120 is 4.2 million m3; consisting of 1.4 million m3 of LLW and 2.8 million m3 of VLLW. This means 
that two-thirds of the waste could be diverted to landfill sites which are licensed to accept VLLW. 
 
The NFLA view is that the use of the waste hierarchy in this way ignores the need to concentrate 
and contain radioactive substance and instead tends to lead to further dilution and dispersal of 
radioactive materials. “Diverting LLW from disposal at the LLW Repository”, which is one of the 
main aims of both the 2007 Strategy and the Draft Revised Strategy invariably results in more 
radioactive substances being dispersed around the environment. 
 
6. Key environmental problems 
 
The total quantity of low level radioactive waste existing, or forecast to be created in the UK, is 
greater than the total amount of existing disposal capacity, so other management routes will be 
required. The construction and operation of new nuclear power stations will add to the total amount 
of waste and extend the period over which waste is generated  
 
Although the UK Radioactive Waste Inventory includes a quantity of contaminated ground that has 
been characterised and determined to be LLW, there is a greater quantity of material yet to be 
sufficiently characterised to determine the appropriate management option so it‟s likely that the 
LLW inventory will rise even further. 
 
Long-term environmental changes, including coastal erosion, climate change, increased flood risk 
etc., potentially pose a risk to the long term integrity of existing disposal facilities.  
 
Britain's low level waste dump is virtually certain to be eroded by rising sea levels and to 
contaminate the Cumbrian coast with large amounts of radioactive waste, according to an internal 
document released by the Environment Agency (EA). The one million cubic metres of radioactive 
waste, disposed of over the last 55 years, are going to start leaking onto the shoreline in “a few 
hundred to a few thousand years from now”, the document says. (3) 
 
Erosion from storms and rising tides has “emerged as the expected evolution scenario” for the Low 
Level Waste Repository. Experts have concluded that this is almost bound to happen “with a 
probability of occurrence approaching 1”. The EA is concerned about “the potential appearance on 
the beach and in its accessible surroundings, during the process of erosion, of discrete items 
carrying a significant burden of radioactivity individually.” They could range from tiny particles to 
larger objects like hand tools, the EA document says. (4) 
 
The LLW Repository Ltd, Plan 2013 – 2018 indicates that the existing facility near Sellafield is 
expected to close in 2079 (5) but there is no mention of this in the draft revised Strategy. The 
Strategic Environmental Assessment simply says a new LLW Repository is unlikely to be required 
under current strategic plans. This needs to be explained given that new reactors currently being 
proposed could potentially still be operating and producing LLW up to around 2090, and spent fuel 
could be in storage and leading to the production of LLW until 100 years after that. 
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7. NFLA Model Response to Consultation Questions. 
 
Question 1: What do you think would be the advantages and disadvantages of integrating 
the three LLW strategies into a single strategy?  
 
(This question refers to the idea of integrating this strategy with strategies for low level waste from 
the non-nuclear industry and the Strategy for the Management of Naturally Occurring Radioactive 
Material.) 
 
In its response to the consultation on NORM waste in 2014 NFLA rejected the idea that NORM 
waste should be treated differently to anthropogenic radioactive waste. The same environmental 
principles should be applied to the management of both.  
 
NFLA does not wish to see Low Level Radioactive Waste, whether NORM or anthropogenic, 
distributed around the country in landfill sites, and NFLA are disturbed by the blurring of the 
distinction between Low Level Waste and Very Low Level Waste. 
 
Most importantly, NFLA rejects the idea that disposal facilities should be provided to order so as to 
allow the expansion of industries which produce LLW including NORM waste.  
 
The first principle in managing radioactive waste, whether naturally occurring or 
anthropogenic is that no further waste should be produced unless absolutely unavoidable. 
 
Question Two: What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of using 
radiological classification as opposed to disposability assessment as the basis for waste 
management decisions?  
 
If radioactive waste management were carried out in accordance with the environmental principals 
advocated by NFLA this question wouldn‟t arise. The suggestion that LLW and HAW waste 
management practises might be integrated could mean downgrading the management of some 
types of HAW to be more similar to the management of LLW. 
 
Question 3: Do you think there are barriers to reuse within the nuclear industry? If so, what 
do you consider these to be and how do you think they could be addressed? 
 
There should be barriers to reuse within the nuclear industry to prevent what seems like a laudable 
aim taken from the waste hierarchy being used as an excuse to divert, dilute and disperse 
radioactivity which would be better concentrated and contained. 
 
Question 4: Do you think there are barriers to recycling waste in the nuclear industry? If so, 
what do you think could be done to facilitate improvement in this area? 
 
Metal recycling should be restricted to re-using materials within the industry and where discharges 
to the environment are kept to virtually zero. 
 
Question 5: Do you think opportunities should be explored to manage wastes at the 
boundary of LLW/ILW more flexibly according to risk assessment? 
 
Near-surface management routes for short-lived ILW should involve monitorable, retrievable 
storage, not disposal in a facility like the LLWR. 
 
Question 6: Do you consider that the current extent of stakeholder engagement for the LLW 
strategy is proportionate and appropriate? If not, what would you like to see with regard to 
stakeholder engagement? 
 
Communities threatened with new nuclear waste facilities should be able to apply to a fund to be 
able to commission independent scientific expertise. All relevant waste producers should contribute 
to this fund. 
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NFLA remain concerned with the operation of some Local Liaison Forums / Stakeholder groups 
around a number of NDA sites in reference to participation from local, critical groups and the 
democratic accountability of such Forums. NFLA encourage NDA to undertake an operational 
review of such groups to ascertain if they remain fit for purpose. 
 
Question 7: Do you have any other comments on this revised strategy? 
 
It is hard to see what has changed since the 2010 strategy document. This should have been more 
clearly spelled out. As we say in the introduction it appears to NFLA that low-level waste 
management in the UK is in crisis. The total quantity of low level radioactive waste existing, or 
forecast to be created, is greater than the total amount of existing disposal capacity. The 
construction and operation of new nuclear power stations will only make matters worse. And the 
existing low level waste dump near Sellafield is virtually certain to be eroded by rising sea levels 
and to contaminate the Cumbrian coast with large amounts of radioactive waste at some point over 
the next few hundred years. 
 
It is not clear from this strategy document that even by spreading radioactive waste around the UK 
this crisis can be solved. 
 
The LLW Repository Ltd, Plan 2013 – 2018 indicates that the existing facility near Sellafield is 
expected to close in 2079 but there is no mention of this in the draft revised Strategy. The Strategic 
Environmental Assessment simply says a new LLW Repository is unlikely to be required under 
current strategic plans. This needs to be explained given that new reactors currently being 
proposed could potentially still be operating and producing LLW up to around 2090, and spent fuel 
management could be producing LLW for a further 100 years. 
 
An alternate LLW management strategy would: 
 

a) Stop producing further waste as soon as possible. Practically speaking this means no new 
reactors and no fracking producing unnecessary NORM. 

b) Existing waste should be concentrated and contained rather than diluted and dispersed. 
c) LLW should be managed as close to the site of production as possible.  
d) Practically speaking this would involve storage of waste, in facilities which can contain the 

waste on the site where it is produced. It means no incineration of waste and no 
decontamination which involves discharges into the environment and no depositing of 
waste on landfills.  

e) Options for controlled contaminated metals smelting as a means of volume reduction, and 
controlled reuse (e.g. within the radioactive waste management industry) may be 
acceptable. 

f) It is accepted that that the application of environmental protection principles (e.g. „proximity‟ 
„containment‟ „Best Practicable Environmental Option‟ „Strategic Environmental 
Assessment‟ „transportation minimisation‟) at sites with good containment characteristics 
may result in decisions to retain large volumes of radioactively contaminated soils „in situ‟. 
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Annexe: History of the development of policy on Low Level Waste Management in Documents 
 

(1) Review of Radioactive Waste Management Policy: Final Conclusions, Cm2919, HMSO July 
1995. 

 
The July 1995 policy was “not to encourage greater use of controlled burial by the nuclear 

industry” on landfill sites. 

 

(2) RWMAC “The Radioactive Waste Management Advisory Committee‟s: advice to Ministers 

on the management of low activity, solid radioactive wastes within the UK” Defra, 2003. 

http://collections.europarchive.org/tna/20080727101330/http://defra.gov.uk/rwmac/reports/l

owactivsolid/rwmac_lowactivsolid.pdf  

 

This report raised alarm bells about the large quantities of Low Activity Solid Radioactive 

Waste likely to arise as decommissioning of the UK‟s redundant nuclear facilities and clean-

up of contaminated sites get underway. Potential levels of arisings are estimated to be 

several times greater than the capacity of the existing Drigg LLW facility. 

 

(3) Decommissioning and Lower Level Radioactive Waste, NFLA Radioactive Waste Policy 

Briefing No.11 August 2004. http://www.nuclearpolicy.info/docs/radwaste/C3k.pdf  

 

(4) Public Consultation on Policy for the Long Term Management of Solid Low Level 

Radioactive Waste in the United Kingdom, 26th February 2006 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130822084033/http://www.defra.gov.uk/enviro

nment/radioactivity/waste/llw/consultation/consultation.pdf  

 
The thrust of the Government‟s proposals was that a more flexible approach to the 
management of LLW was required, for example use of a wider range of waste management 
options beyond engineered disposal. The Government said that about 2 million cubic 
metres (m3) of LLW could arise from existing nuclear and non-nuclear activities over the 
next century, including that which will arise from the decommissioning and clean-up of the 
UK‟s older, publicly owned, civil nuclear sites, by the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority 
(NDA). This compares with a remaining capacity for the currently authorised LLW 
repository (LLWR) site near the village of Drigg which was estimated to be about 0.8 million 
m3. 

 
This document introduced the concept of the waste management hierarchy for low-level 
waste which means, amongst other things, minimising the quantities of LLW requiring 
disposal through decay storage, re-use and/or recycling, and incineration. 

 
(5) NFLA Briefing on the above consultation, April 2006 

http://www.nuclearpolicy.info/docs/radwaste/RWB14.pdf  
 
(6) NFLA Response to the above consultation 31st May 2006 

http://www.nuclearpolicy.info/docs/consultations/NFLA_Response_DEFRA_2006.pdf  
 
(7) Policy for the Long Term Management of Solid Low Level Radioactive Waste in the United 

Kingdom Summary of comments and Government response, March 2007 
http://www.gov.scot/resource/doc/30701/0048174.pdf  

 
(8) Policy for the Long Term Management of Solid Low Level Radioactive Waste in the United 

Kingdom, by Defra, DTI and the Devolved Administrations, March 2007 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/254393/Low_
level_waste_policy.pdf  
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Policy of not encouraging controlled burial on landfill sites was superseded. Government 
now said it “...sees no reason to preclude controlled burial of radioactive waste from nuclear 
sites from the list of options to be considered in any options’ assessment”. As a 
consequence there was a proliferation of proposals to permit low level radioactive waste to 
be dumped on various landfill sites around the country.  

 

(9) UK Strategy for the Management of Solid Low Level Radioactive Waste from the Nuclear 
Industry: UK Nuclear Industry LLW Strategy Consultation Document NDA June 2009 
http://www.nda.gov.uk/publication/uk-nuclear-industry-llw-strategy-consultation-document-
june-2009/   

 

This NDA consultation on its proposed strategy on solid LLW waste management was in 
response to DEFRA‟s finalised policy document. (Ref 4 above) The NDA set out a 
framework for the flexible management of LLW, and argued that earlier policy did not cover 
large scale decommissioning and site restoration and that waste management options 
beyond engineered disposal will be critical. The framework allows for development of 
solutions on a case-by-case basis.  

 
The NDA said expected LLW arisings had gone up to 3 million m3

 

over the next 120 years 
(up from 2 million). But the LLWR‟s estimated capacity has gone down to around 0.7 million 
m3, so a new repository will be required around 2037. New nuclear build has not been 
included in these figures. The NDA said its proposed strategy will provide the required 
capacity by (a) the application of the waste management hierarchy; (b) best use of existing 
facilities; and (c) development of new management and disposal routes. 

 

(10) NFLA Briefing on NDA Consultation Document June 2009 
http://www.nuclearpolicy.info/docs/radwaste/RadWaste20.pdf  

 
(11) NFLA Response to the NDA LLW Strategy Consultation , August 2009 

http://www.nuclearpolicy.info/docs/consultations/NDA_LLW_strategy_comments.pdf  
 
(12) UK Strategy for the Management of Solid Low Level Radioactive Waste from the Nuclear 

Industry, NDA, August 2010 http://www.nda.gov.uk/publication/uk-strategy-for-the-
management-of-solid-low-level-radioactive-waste-from-the-nuclear-industry-august-2010/ 

 

(13) LLW Repository Ltd Plan 2013 to 2018 http://llwrsite.com/wp-
content/uploads/2014/07/LLW9094_Plan.pdf  

 

(14) Strategy for the management of Naturally Occurring Radioactive Material (NORM) waste in 
the United Kingdom: A consultation, February 2014 
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0044/00443253.pdf  

 

(15) NFLA Response to Government consultation on Naturally Occurring Radioactive Materials 
(NORM). April 2014. 
http://www.nuclearpolicy.info/docs/radwaste/Rad_Waste_Brfg_49_NORM_waste.pdf 

 

(16) Strategy for the management of Naturally Occurring Radioactive Material (NORM) waste in 
the United Kingdom, July 2014 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335821/Final
_strategy_NORM.pdf  

 
(17) Strategy for the management of Naturally Occurring Radioactive Material (NORM) waste in 

the United Kingdom Government response to consultation, October 2014 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/361785/NOR
M_Strategy_Government_response_to_consultation_-_October_2014.pdf 
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