
Should West Cumbria continue with MRWS? 
Adopted Position of Above Derwent Parish Council  

Where we are 
MRWS is the “brand name” of  the  Government’s  policy  on  managing  radioactive  
waste.  The policy was set out in the MRWS White Paper of 2008 and its cornerstone 
is the idea of a Geological Disposal Facility (repository).  The Government says that 
some of the waste that would be put into the repository would remain radioactive 
for hundreds of thousands of years. 
The MRWS process has six stages.  The last of them is the construction and operation 
of the repository.  In Allerdale and Copeland (which, together with Cumbria County 
Council, are the only local authorities in Britain to have volunteered to discuss 
hosting a repository) we are nearing the end of Stage 3.  Later this year, the 3 
councils will decide whether to move on to Stage 4 or to withdraw.  This decision is 
what the present consultation is about, and ADPC needs to decide what its response 
to the consultation will be. 
If the decision is to enter Stage  4,  “desk-based”  studies  will  be  made  to  try  to  identify  
areas in Allerdale and Copeland that are promising candidates for a repository.  
About 25% of the area of the two boroughs has already been declared as unsuitable, 
but all the area of the National Park that lies inside the boroughs is  still  “in  play”.    
Stage 4 would take about 4 to 5 years.  At the end of that phase, a further decision 
would be made:  whether to enter Stage 5 or to withdraw. 
Stage 5 would last about 10 years and it would see the start of geological field work, 
including the drilling of boreholes. 

Right of Withdrawal 
The Government says that a repository will only be put somewhere where there is a 
community that has volunteered to have it.  An  important  part  of  this  “voluntarism”  
approach is the Right of Withdrawal, which can supposedly be exercised up to the 
point where underground construction is about to begin at the end of Stage 5.  Does 
this  mean  that,  if  geologists  claimed  to  have  found  “suitable  geology”  under  Above 
Derwent that the people living here could decide that they did not, after all, want to 
volunteer  to  have  the  UK’s  radioactive  waste  buried  under  their  homes  and  
businesses and so withdraw?  It is difficult to see how they could.  Parish Councils, 
for example, cannot exercise the Right of Withdrawal:  only Allerdale Borough 
Council or Cumbria County Council could do so.  Even if a parish council could 
exercise the right, it would become increasingly difficult to do so as we proceeded 
through the MRWS process.    It says on  pages  93  and  94  of  the  Partnership’s  report  
that  “reasoned  justification”  would  be  required.    As geological investigations become 
more detailed and technical during the siting process, this would become an 
increasingly difficult task for members of the public.  Even if they did have the 
technical expertise to produce  such  ‘reasoned  justification’,  it  is  also  made  clear  on  
pages 93 and 94 of the report that the Community Siting Partnership (which would 
advise the Councils) could still reject their reasoned justification  if allowing them to 
withdraw would prevent the repository from going ahead.  The 2008 MRWS White 
Paper also makes it clear that, once expensive boreholes had been drilled, a 
community would find it very difficult to withdraw.   



Ultimately, the White Paper says that the Government reserves the right to abandon 
“voluntarism”  if  the  approach  looks  as  though  it  is  not  going to deliver a repository 
site 
At present, the 3 Councils could withdraw from MRWS without having to justify 
themselves.  That would no longer be the case in Stages 4 and 5.  Moreover, there is 
no credible mechanism that would allow a parish, or group of parishes, to withdraw 
unilaterally.  To compound the sense of alarm there is no plan B for alternative sites 
outside Cumbria. West Cumbria would rapidly become ‘locked  in’  to  the  process.   
Therefore we have no confidence in the Right of Withdrawal. 

Geology 
Geology is important because the Government admits that the repository will 
eventually leak.  Water flowing through the leaking repository will be contaminated 
with radioactivity.  The geology needs to ensure that as little contamination as 
possible will reach the surface. 
The rational way to approach siting is first to look for an area in the UK that has the 
desired geology and then to tackle the problem of convincing the local population 
that the repository poses no threat.  The opposite approach is taken by the MRWS 
process:  first, find  a  “nuclear-compliant”  community  and  then  look  for  suitable  
geology.  There is no guarantee that this approach will result in finding a site, but it is 
guaranteed to require a lot of time and money. 
It has been argued, particularly by Professor David Smythe, that it is already obvious 
that nowhere in Cumbria has suitable geology.  His argument is based on two 
observations: 

 Cumbria is mountainous 
 There is a lot of folding, faulting and other geological complexities 

The mountains act like a cistern in the roof of a house.  They drive water at high rates 
through the ground towards the coast and, because of the cistern effect, can drive 
underground water upwards to the surface.  Because of the complexity of the 
geology it is very difficult to predict where groundwater will carry contaminants from 
a leaking repository. 
 We agree with Professor Smythe’s  view  that  it  is  a  waste  of  time  and  money  to  look  
at an area with unsuitable geology when it is known that other places exist where 
the geology is more promising.  We are also concerned that Government wants to 
accelerate the pace of MRWS.  Originally, the target was that the repository should 
receive its first waste in 2040.  Recently, the responsible minister has expressed the 
aspiration to bring this forward to 2029.  Given that there is no plan B, the 
temptation  would  exist  to  “make  do”  with  geology  that had shortcomings. 

Planning and National Park 
It is not clear how a planning application for the repository would be determined.  
The Partnership Report (P.  42) says “much  could  change  in  the  15  years  before  an  
application  could  occur”.    However,  it  seems likely that it would not be the LDNPA 
who would determine the application, but a body such as the new Major 
Infrastructure Planning Unit (MIPU):  a QUANJGO that would advise the responsible 
minister, who would make the decision. 
The Partnership says that the current planning regime may rule out putting the 
surface facilities within the National Park.  However, it is not definitely ruled out, and 
so a surface facility in the Park is a possible outcome of continuing with the MRWS 



process.  We think that a 1km2 industrial complex with its road and rail links would be 
disastrous  for  the  affected  part  of  the  National  Park’s landscape and its tourism and 
agricultural industries. Any thoughts of achieving World Heritage status to boost our 
tourist industry will be finished. 
In addition the underground repository would expand if a decision is made to 
accommodate new waste. In Finland the area required for 12,000 tons of uranium is 
approximately 1 mile square, rising by 0.2 miles square for each additional 3,000 
tons. 
Nowhere  does  the  Partnership’s  report  suggest  that  putting  the  underground  
facilities under the National Park might be unacceptable.  Would it matter if this 
happened?  It is not clear.  Would people want to visit an area when they knew that 
a large quantity of nuclear waste was buried under the hotel, B & B, campsite or 
cottage they may have chosen?  They could always go instead to parts of the Lake 
District remote from the repository.  Would the image of Lake District agricultural 
produce be damaged by  an  association  between  what  the  Partnership  calls  the  “Lake  
District  brand”  and  nuclear  waste?  
What is clearer is that borehole investigations in Stage 5 would probably require a 
substantial number of sites in open country.  They would be heavy-duty rigs and 
tracks would need to be driven to allow heavy equipment to be transported to the 
sites.  They would require generators to run.  They would be noisy and visually 
intrusive.  It might be argued that the disruption caused by stage 5 might only last for 
10 years or so.  But it is not clear whether any lasting surface structures (such as 
ventilation shafts) would remain to intrude into the National Park landscape. 
We conclude that the potential risks to the National Park, which is an international 
asset, are such that we should proceed no further with the MRWS process. 

Impacts and Benefits 
It is estimated that the repository would directly employ an average of 550 people 
over a period of 140 years.  In the early years, up to 1,000 people would be directly 
employed.  Government estimates that between 1 and 1.5 jobs would be indirectly 
created for every one directly employed in the repository.  There is no legal way to 
guarantee that these jobs would go to Cumbrians, any more than it was guaranteed 
that jobs created by the building of the Channel Tunnel (a project of similar size) 
were given to Kentish people.  
The direct employment would mainly go where the surface facilities were. There is 
no doubt that the kind of economic development and employment created would be 
welcomed by some.  Others see Government investment in jobs, road improvements 
and health screening in return for hosting a nuclear waste dump as  ‘bribes’.   
The Partnership has data suggesting that the urban population of West Cumbria is 
generally in favour of the repository, but that rural communities are more sceptical.  
The Partnership is also aware that the repository would commit the host community 
to  a  “nuclear  future  for  many  generations  to  come”.    It  expresses  the  concern  that  
the repository would result in an economic nuclear monoculture in West Cumbria. 
The fact is the West Coast Business Cluster is working with the Nuclear Industry 
Association (NIA) to promote Cumbria as a nuclear hub.  

Safety 
The  Government’s  recent request for acceleration in making a waste facility available 
by 2029 could potentially jeopardise the need for careful management. The NDA are 



responding by looking at ways to increase resources allocated to the program, 
undertake more work in parallel, and transfer technology from more advanced 
programs overseas. 
 
The original planned date to bring an underground waste disposal facility into service 
was 2040 and was based on the time it took for other countries to select the proper 
site and technology to permanently dispose of the most dangerous nuclear waste. 
Sweden took 31 years, France, 32 and Finland, 37. 
 
It is clear that a lot of scientific and technical problems have not yet been solved.  
Therefore the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA) has a research programme 
that is running alongside the search for a site.  One problem to which there is not yet 
an answer is gas.  It is now known that a large amount of hydrogen will be generated 
by a repository.  It would be a problem particularly once the repository closes and is 
backfilled.  Where should it go?  If it is vented to the surface, the vents defeat the 
object of sealing the repository to prevent radioactivity from reaching the surface.  If 
it is allowed to build up, what are the consequences? 
The hydrogen would not itself be radioactive (though it can explode).  However, 
another gas, methane, is likely to be formed and this would be strongly radioactive.  
Again, simple and fault-free geology is required to keep it underground.  That is not 
the kind of geology that exists in West Cumbria.  
We conclude that, given the local geology, the problem of gas generation is of 
particular concern. 

Conclusions 
We  believe  that  “West  Cumbria”  should  now withdraw from the MRWS process 
because: 

 We have no confidence in the Right of Withdrawal 
 We are convinced by the argument that nowhere in Cumbria has suitable 

geology 
 We believe that it is a waste of time and money to continue the process in 

Cumbria when there are other, more promising, areas in England 
 Continuing the process puts part of the National Park and its tourist and 

agricultural businesses at risk 
 We consider that the potential economic benefits to Cumbria do not justify 

searching for a site in unsuitable geology or spoiling part of a national park 
 We have concerns that Government’s  aspiration to accelerate the MRWS 

process will lead to corner-cutting 
 We have concerns about safety, particularly gas emissions 
 There is insufficient information about additional waste and the inherent 

increased risk  
 Far too little information is available on impacts for the community to make 

a meaningful Decision to Participate. 
 

 
Adopted Position of Above Derwent Parish Council  
by unanimous resolution no. 245-11/12 
15th February 2012 
 


