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Dear Councillor 

MRWS – Whats the Best Decision for Cumbria? 

I write to you on behalf of Friends of the Lake District (FLD). We are not anti-nuclear and 
have adopted a neutral, objective position examining the MRWS evidence base. We 
consider the needs of the whole county as we represent the Campaign to Protect Rural 
England in Cumbria. Our approach is to ensure that new major infrastructure does not 
impact negatively upon the County’s economy and environmental assets. 

You must feel under tremendous pressure, with the growing public anxiety and anger on the 
one side and the Department for Energy and Climate Change (DECC) and the Nuclear 
Decommissioning Authority (NDA) on the other. We respect the difficult position you face 
and hope that our recommendations below assist you in making your decision on the 30 
January 2013. 

Summary: 
 
The siting of a nuclear waste repository in West Cumbria or elsewhere is of national 
significance. The 2008 White Paper’s approach to voluntarism has put you at the heart of 
this momentous decision. Friends of the Lake District, and a growing number of other bodies 
and local communities, feel that you should not proceed to Stage 4. The evidence currently 
provided through MRWS is limited and the growing public anger reflects the fact that the 
Government’s own criteria are failing to be met, namely: 

• Ensures the long term protection of people and the environment. 
• Does this in an open and transparent way. 
• Is based on sound science. 
• Uses public monies effectively. 

As a way forward to re-build some trust and consensus we offer the following four 
recommendations. 

Geological potential: 

The Government’s policy for dealing with the UK’s nuclear waste legacy is to ensure the long 
term protection of people and the environment. Achieving this objective relies upon safe, 
secure and technically feasible storage, which ultimately requires suitable geological 
conditions. Radioactive material will escape from any man-made barrier – the question is 
when might this happen and what are the likely consequences for this and future 
generations in Cumbria and further afield. 

Experience of international site selection for underground nuclear storage facilities shows 
that the most suitable geological areas should be identified first and only then detailed 
investigations be carried out and engage the affected communities. 

Stage 4 in the MRWS process covers many issues which are completely secondary to the 
geological potential. It is perverse in our view to waste tax payers’ money investigating the 
issues which only apply if the geology can host a repository, such as impacts on 
people/communities, the natural environment and transport requirements. 
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The MRWS consultation document is explicit regarding geological evidence: “We recognise 
the limited nature of the screening study” (page 28). Dr Dearlove, employed by the MRWS 
Partnership on the geological screening carried out thus far, has repeatedly said that there is 
only low potential in the Mercia Mudstones and Eskdale Granites, which are the only 
potentially suitable underlying host rock types in the remaining area of search. We are not 
therefore at the point to enter into the siting process with any confidence. 

The six stages within MRWS process is not a standard international methodology, nor is it 
set down in domestic legislation. So we feel you have the right to go back to DECC to ask for 
this further geological work, taking around six months, rather than it being Stage 4 or 
nothing. 

Recommendation 1:  FLD strongly recommends further geological desk-based analysis, 
together with  related hydrological conditions, being conducted independently and openly, 
involving a wide range of interest groups and public representatives before progressing any 
further towards site selection. This should be funded by DECC. 

Affected communities: 

The MRWS process refers to the ‘host community’ where the facility might be built and 
‘wider local interests’ which have an interest in the development. The significance of the 
repository (construction and operation), and the potential impacts, renders this split an 
irrelevance. As the key cabinet decision makers on your respective Councils your 
responsibility is to all of your constituents (voters and their children/grandchildren) and, 
indeed, wider affected communities. 

Public anxiety, by a wide range of affected interests and communities, about the neutrality of 
the decision making process associated with the MRWS process and the role of the NDA 
and DECC is growing. From our observations at the heart of this mistrust is a lack of 
engagement and communication with these affected communities. The vociferous 
communications you’re facing show the tension between ‘voluntarism’ as structured through 
MRWS and this wider public. It is not too strong to say that a public revolt is developing 
(600+ people attending the meeting in Keswick 11 January). You might think that anti-
nuclear campaigners have fuelled public mis-conceptions, but from every public meeting I 
have attended the majority of people have expressed their support for Britain’s Energy Coast 
and West Cumbria’s nuclear businesses. 

Recommendation 2: A change in the process to carry out recommendation 1 (above) would 
also allow a new formulated and inclusive MWRS to communicate meaningfully and engage 
with wider affected communities. Greater trust and transparency must be obtained before 
further commitment to another stage in the spirit of ‘voluntarism’. 

Consideration of our national assets: 

We are concerned that nationally designated areas in Cumbria have not been given 
sufficient weight by the MRWS process. 

A significant percentage (75%) of the remaining area falls within the Lake District National 
Park and the Solway Coast AONB. In making your decision whether or not to go to the next 
stage you must have regard to the purposes for which these areas are designated – 
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conservation of natural beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage. This statutory requirement is 
set out in the Environment Act 1995 (Section 62) and the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 
2000 (Section 85), respectively. 

This legal requirement relates to the definition of development under the town and country 
planning legislation which covers: ‘in, on or under land’. This underpins our own position, 
and many other interested organisation and parties, that any major borehole investigations 
or repository construction cannot be sited within the Lake District or Solway Coast 
designated areas. To do so would have a significant harmful effect on the County’s wider 
economy. A repository in a national park or AONB would be an international first! 
 
Recommendation 3: The Lake District National Park and Solway Coast AONB should be 
excluded from the remaining areas for potential siting. 
 
Alternatives – suitable sites and other options: 

We are convinced of the urgency, both on security and environmental grounds, to find a 
sustainable and effective storage capacity for existing waste and to ensure that any decision 
on future nuclear generation is dependent on firm arrangements for the future waste 
produced. The significance of your decision, however, means that you must also bear in 
mind forthcoming additional technological options: 

‘In line with the commitments set out in the 2008 White Paper, the Government recognises 
the need to take account of developments in storage and disposal options, as well as 
possible new technologies and solutions. The NDA is keeping options such as deep 
borehole disposal of certain types of waste under review.’ (para.5.9) 
[DECC ‘Managing Radioactive Waste Safely: Government response to the consultation on desk-
based identification and assessment of potential candidate sites for geological disposal, March 2012.] 
 

Government policy in the National Planning Policy Framework (March 2012) within National 
Parks and AONBs requires that: 

‘Planning permission should be refused for major developments in these designated areas 
except in exceptional circumstances and where it can be demonstrated they are in the public 
interest. Consideration of such applications should include an assessment of: 

- The need for the development, including in terms of any national considerations, and 
the impact of permitting it, or refusing it, upon the local economy; 

- The cost of, and scope for, developing elsewhere outside the designated area, or 
meeting the need for it in some other way; and 

- Any detrimental effect on the environment, the landscape and recreational 
opportunities, and the extent to which that could be moderated.’ 

 

Consideration of alternatives is also central to the Strategic Environment Assessment 
Regulations for such a repository planning process. Despite progressing to Stage 3, an 
evaluation has not been made to assess the relative merits of potential sites in West 
Cumbria against those potentially available elsewhere in the UK for deep disposal. Nor has 
alternative methods for a near surface engineered disposal facility with retrievability (100 to 
1000+ year design life) at Sellafield been factored into this MWRS process. Without 
information concerning such alternatives to inform your decision whether to participate in the 
next stage you have been put in a very difficult position legally by the NDA and DECC. 
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Finally, as Bill Jefferson’s, LDNPA Chairman, letter to Baroness Verma dated 26 November 
2012 highlights, there is much work to be done at Sellafield with the legacy waste, as 
highlighted by the recent National Audit Office’s report. Economically this work will continue 
to create significant employment opportunities at Sellafield and wider West Cumbria utilising 
this centre of excellent for the nuclear industry. Research into new technologies and 
solutions provides additional high paid jobs in West Cumbria. 

Recommendation 4: A decision to proceed at this stage might be unlawful and consideration 
of costs should a legal challenge be successful is relevant to your decision. 

 

Thank you for taking time to read these recommendations. 

Yours sincerely 

 

Jack Ellerby 

Policy Officer 
 

	  


