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Dear Sir/Madam 
 

 
DECC CONSULTATION: REVIEW OF THE SITING PROCESS FOR A GEOLOGICAL 
DISPOSAL FACILITY (GDF) 

 
I write on behalf of NuLeAF (the Nuclear Legacy Advisory Forum) which is a Special Interest 

Group of the Local Government Association (LGA).  NuLeAF is supported by 105 local 
authorities and 3 national park authorities across England and Wales.  Our remit 
encompasses all aspects of the management of the UK’s nuclear waste legacy.  Our primary 

objectives are: 

• to provide a mechanism to identify, where possible, a common, local government 
viewpoint on nuclear legacy management issues; 

• to represent that viewpoint, or the range of views of its member authorities, in 
discussion with national bodies, including Government, the NDA and the regulators; 

• to seek to influence policy and strategy for nuclear legacy management in the interests 
of affected communities; and 

• to develop the capacity of its member authorities to engage with nuclear legacy 
management at a local level. 

 
1.  Do you agree that a test of public support should be taken before the representative 
authority loses the Right of Withdrawal?  If so, what do you think would be the most 
appropriate means of testing public support, and when should it take place?  If you do not 
agree with the need for such a test, please explain why?  (Page 27) 
 
1.1 NuLeAF agrees that a test of public support should be taken before a representative 
authority loses the Right of Withdrawal (RoW).  The most appropriate time to conduct this 

test would be after completion of the planning process.  That is to say, if a recommendation 
was made to proceed under the NSIP process, then a Minister could only approve 
development subject to a final test of public support.  A commitment from Government 

when announcing a revised GDF siting process, that it would not expect a final test of public 
support until the final terms of a proposed development are known, and that a RoW will 

remain in place until a local community has clearly signalled its will, would in NuLeAF’s view 
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provide significant reassurance to any community that the voluntary principle underpinning 
MRWS will be fully respected. 
 

1.2 In this way a local community could sustain confidence that a) as now, its RoW will 
remain valid up to the point of commencing GDF construction; b) the deliberations of the 
Planning Inspectorate (or any successor body under any future process) would take full 

account of its aspirations; and c) that a development which was unacceptable to a local 
community would not be imposed. 
 

1.3 GDF construction will be large scale and long term extending many decades beyond 
an initial estimated 15 years to first waste emplacement.  There would be justification for a 

final test of public support to be determined by way of a local referendum, as provided for 
under the Localism Act 2011 and possibly overseen by the Electoral Commission, if robust, 
regular, ongoing independent polling and other survey methods, such as those indicated in 

the MRWS White Paper, failed to demonstrate clearly the will of the community.  
 
1.4 Local agreement would be required well in advance about the methods for 

determining community support and the geographic area over which such support should be 
measured (see 1.5). The principles upon which final community support would be 
determined should be discussed and agreed between local stakeholders at the ‘learning 

phase’ of any future GDF siting process.  Membership of the former West Cumbria MRWS 
Partnership provides an indicative list of the type of key local stakeholders which could be 
consulted. 
 
1.5 Because GDF construction is large scale and long term it is unlikely to be able to 

contain its impacts within a limited area around a development site, and therefore there 
would also be a requirement for local agreement about the geographic area over which 
opinions should be canvassed.  This area may be contained within the administrative 

boundaries of one representative authority but it is likely that significant trans-boundary 
impacts would occur and require views being canvassed over a wider area. 
 

1.6 What is clear from the experience of the West Cumbria MRWS Partnership is that 
these issues are complex and decision making processes need to balance the interests of 
many different stakeholders in order to ensure that trust and confidence in a future GDF 
siting process can be established and maintained.    
   
 
2.  Do you agree with the proposed amendments to decision making within the MRWS siting 
process?  If not, how would you modify the proposed phased approach, or, alternatively, 
what different approach would you propose?  Please explain your reasoning.  (Page 28) 
 
2.1 In principle NuLeAF supports the proposed changes to the siting process and agrees 

that a phased approach could help to avoid some of the misunderstandings and 
misrepresentations that manifested themselves during MRWS Stage 4 decision making in 
Cumbria. 

 
2.2 Having said that, any community which engages in a future GDF siting process will 
need to agree during the ‘learning phase’ how it will measure public and stakeholder support 
for on-going investigation and how it will decide to move to a focusing phase.  A continuous 
process of local PSE, possibly not dissimilar to the engagement plan implemented by the 
former West Cumbria MRWS Partnership, will be necessary to ensure continuous dialogue, 
awareness raising and feedback from the community on GDF siting issues.  Such a 
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continuous PSE process will be essential if confidence and trust is to be developed and 
maintained. 
 

 
3.  Do you agree with this approach to revising roles in the siting process set out in the 
White Paper?  If not, what alternative approach would you propose and why?  (Page 32) 
 
3.1 DECC will be aware that some district councils strongly support the proposed revised 
roles but NuLeAF is concerned that any future arrangements for GDF siting must be capable 

of sustaining public confidence over the long term.  NuLeAF is not persuaded that the 
revised roles as presently proposed can sustain confidence over the long term and is 

concerned that in proposing new and different decision making arrangements DECC risks 
introducing new uncertainties to a future GDF siting process.   
 

3.2 NuLeAF considers that a GDF siting process should be configured to build trust, 
consensus and minimise risks, both for the community and for a GDF siting process.  In 2 
tier local authority areas both tiers need to have ‘ownership’ of a siting process to ensure 

the best interests of the community are fully protected.  NuLeAF is not convinced that 
conferring an advisory and influencing role upon the upper tier authority through a proposed 
consultative partnership will be enough to secure local confidence and trust for the long 

term.  Indeed, removing upper tier authorities across England from decision making may 
discourage their willingness to consider any engagement with a future GDF siting process. 
 
3.3 Both tiers have democratic mandates from their communities, but the mandates are 
to provide different services and discharge different (though complimentary) statutory 

functions.  Clearly any GDF development will require the engagement of the full range of 
planning, transport, socio-economic and environmental expertise across both local authority 
tiers in order to deliver the best outcomes for a community.  They must be considered equal 

partners. 
 
3.4 GDF construction is likely to impact upon neighbouring authorities and they will need 

to be engaged and their support incentivised.  Any future representative authority will need 
to be aware of its duty to cooperate under the Localism Act 2011.    
 
3.5 NuLeAF believes partnership working between both tiers of local government in 2 tier 
areas will need to remain at the heart of any future GDF siting process, and together they 
will need to construct a framework for shared local decision making, involving neighbouring 
authorities and parish/town councils where this is achievable, and key community and other 
sectoral interests where they are willing to contribute. 

 
3.6 What experience has shown in West Cumbria is that clarity about local decision 
making arrangements, and roles and responsibilities, is required early and before any 

commitment is made to enter into a GDF siting process learning phase.  NuLeAF considers 
that in 2 tier areas, within a locally agreed framework, one authority could be designated a 
‘representative authority’ and hold a right of withdrawal, but it would need to be exercised 

only with the agreement of a guiding local siting partnership.  This arrangement could also 
accommodate the position in some areas where elected mayors exercise executive authority.          
 
3.7 As now, DECC will remain responsible for MRWS policy and funding.   Because of its 
position as ‘project sponsor’ DECC has held, and will continue to hold, a ‘de facto’ veto over 
any future GDF siting process.  Given this position, NuLeAF sees no advantage in involving 
DECC formally in local decision making.  Indeed, formal involvement may raise local 
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concerns about the authenticity of the voluntary principle underpinning MRWS policy.  It 
may deter areas from considering engagement in a GDF siting process or introduce 
reputational risks to any future GDF siting process. 

  
3.8 Similarly, NuLeAF does not consider that, in a voluntary siting process, it is 
appropriate to confer local decision making powers on the developer.  In NuLeAF’s view, 

NDA should maintain its current role as defined in the 2008 MRWS White Paper that it: “… 
be a member of the Community Siting Partnership but… not be directly involved in decisions 
on community-related issues.”  As now, NDA should support any future GDF siting 

partnership through the provision of technical advice and site identification and assessment. 
 

3.9 NuLeAF considers that it will be more reassuring to local communities to know that 
they are free to establish their own partnerships through which to explore the costs and 
benefits of engagement with a GDF siting process and take their own decisions.  There is 

positive experience to draw upon from the West Cumbria MRWS Partnership which over 
three years successfully accommodated the competing interests of its members to complete 
a detailed generic assessment of the costs and benefits of GDF development.  This work 

effectively constituted a ‘learning phase’ under the current consultation proposals. 
 
 
4.  Do you agree with this proposed approach to assessing geological suitability as part of 
the MRWS siting process?  If not, what alternative approach would you propose and why?  
(Page 36) 
 
4.1 NuLeAF welcomes both the commitment to providing high level geological 

information at the time of publication of a revised MRWS policy and to the commitment to 
provide a detailed geological assessment to any community that shows interest in a future 
GDF siting process.  Any other existing geological information which may provide additional 

detail in some areas should also be made accessible.  The proposed first step should help a 
community understand whether there is a basis for engaging in a GDF learning phase.  The 
proposed second step should provide an indication to a local community about whether 

there is a reasonable prospect of identifying a suitable geology for a repository.  Armed with 
this information a local community should be much better placed to decide whether it 
wishes to continue to a GDF ‘focussing’ phase.   
 
 
5.  Do you agree with this proposed approach to planning for a GDF?  If not, what 
alternative approach would you propose and why?  (Page 42) 
 

5.1 Subject to a commitment in the terms outlined in para. 1.1 above,  NuLeAF considers 
it would be appropriate to locate a future GDF planning process within the Nationally 
Significant Infrastructure Project regime under the 2008 Planning Act.  Again, subject to the 

terms of para. 1.1 above, NuLeAF also considers ancillary development could be 
encompassed by the NSIP planning regime.  
 

5.2 NuLeAF welcomes the proposed development of a generic National Policy Statement, 
and the consultative opportunity that this will provide to undertake a sustainability 
assessment and embed commitments to voluntarism, right of withdrawal, community 
benefits and secure protection for nationally designated areas (e.g. National Parks and 
AONBs). 
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5.3 NuLeAF agrees it would be sensible to consult on the terms of a generic NPS early 
and a national awareness raising and engagement programme could, amongst other 
objectives, encourage participation in the NPS consultation.  NuLeAF would also expect that 

any prospective community will also want to understand the terms of an NPS before 
committing to engagement in a future GDF siting process.   
 

5.4 Meaningful and adequately resourced local authority engagement with a 
development consenting process will need to be fully funded.  This could be via a planning 
performance agreement similar to those developed in support of other planning processes 

for nationally significant infrastructure projects. 
 
 
6.  Do you agree with this clarification of the inventory for geological disposal – and how this 
will be communicated with the volunteer host community?  If not, what alternative approach 
would you propose and why?  (Page 45) 
 
6.1 NuLeAF is concerned that the proposed clarification of the waste inventory provided 

in the consultation paper may in fact deter some areas from engaging with a GDF siting 
process.  What is now proposed as the ‘baseline’ inventory could exceed the ‘upper 
inventory’ considered by the West Cumbria MRWS Partnership.  The new ‘baseline’ inventory 

includes all legacy higher activity wastes, defence wastes, stockpiles of transuranic materials 
for which no alternative use can be found, stored spent fuels from existing reactors and any 
new nuclear build programme.  It will require a significantly larger GDF operating over a 
significantly longer period than NDA’s ‘reference’ GDF design. 
 

6.2 It also effectively requires a community to accept an open ended commitment to all 
higher activity wastes and materials past, present and future.  Even if a willing host 
community can be identified it may be difficult to identify an accessible geological formation 

large enough to accommodate all existing and projected higher activity wastes.     
 
6.3 NuLeAF considers that the inventory of wastes for disposal should be a matter for 

agreement with the community hosting a facility (as DECC is willing to accept regarding the 
scope for waste retrieval).   
   
6.4 In NuLeAF’s view, DECC should seek a volunteer community on the basis of the 
current ‘reference’ inventory of legacy wastes and in a future ‘learning phase’ be prepared to 
agree a change control process with a local community when new waste streams arise for 
disposal.  Such a change control process should include the right for a community to refuse 
disposal of wastes that it considers unacceptable.  

 
6.5 These matters were considered by the former West Cumbria MRWS Partnership 
which developed a set of principles to be applied in any future inventory change control 

process.  In NuLeAF’s view, a local community must retain control over what is committed to 
a GDF if a siting process is to be truly voluntary, and if DECC is to maximise the prospects of 
establishing a new siting process. 

 
6.6 In its response to the ‘Call for Evidence’ NuLeAF recommended DECC consider 
“…wastes that could be diverted from GDF disposal…with a view to minimising the ‘footprint’ 
and impacts.”  NuLeAF continues to consider that reducing the size of an inventory for 
disposal will reduce the challenges to GDF implementation. NuLeAF would urge the NDA, in 
its consideration of integrated waste management, to advise Government of every 
opportunity to adopt alternative disposal routes and divert wastes and materials from a GDF. 
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7.  Do you endorse the proposed approach on community benefits associated with a GDF?  
If not, what alternative approach would you propose and why?  (Page 51) 
 
7.1 NuLeAF welcomes the commitment in a revised siting process to reward a 
community through the early release of some community benefits into a community fund.   
NuLeAF considers that this will help sustain local community confidence that its future social 

and economic wellbeing will be protected. 
 
7.2 NuLeAF considers that the scale and scope of community benefits, including their 

distribution, should be a matter for agreement between DECC and a local partnership.   
NuLeAF also considers that a community is likely to expect benefits to be delivered well 

beyond the “early years of underground operation” as currently proposed in the consultation 
document at para. 4.16.  It is essential that any agreement on community benefits should 
be reached early and well before a right of withdrawal is forfeited.     

 
7.3 Any community benefits package must be additional to the investment necessary to 
deliver a GDF, and additional to the ‘planning gain’ required to offset the physical impact of 

GDF development and operation.  Community benefits must also be substantial both to a) 
fully recognise the national service performed by a community willing to accept a GDF, and 
b) to counterbalance national and local negative perceptions of an area associated with GDF 

siting, construction and operation.  Providing investment in support of a comprehensive 
locally agreed development plan for a neighbouring and wider community could also help 
build and sustain support for ongoing GDF development.   
 
7.4 NuLeAF considers it is vital that the potential scale of community benefits be strongly 

signalled by Government during the proposed period of national awareness raising to 
encourage areas to consider engagement with a GDF siting process.   
 
 
8.  Do you agree with the proposed approach to addressing potential socio-economic and 
environmental effects that might come from hosting a GDF?  If not, what alternative 
approach would you propose and why?  (Page 53) 
 
8.1 NuLeAF considers it will be very helpful to any community to receive a socio-
economic report on the impacts of GDF development for their area.  Such a report will need 
to assess fairly both positive and negative impacts of construction and operation, potential 
negative impacts from public perception of an area considering engagement in a siting 
process, and the opportunities to mitigate adverse impacts.  This information should help a 
community determine whether it is in their interest to commit to the focusing phase of a 

GDF siting process where more detailed socio- economic assessment can be undertaken.  
 
8.2 Consideration of planning consent for GDF development under the NSIP regime will 

provide further opportunities to assess socio-economic impacts through Sustainability 
Appraisal. 
 

 
9.  Do you have any other comments? 
 
9.1 Community  
Concerns have been expressed about the lack of definition for the term ‘community’ within 
the consultation paper.  As the 2008 MRWS White Paper observed: “There will always be 
differences of opinion on what constitutes a ‘community’”.  However, it is likely that given 
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the scale of GDF development its impacts will be widespread affecting many local 
(geographic) communities and others at some distance.  These communities are temporal 
and also likely to evolve over time, particularly given the timescale of GDF development and 

operation.  Because of both project scale and duration NuLeAF made the case during the 
development of the 2008 MRWS White Paper for local decision making to be located within 
the existing, mature, local democratic decision-making structures in England, Wales and 

Northern Ireland.   In NuLeAF’s view, the case for local government leadership remains 
compelling. It is local government’s role. 
 

9.2 Engagement Funding 
NuLeAF welcomes Government’s continued commitment to ‘engagement funding’.  NuLeAF 

considers that this will help to both encourage areas to engage with a GDF siting process, 
and build local confidence by providing the resources to a community to secure independent 
expert advice.   

 
NuLeAF considers that Government will need to communicate that funding will be available 
early, before any formal engagement in a GDF siting process, to cover costs associated with 

preliminary consultations and local assessments to establish whether there is a sound basis 
to engage in a learning phase.   
 

9.3 National Awareness Raising 
For local authorities with nuclear sites in their areas currently storing higher activity wastes 
indeterminately, having clarity about the future availability of a GDF is a priority.  However 
establishing a credible GDF siting process is also a priority and NuLeAF recognises that this 
will take time. NuLeAF welcomes the proposed ‘national public awareness and engagement 

programme’ but considers it should run for at least 12 months before Government formally 
invites new local area engagement in a revised GDF siting process.  NuLeAF agrees that 
such a programme should help ensure a more balanced and well informed debate about 

geological disposal across the country, and provide any potential volunteer community with 
time to consider carefully the issues it wishes to explore in a learning phase of a new GDF 
siting process.  NuLeAF would welcome more information about this proposed initiative and 

would wish to be actively engaged with it. 
 
9.4 Uncertainties 
Public confidence in GDF siting and implementation will be challenged by on-going 
uncertainties about the behaviour of conditioned wastes and the performance of engineered 
and natural barriers over time. 
 
To build public confidence during a national awareness programme DECC and NDA must be 

open and transparent about the challenges to GDF development and how they are being, or 
will be, addressed.  The West Cumbria MRWS Partnership found that “…overall, the NDA’s 
research and development programme is acceptable, though lacked clarity about the 

timescale for completing research topics.”  More effort will be needed from both DECC and 
NDA to communicate the research and development programme in support of GDF 
implementation, and to communicate that any future volunteer community will be 

adequately resourced to commission independent reviews and/or appoint its own 
independent expert advisers. 
 
DECC and NDA also need to signal more flexibility in their approach to GDF implementation, 
particularly around staged waste emplacement linked to on-going rock characterisation and 
in-situ testing and monitoring.  Successful siting processes overseas are supported by 
remote underground research facilities for data gathering, performance monitoring, 
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modelling and testing to inform safety case development.  NuLeAF considers that there may 

be potential benefits in developing a remote underground research facility as part of the 
GDF siting process, particularly for building public confidence, aiding communication, and 
addressing uncertainties through cumulative learning and experience. 

 
Any national awareness raising and engagement programme will also need to consider 

public attitudes towards relative risk to health and uncertainty which, of course, is not a 
challenge unique to radioactive waste management and GDF development.   
 

9.5 Regulators 
NuLeAF also agrees with DECC that regulators “…should play a more prominent role, 
engaging with communities throughout the siting process… to explain their role…and 

increase public confidence in the stringent safety and environmental protection standards 
that a GDF will have to meet in order to obtain a nuclear site licence and environmental 
permits.”   This echoes NuLeAF’s advice during DECC’s ‘Call for Evidence’. 

 
9.6 Independent oversight 
DECC say that the Committee on Radioactive Waste Management (CoRWM), a ‘pool’ of 
independent peer reviewers, or an ‘entirely new advisory body’ are being considered as 
alternative methods to achieve independent oversight.  In NuLeAF’s view a new body 

reflecting a wide range of business, social, environmental and technical skills in the 
community under clear independent leadership is likely to be the best way to establish 
credibility with the public and to signal during a national awareness raising and engagement 

programme that a revised GDF siting process represents a fresh start. 
 

9.7 Holistic Approach 
During a public awareness raising and engagement programme NuLeAF considers that it will 
be necessary for Government to communicate a holistic approach to radioactive waste 

management and that all ‘eggs’ are not being placed in one basket.  The safety and security 
of wastes in long term interim storage will need to be communicated as will the 
Government’s and NDA’s overall prioritisation of hazard reduction. 

 
Government should task NDA to develop a clear national strategy for higher activity waste 
management, to compliment the strategy developed for low level radioactive waste 

management.  This will help to communicate the role of a GDF and the timing of different 
arisings for geological disposal should alternative methods of waste management not be 
available.    
 
9.8 Plan B  
NuLeAF considers that Government should clarify what its ‘Plan B’ proposals would look like, 
and how they would be consulted upon, should it not prove possible to identify a volunteer 
community and progress a revised GDF siting process.  This question is likely to arise in any 

future national debate about GDF implementation. 
 
 
Yours faithfully 
 
 
 
 
Stewart Kemp 
Executive Co-Director 

 


