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Abstract 
 
This paper explores themes of the cultural production of science and scientific 
uncertainty and its relation to power, using the case study of the post-2001 siting 
process for a Deep Geological Repository (DGR) for nuclear waste in the UK. The 
research is focused on West Cumbria, and contrasts the unsuccessful top-down 
approach followed by Nirex during the 1990s with the voluntary approach espoused 
by the Managing Radioactive Waste Safely (MRWS) process after 2001, where 
communities were asked to volunteer land in exchange for community benefits 
packages. In both cases, West Cumbria, the region of the UK with the longest 
association with the nuclear industry – home to the Windscale Piles and Calder Hall 
since the 1950s – and a region where the nuclear industry employs a substantial 
proportion of the community, ended up as the only candidate site considered for the 
siting of a DGR. Though different in approach, common themes of scientific 
knowledge suppression and obfuscation for political ends link the two, with the 
fundamental emphasis in both cases being not the legitimacy of the process and the 
location of the most suitable candidate site in geological terms, but instead on 
ensuring that West Cumbria ended up as the sole host site for the DGR as a matter 
of political expediency. Drawing on ideas of the construction of consent, the social 
construction of science, and in particular the relationship between the production 
and projection of scientific uncertainty and power, an argument is developed that 
indicates how consent was constructed by appealing to a lay perception of the 
scientific method.   
 
Using the Nirex example to contextualise the underlying motivations for the 
MRWS process, this paper critically analyses how and why geological knowledge 
was suppressed and sidelined in the wake of the unsuccessful Nirex public planning 
inquiry in 1997, how the debate was constructed and presented during the post-
2001 voluntarism process and the consequences for site selection, and uses 
examples from exchanges in council meetings in West Cumbria to illustrate how 
the debate was reframed in political practice and how the rhetorical power of 
uncertainty was wielded.  
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Chapter 1 
 

1.1 Introduction 
 

On the 30th of January 2013, after a four-year consultation process, West Cumbria 

formally ended its affiliation with the second process attempting to site a DGR in 

the region in as many decades. In the meantime, no other area of the UK has been 

seriously considered as a candidate site, in spite of serious concerns over the 

geological suitability of the region, and hence the long-term environmental safety 

of any buried nuclear waste. The first process – a top-down method where the site 

was chosen from a nationwide search on what was purportedly the best-available 

geological evidence – was rejected at a public planning inquiry in 1996 on 

geological grounds. Cumbria County Council (CCC) fought the application, yet in 

2008 it formed part of a triumvirate of local authorities alongside Allerdale 

Borough Council (ABC) and Copeland Borough Council (CBC) that volunteered 

without competition to enter a new, voluntary process of DGR siting.  

 

The process by which this was achieved - and by implication the process by which 

consent was constructed - is the subject of this paper. Chapter 1 introduces the 

theoretical background behind the relationship between consent, science and 

uncertainty, and introduces the context of nuclear waste and its disposal in the UK. 

A discussion of the methodology and structure of the paper follows. Chapters 2, 3 

and 4 deal sequentially with the research questions below, and Chapter 5 concludes, 

noting both its limitations and the attendant questions raised for future research 

 

1.1.1 Research Objectives: 

 

- To explore how West Cumbria emerged between 2008 and 2013 as, once 

again, the only candidate site for a DGR in spite of its unsuitable geology 

during the first, voluntary phase of the MRWS process 

 

- To identify how, and analyse why, consent was constructed for the pro-

DGR movement through the production of scientific knowledge – or rather, 
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scientific uncertainty - during the public consultation process for DGR 

siting in West Cumbria (i.e. the MRWS process) between 2008 and 2013 

 

- To use council minutes from local council meetings to analyse how this 

constructed uncertainty has been used politically in order to formulate 

arguments in favour of continuing with the MRWS process. 

 

1.2 Literature Review 
 

This section discusses the theoretical background that underpins the analysis of the 

case study in Chapters 2, 3 and 4. Motivating factors and practical mechanisms for 

the construction of consent are discussed, and an analysis of the role of science in 

this context is presented alongside case studies of different subjects using related 

themes of science, uncertainty, and power. This paper’s case study is then 

summarised by means of a cursory introduction to both the context of nuclear waste 

in the UK, as well as to the history, function, and geological preconditions for the 

siting of DGRs. The position of this paper in the literature is then explained with 

reference to a review of other studies with similar case studies – i.e. the siting of 

hazardous facilities - in the literature, which indicates the difference in aims and 

methodological approach taken by this paper.  

 

1.2.1) Constructing consent: macro-level motivations and micro-level 

mechanisms 

 

Construction of a DGR is an inherently unpopular process. Even if suitable host 

geology is located, the risk of the engineered structure being breached and leaking 

is - given the 100, 000 year timeframe at which it will operate – almost inevitable 

(see Smythe, 2012 and Nuclear Power Yes Please, 2009 for discussions of 

engineering problems, and Smythe, 2011a for analysis of long-term storage and 

risk) and the process is more one of convention than of consensus on its suitability. 

The UK government, for instance, in part justifies its ongoing search for a DGR site 

by referencing similar projects in France, Sweden (DEFRA et al, 2001). Technical 

concerns will be addressed in more detail in section 1.2.6 and Part 3, but are 

introduced here to illustrate part of the basis for what makes (particularly local) 

opposition to these projects so fierce (for example, see the local opposition 
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organisations Radiation Free Lakeland, 2013 & Save Our Lake District, 2013) In 

order to overcome this opposition in a liberal democracy, consent must be 

constructed, with the role in which science is used of key importance. Critical 

analysis of the construction of consent exists at a number of different analytical 

levels, from large-scale political processes to more focused, specific analysis of 

how these processes manifest themselves in practice.  

 

1.2.2) The big picture: the construction of consent 

 

Consent is often constructed by an appeal to a Gramscian notion of ‘common 

sense’ (see Gramsci & Forgacs, 1988: 323-343), the construction of which Harvey 

describes as coming from “long-standing practices of cultural socialisation often 

rooted deep in regional or national traditions” (Harvey, 2005:39). Unlike the 

purposes for which Harvey uses this definition, the processes of ‘cultural 

socialisation’ surrounding the construction of nuclear infrastructure in West 

Cumbria are hardly long-lived, dating back at most two or three generations to the 

mid-20th century when the first nuclear facility in the UK at Calder Hall was 

connected to the grid. Consequently appealing to “cultural or traditional values [to 

mobilise] other realities” (ibid) may not be relevant to this context. Instead, it may 

be more instructive to consider financial and labour-security circumstances; over 

10,000 people are employed at the Sellafield site in Copeland (Sellafield, 2013). 

 

Furthermore, local perceptions of risk that have to be overcome do not always tally 

with the reality, and this is where the cultural aspect of nuclear familiarity may 

become relevant. While proximity to nuclear infrastructure is unlikely to be 

something that is appealed to in order to mobilise other realities - as per Harvey – 

that risk perception of nuclear infrastructure is culturally generated implies a 

political advantage in siting a facility in a region where similar pieces of 

infrastructure already exist. Streffer and Geffmann refer to this phenomenon as the 

“special perception of the danger of ionizing radiation” (2012: 60); the disconnect 

between accepted everyday exposure to radiation from medical sources, 

construction materials and local geology, and that which stems from technical 

facilities. This is tied to the risk of large-scale catastrophes in the vein of those 

experienced at Chernobyl and Fukushima, and percolates through to how 

radioactive waste facilities, which themselves are not capable of such explosions or 
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meltdowns, are perceived. As such, the construction of consent for siting a DGR 

need not necessarily appeal to a particular aspect of culture or tradition. Instead, 

where the siting of an undesirable facility is concerned, it may also take advantage 

of a pre-existing imbalance in terms of how receptive host communities are based 

on familiarity.  

 

Returning to Gramsci’s ‘common sense’, there is an overlap in policy terms with 

‘the political’: the realm of what can acceptably and realistically be discussed in 

political practice at any given time. The term is perhaps most bluntly encapsulated 

by Žižek’s recent mantra that it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the 

end of capitalism (Žižek, 2011). This is not to say the problems of nuclear waste 

disposal are a necessary outcome of the capitalist process; the point is instead 

illustrative: realities can be removed from the framework of discussion or serious 

consideration, even when their outcomes may be markedly preferable to those 

produced by the status quo. As Foucault puts it when conceptualising truth, “’truth’ 

is linked in a circular relation with systems of power which produce and sustain it, 

and to effects of power which it induces and which extend it” (Foucault, quoted in 

Simons, 1994: 27). This raises the spectre of how knowledge, or truth, is produced, 

who by, and to what end. A particular strain of argument that develops these themes 

is discussed below. 

 

1.2.3) Science, knowledge production, uncertainty and power 

 

Before science, uncertainty and consent are discussed, a quick semantic 

clarification must be made. This paper deals with science as a political 

phenomenon, and prefixes such as pseudo-, or the use of inverted commas around 

the word ‘science’ itself are used to connote criticism of a particular, political 

representation of science, as opposed to suspicion or criticism of the scientific 

establishment or method itself. The representation of science and how it is socially 

constructed, and the reality of technical research and the knowledge produced by it 

are fundamentally separate entities, and it is the former that this paper addresses.  

 

The actual mechanism of how (pseudo) scientific realities are mobilised to 

construct consent relies on the power of doubt, which confers a considerable 

rhetorical advantage on any party who wishes to reframe a public debate where 
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science (or, rather, a perceived ‘scientific consensus’ or lack thereof) is used as a 

key plank of any argument that surrounds it. When there is strong and genuine 

consensus amongst experts in a field – for example, with climate scientists 

presenting evidence for anthropogenic climate change – a common tactic used by 

opponents is not to meet the arguments and evidence on their own terms, but rather 

to alter the playing field of the debate. Generalised seeds of doubt are sown and 

false, yet plausible, information is disseminated that requires high-level technical 

understanding – and hence considerable time and effort when dealing with a lay 

public - to disprove.  

 

This phenomenon has been labelled ‘agnotology’ by Proctor & Scheibinger, who 

use the term to refer to the “cultural production of ignorance” (Proctor, 2008: 2). 

This is an extremely broad category and so it is instructive here to further clarify 

both the purpose and the mechanism of the term as it applies to the case study 

presented in this paper. When considering lack of knowledge of a given issue, the 

distinction can be made between ignorance as a native state, as a selective choice, 

and as a “deliberately engineered and strategic ploy” (Proctor, 2008: 3), the third 

category being relevant here. While a number of examples of this variety of what 

Proctor refers to as ‘angiogenesis’ (ibid.) involve the suppression of knowledge for 

political ends – see Galison (2008) for a review of the political logic of censorship - 

a further subdivision of agnotology as strategic ploy involves the deliberate 

obfuscation of public debate by generating false uncertainty. A classic example of 

this comes from the tobacco lobby, which for so long sowed seeds of doubt in the 

public imagination in response to the increasingly sophisticated scientific evidence 

linking its products to long cancer (for a review, see Christensen, 2008) A phrase 

from an internal memo from 1973 captures the intention of the industry’s response: 

“Doubt is our product” (Ibid.: 268). More recently, corporate interests with a 

financial incentive to spreading doubt regarding climate change have employed 

similar tactics (see Monbiot, 2006; 2009). 

 

What the tobacco and climate change examples illustrate is that the process of 

creating artificial ‘uncertainty’ has generalisable tactics that function by 

manipulating a particular, lay perception of scientific knowledge, how it is 

produced, and its limits (see Fig. 1). 
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Herein lies the opportunity for powerful groups seeking to occlude and obfuscate, 

and therefore to control the terms of and likely win, a public debate. First, the 

rhetorical advantage of making the ‘more research is needed’ argument in the face 

of a definitive answer is considerable; in essence, one can initiate a debate simply 

by claiming there is one. This feeds into the second advantage, namely being able 

to define the point at which the debate ends: an interested party can repeat the 

‘more research needed’ mantra until their aims have been met or the issue has 

become irrelevant. These themes are explored further with respect to the West 

Cumbrian DGR siting experience in Chapters 2, 3 and 4. A background to these 

issues is discussed next. 

a) In public debates over policy, science (or other bodies of 
knowledge production that produce quantifiable results, such as 
economics or certain bodies of social science) is often paramount, 
with all other arguments being subsidiary to it. Policy is made in its 
name and on its recommendations.  

 

b) Implicit in this is the notion that even if an ideal policy cannot be 
produced as a result of scientific recommendations, the science 
behind it has the potential to be absolute and inflexibly true.  

 

c) This implies that until such a point of absolute truth is reached, the 
issue at hand remains an open question, and more research is needed. 

 

d) In reality, more research is always required. “all scientific work is 
incomplete – whether it be observational or experimental. All 
scientific work is liable to be upset or modified by advancing 
knowledge. That does not confer upon us a freedom to ignore the 
knowledge we already have.” (Bradford Hill, 1965, cited in Michaels, 
2008: 104) Scientific truth – total and complete understanding of the 
entire complexity of a phenomenon - always lies as an asymptote 
towards which research approaches, but does not reach. 

 e) The question of when the debate ends is thus raised: the popular 
opinion – which is in this case is the relevant one in a democratised 
age of mass-information availability – of the end point of a public 
debate that rests on scientific evidence is driven and engineered by 
whatever forces and processes lead it it being settled in the media and 
public documentation. 

 

Figure 1. Schema linking science, policy, and the political production of 
uncertainty 
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1.2.4) Nuclear waste: the UK context 

 

Historically, the UK has dealt with its spent nuclear fuel (SNF) by reprocessing it 

(as opposed to direct storage or export), a pathway held in common with the 

majority of other countries with similar nuclear military strategies, where 

reprocessing technologies designed to produce weapons-grade plutonium were in 

place before civilian nuclear power projects were initiated (Högselius, 2009). As a 

consequence of both this and its potential for future use in fast breed reactors 

(Pearce, 2012), SNF is not classified as waste in the UK. The highest-level 

radioactive waste is produced as a byproduct of reprocessing. While PUREX - the 

current reprocessing technique, which involves dissolving the spent fuel in nitric 

acid – reduces the amount of what is classified as High Level Waste (HLW) by a 

fifth (World Nuclear Association, 2012; EU, 2011: 24), there remained 

approximately 1,000 cubic metres of HLW in the UK in 2010 (DECC & NDA, 

2010). The vast majority – 94% - of what the NDA classifies as nuclear waste is 

Low Level Waste (LLW), which typically comprises construction materials 

involved in building nuclear facilities, as well as plastics, paper and scrap metal that 

are produced as part of day-to-day operational procedures (DECC & NDA, 2010: 

9). The majority of this is stored alongside Intermediate Level Waste (ILW, which 

comprises 6% of the radioactive waste inventory, exceeds the LLW radioactivity 

limit but poses no thermal risk)  in the Low Level Waste Repository (LLWR) – a 

near-surface facility that is essentially a shallow landfill – near Drigg in West 

Cumbria (ibid: 22). By contrast, HLW both exceeds the radioactivity parameters for 

LLW and has the potential for its “temperature [to] rise significantly as a result of 

[its] radioactivity” (ibid: 6).  

 

1.2.5) The DGR consensus  

 

HLW - as well as some types of LLW and ILW - are unsuitable for disposal in the 

Drigg LLWR, and as it approaches its capacity alternative disposal procedures have 

to be considered. Extraterrestrial disposal has been dismissed on technical and cost 

grounds (National Research Council, 2001: 122), sea disposal has not been carried 

out since 1983 (Shrader-Frechette, 1993: 22), and a consensus has been generated 

internationally around the construction of DGRs for waste that is unsuitable for 

near-surface disposal, with an existing repository in the USA and planned sites in, 
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amongst others, Finland, Canada, Sweden and South Korea (World Nuclear 

Association, 2010). Typically, these facilities are – or will be- between 250 and 

1000 metres deep, and involve multiple barriers between the material and the area 

external to the facility including cement or metal storage containers, clay or cement 

packing, and the surrounding geology of the repository itself (ibid.). 

 

With the other options ruled out, the logic governing the consensus is summarised 

by the UK’s Commission on Radioactive Waste Management (CoRWM), which 

explains the accord between the scientific and political communities regarding the 

preferability of DGRs on the grounds that the risks of deep geological disposal are 

not as great as those presented by retaining HLW at surface level (CoRWM, 2006: 

195). In other words, it became the consensus by process of elimination, as opposed 

to by virtue of its outright advantages. While surface storage may be feasible for the 

next few decades, long-term threats of possible societal collapse and climatic 

changes would pose considerably greater threats to the stability of nuclear wastes 

stored at surface level (Vander Beken et al., 2010).  The argument can also be made 

on ethical grounds, in terms of generational inequality: as the generation that has 

accrued the most benefit from nuclear power, we ought to be the one responsible 

for bearing the brunt of the long-term disposal process – in financial, if not 

environmental, terms. The counter-argument, that future generations may be 

technically better-equipped to dispose of nuclear waste, can be made (e.g. Streffer 

et al., 2012: 87), and it is probable that this line of thought contributes to the 

relative lack of urgency with which governments have treated the issue. As 

insubstantial as many consultation processes may be argued to have been (e.g. 

Chung et al., 2008; Macfarlane, 2003), that only one functioning DGR has opened 

since the 1970s (the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant in New Mexico, in addition to two 

1960s/70s former salt mines in the former East Germany – see Rempe, 2007) 

indicates it is not an immediate priority. Nonetheless, the process moves slowly 

forward; the UK remains committed to disposing of its current and future nuclear 

waste in a DGR, irrespective of the success of the current process: the most recent 

policy document setting out the process for the siting process in the UK states that 

“In the event that at some point in the future, voluntarism and partnership does not 

look likely to work Government reserves the right to explore other approaches” 

(DEFRA, 2008 – 47). The approach varies, but the goal remains the same. Criticism 
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of the siting and participation processes notwithstanding, there is a general 

consensus amongst geologists that DGRs present the least worst option: those who 

have led vocal opposition to siting a DGR in Cumbria still agree that it is merely 

the location that is the problem, and not the idea (e.g. Carrington, 2013; Smythe, 

2011a). 

 

1.2.6) DGRs: environmental risks, criteria for safe siting, and the geological 

(un)suitability of West Cumbria 

 

The ‘least worst’ characterisation is telling; there remain genuine uncertainties in 

the process which could translate into future risks to local ecology as well 

communities in areas surrounding DGRs. First, given the timeframe of tens of 

thousands of years, it is a certainty that the repository will be breached. As Smythe 

puts it, “when (and not if) the repository leaks, the natural geological environment 

must be such as to minimise the rate of flow of contaminated fluid, and to try to 

keep it at depth” (2011: 10). In the 1980s, the British Geological Survey (BGS) put 

forward two criteria for suitable sites, which would minimise the effects of the 

repository one day leaking (Chapman et al., 1986). First, any DGR must be sited in 

an area of relatively slow, predictable hydraulic gradients, a requirement that is 

categorically not met in West Cumbria, where the topology pitches from the 

mountains to the sea (Smythe, 2011a: 12) It is also extremely doubtful that the site 

meets the second requirement of geological stability, with its case being overstated 

and possibly fabricated in order to be considered for the first wave of site selection 

research during the 1980s (ibid: 1). The manner in which the geological suitability 

of the site has been misrepresented by those with an interest in ensuring its 

candidacy for siting a DGR is discussed in more detail in Chapters 2 and 3. 

 

It is important to bear in mind, however, that conventions on siting procedures, 

while generally consistent and constructed based on the best available evidence, do 

not in any way guarantee safe long-term disposal: as discussed below in Chapter 2, 

deep geological disposal became the consensus option largely as a consequence of 

the political inexpediency of sea dumping. As Smythe puts it, the argument for 

deep geological burial of nuclear waste is “not a scientific argument, [but] purely a 

matter of expediency.” (Smythe, 2013c). The Inspector’s Report produced during 

the 1995/95 Nirex public planning inquiry also notes that “general international and 
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national criteria for the location of a deep waste repository are merely indicative 

guidance.” (Cumbria County Council, 1996: 273). The same Inspector’s report, 

however, re-emphasises the two main points of consensus on siting guidelines: “the 

location should be in a region of low hydraulic gradients, so that there should be 

slow-moving and long groundwater pathways [and] the geology and hydrogeology 

of the site and its district should be readily characterisable and predictable.” (Ibid.). 

This falls in line with other work on the subject, including that summarised by 

McCombie1 who emphasises – in addition to a number of other stipulations - the 

link between minimising hydrogeological flow and the necessity of flat topography 

(McCombie, 1999: 6-7).  

 

As mentioned above, there is a strong case to be made that the entirety of West 

Cumbria is unsuitable for the location of a DGR on geological grounds. The 

geology of the region is perhaps better-studied and understood than any other 

region in the UK (see Oldroyd, 2002 for a thorough review), and there have been 

strong, geology-based cases from Professors Smythe (e.g. Smythe, 2011) and 

Haszeldine (Haszeldine & Smythe, 1996) put forward to suggest that enough is 

currently known about the hydrology and geological complexity of the region to 

strongly caution against the siting of a DGR. This focus of this paper, however, is 

not on geology, and no part of it is dedicated – beyond the basic level required to 

inform the analysis- to the geological problems that underpin the process. This 

basic level comprises these two tenets: 

 

- That the 1995/1996 public planning inquiry into the Nirex process rejected the 

idea of constructing a DGR in what was understood to be the most favourable site 

in West Cumbria, and that no new non-desk-based research has been conducted 

since. 

- That two eminent geologists with experience of the Nirex process, DGR siting and 

West Cumbrian geology have made a prominent public case against the suitability 

of the region during the WCMRWS process, and were not challenged on geological 

terms by other geologists who were not themselves involved in the WCMRWS 

process. 

 
                                                        
1 In work produced for PANGAEA, a company set up after the failure of the Nirex planning application in 1997 
to find globally-applicable standards and solutions for the long-term disposal of nuclear waste. The majority 
shareholder was British Nuclear Fuels (BNFL), which was owned by the UK government (Smythe, 2013a). 
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This paper is not in a position to pass more substantive comment on the geology 

beyond what has been discussed above, and instead its analytical focus is directed 

towards an account of the social construction of science and how it is wielded 

politically. 

 

1.2.7) Academic context 

 

Much existing work on nuclear governance and the siting of hazardous – including 

nuclear – facilities tends to focus on risk acceptance, using quantifiable survey 

results as a means of analysing local perceptions of different types of risk (see 

Kunreuther & Easterling, 1996). Such studies have been completed for nuclear 

plants in France (Ronde & Hussler, 2012), and repositories in South Korea (Chung 

et al, 2008) and Finland (Koji & Richardson, 2009). The analytical focus and 

methodology of this paper is different, looking instead at the role and political use 

of conceptions of science in grounding consent. In the nuclear context, this puts it 

more in line with the evaluation of the interplay between science and policy, and 

the political construction of the former, in the siting of a DGR in the USA by 

MacFarlane (2003). It also feeds into some of the work collated by Proctor & 

Schiebinger (2008) on agnotology (as discussed above), particularly the chapters by 

Oreskes & Conway (Ibid: 37-54) and Michaels (Ibid: 55-89). While these papers do 

not deal with the siting of nuclear or otherwise hazardous facilities, the approach 

and themes taken by each carry over into those developed in this paper: the creation 

of scientific uncertainty for political ends. In terms of previous approaches to the 

case study – of WCMRWS – there is a great deal of information on the blogs of 

local groups organised in opposition to the process (e.g. Save Our Lake District, 

2013; Radiation Free Lakeland, 2013), although the process having ended in 2013 

may help to explain the lack of academic research on the topic thus far – something 

this paper seeks to address. The literature on Nirex and WCMRWS comes largely, 

as may be expected, from the perspective of geology (see Smythe, 2011b; 

Hetherington, 1998; Haszeldine & Smythe, 1996; Oldroyd, 2002; Bowden et al., 

1998). This paper approaches the same topic, but draws upon the analytical themes 

of consent-building and the construction of deliberately uncertain scientific realities 

for political ends. 
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1.3 Methodology and Research Paper Structure 

 

The project was completed between April and August of 2013, and drew on 

elements of both research paper and dissertation work: analysis of grey and primary 

literature was complemented by a semi-structured interview conducted over Skype 

in July 2013, and email interviews in August 2013. The interview was conducted 

on July 10th 2013 with David Smythe, Emeritus Professor of Geophysics at the 

University of Glasgow, who was an employee of the BGS during the 1980s and 

testified on behalf of Friends of the Earth at the 1995/1996 Nirex public planning 

inquiry. An email interview was conducted with Mr. Colin Knipe on the 17th of 

August 2013, who as the Department of the Environment-appointed technical 

assessor for the Nirex planning inquiry reported on and assessed the geological 

argument for the Nirex case. Further email interviews were conducted with Mr. 

Pete Roche, formerly a nuclear campaigner for Greenpeace and CoRWM 

consultant who is now affiliated with Nuclear Waste Advisory Associates, an 

independent awareness-raising organisation focused on nuclear waste in the UK  

(Nuclear Waste Advisory Associates, 2013), and an anonymous interlocutor who 

has experience with the Nirex planning inquiry and CoRWM. Limitations regarding 

interviews and methodology are discussed at the end of this paper. 

 

Valuable online resources for primary literature came from the document library 

collated by WCMRWS (WCMRWS, 2013a), and from Professor Smythe’s own 

collection of documents, which featured a number of reports from the Nirex era that 

had been removed from the internet until recently (Smythe, 2013b). 

 

Chapter 2 addresses the first objective: to explore how West Cumbria emerged 

between 2008 and 2013 as, once again, the only candidate site for a DGR in spite of 

its unsuitable geology during the first, voluntary phase of the MRWS process. In 

addressing this point, and in order to establish some of the context for Parts 2 and 3, 

it was necessary to critically analyse the workings of and motivations behind the 

Nirex process of the early 1990s. For section 2.1 this was achieved by analysis of 

primary literature - the Inspector’s report produced for the public planning inquiry 

and subsequent Nirex reports  - and published academic literature on the subject. 
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For section 2.2 CoRWM and MRWS papers were used to chart the policy shift 

from a top-down siting process to one of voluntarism. 

 

The second objective - to identify how, and analyse why, consent was constructed 

for the pro-DGR movement through the production of scientific knowledge during 

the public consultation process for DGR siting in West Cumbria (i.e. the MRWS 

process) between 2008 and 2013 – is addressed in Chapter 3, and made use of the 

interviews referred to above, in addition to analysis of further primary literature. 

The first section (3.1) drew upon MRWS and CoRWM reports and analysed the 

arguments made in order to paint a picture of the primacy of science in the 

reasoning behind the siting process. Section 3.2 focused on the (lack of) availability 

of Nirex-era reports during the MRWS process, and required corroboration from 

the email interviews regarding dates and past online availability. Section 3.3 used 

the final report of the WCMRWS process as its main text, again analysing the 

arguments made in terms of how the question of geological suitability was framed. 

 

Chapter 4 deals with the third objective: to use council minutes from local council 

meetings to analyse how this knowledge has been used politically in order to 

construct arguments in favour of DGR construction. This uses the context derived 

from the Chapter 2 and the detail from the Chapter 3 to examine how the 

representation of uncertainty has been used in practice to construct pro-DGR 

arguments in the political arena. This section drew upon minutes published online 

from council meetings held by Allerdale and Copeland Borough Councils as well as 

Cumbria County Council. Archived minutes for each council can be found on their 

respective websites (e.g. ABC, 2012; CBC, 2012; CCC, 2012). Of particular 

relevance were meetings open to the public, where direct questions regarding the 

MRWS process were posed to councillors, and their responses transcribed 

verbatim.  

 

The questions that underlie the objectives were answered sequentially, and form the 

structure of the analysis section of this paper in Chapters 2, 3 and 4. 
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Chapter 2 

 

2.1 Establishing the historical and geological context for the West 

Cumbrian experience: Nirex and the political masquerading as the 

scientific 
 

The history of West Cumbria as a candidate site for a DGR requires an 

understanding of both the geology of the area, and of the precursor to the MRWS 

process, Nirex. This chapter discusses the Nirex search for a candidate site between 

1987 and 1996 and the way in which it was engineered to favour West Cumbria in 

order to illustrate how the previous, non-voluntarist approach ignored its own 

findings and its mandate to promote sites in West Cumbria, a precedent which 

contextualises and substantiates the arguments set out in Chapters 3 & 4. 

 

Nirex was set up in 1982 as a governmental body tasked with investigating 

locations for DGR facilities, its DGR-orientated remit informed by the shift away 

from oceanic dumping of nuclear waste: the London Convention of 1972 (enforced 

as of 1975) introduced a ban on dumping HLW, although LLW and ILW featured 

on a ‘grey list’ of substances which could continue to be dumped with the 

allocation a non-binding permit  (Liisa-Sjöblom & Linsley, 1994; International 

Maritime Organization, 2013). This continued to be the norm throughout the 1970s, 

with a 1976 report by the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution noting 

that “[it] does not seem that the present scale of dumping in the North Atlantic, 

amounting to about 7,000 tonnes per year, poses any worry.” (1976: 142). Public 

opinion meanwhile, informed by the work of envionmental Non-Governmental 

Organisations (NGOs) – notably Greenpeace – began to voice substantial 

opposition: the seamen’s union (backed by the Trade Union Congress) put forward 

a motion to cease sea dumping in 1983, following longstanding collaborative action 

between themselves, the Transport and General Workers’ Union, the Train Drivers’ 

Union, the National Union of Railwaymen, and Greenpeace (Ringius, 1997). This 

collaborative action ensured that the summer of 1982 saw the last sea dumping of 

nuclear waste from the UK. A voluntary moratorium by a number of the convening 

parties from the original London Convention on dumping of LLW and ILW 

followed in 1983, with subsequent meetings culminating with the 1993 consultative 
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meeting that finally prohibited sea dumping of all types of nuclear waste (Liisa-

Sjöblom & Linsley, 1994).  

 

It was in this context that Nirex operated, with its remit “focused on investigating 

phased deep disposal of intermediate-level waste (ILW) and some low-Level waste 

(LLW)” (Nirex, 2003: 7). The crux of its research, however, was geared not 

towards serious critical analysis of the externalities involved in constructing a 

DGR, but instead pertained “to [finding] surface or near-surface sites for low-level 

waste and a deep underground site for intermediate-level waste” (Oldroyd, 2002: 

271). This was a non-voluntarist process, using instead a set of pragmatic 

geological and planning-related criteria. In 1988, the consultancy Pieda was hired 

by Nirex to produce a draft report entitled ‘Deep Repository Project: the 

Identification of Potential Sites’ (Pieda, 1989a), which used as its guiding criterion 

“suitable geological conditions”, defined as: 

 

1. hard rocks in low relief terrain 
2. small islands 
3. seaward-dipping and offshore sediments 
4. inland basins 
5. low permeability basement rocks under sedimentary cover (BUSC)        
(Ibid.: 5) 
 

Also excluded were areas of population density that exceeded 5 persons per 

hectare, as well as land considered “nationally important for its landscape and/or 

conservation value” (Ibid: 6). Crucial to the approach of this process was an 

emphasis on finding areas of suitable geology first, leaving planning concerns to be 

dealt with later, although as discussed in Chapter 3. The site selection process 

whittled an initial 537 sites down to a final 3, with the other 534 candidate sites 

being eliminated at one of five stages of evaluation: location, ownership, 

size/characteristics, geology, and three successive suitability screenings (Pieda, 

1989b: 3). This process of elimination produced a handful of sites, including 

Stanford in Norfolk, Dounreay and Altnabreac in the Highlands, and Sellafield 

(Ibid: 67). However, close inspection of the document –a 68-page recursive list of 

tabulated place names and abbreviations – reveals that the Sellafield site was not 

subjected to the first four stages of evaluation, having been inserted at the stage of 

the suitability screenings. This fact is highlighted by Smythe’s later reappraisal of 

the data (Smythe, 2011b). 
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Confirmation as to the motives for this late inclusion come from an excerpt from a 

letter from the chairman of Nirex to the Secretary of State in November 1988:  

 

We are doubtful whether, given the expected level of opposition, it would 
prove possible to pursue to a successful conclusion a site where there is no 
measure of support in the local community no matter how good its technical 
features. (cited in Nirex, 2005: 13).  
 

As Hetherington puts it: 

 

It turns out that the sites were selected by the Nirex board, almost 
exclusively because the areas were thought to have a ‘measure of support’ 
in their local communities, not on the basis of the analysis provided by the 
[five-stage analysis process] (Hetherington, 1998: 19) 

 

Presumed consent was hence prioritised over geology. In a sense, this was 

understandable: the first UK programme for developing a facility for disposing of 

HLW by-products of reprocessing in Scotland was cancelled in 1981 following 

large-scale public protest, and plans for shallow repository sites at Billingham and 

Elstow had failed because of staunch local opposition (Oldroyd, 2002: 271-288; 

Jonsson et al., 2010).  Yet the official word from Nirex remained that it was more 

cost-effective to construct a single DGR for all waste types (Hetherington, 1998). 

By 1990 it had become apparent that BUSC was preferred over the other geological 

types considered (Ibid: 15) leaving the Precambrian/Palaeozoic rock bed at 

Dounreay and the inland BUSC site near Sellafield as the two most likely candidate 

sites. Planning permission was then sought from the UK government for 

exploratory drilling at these two sites, and after an initial rejection of this at 

Sellafield from CCC was overturned on appeal, four boreholes were drilled 

between 1989 and 1991 along with a number of parallel geophysical studies -

“seismic, gravity and electromagnetic surveys” (Oldroyd, 2002: 273). Similar work 

was carried out at Dounreay, yet Sellafield was selected for further research, 

partially on the basis of transport costs: 60% of the wastes that would ultimately be 

deposited in the DGR were produced at Sellafield (Nirex, 2005; Kemp, 1992). This 

research comprised the completion of 25 additional boreholes centred around the 

site at Longfields Farm (Bowden et al., 1998). By 1993 an understanding of the 

complexity of the geology became apparent, and the next step in the process 
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became the construction of an underground Rock Characterisation Facility (RCF), 

which would yield more precise data on hydrogeological flow and rock fracture at 

an equivalent depth to that planned for the DGR (Hetherington, 1998). 

 

In 1994, Nirex formally applied to CCC for planning permission to construct a RCF 

at the Longfields Farm site (Haszeldine & Smythe, 1996). This was denied by 

CCC, leading to an immediate appeal by Nirex, which culminated in the 1995/96 

public planning inquiry. After five months of deliberation, with a team of Nirex 

lawyers and expert witnesses opposed by “representatives of Cumbria County 

Council, the Gosforth and Copeland Borough Councils [sic2] Greenpeace, Friends 

of the Earth, local conservation groups, and concerned individuals” (Oldroyd, 2002: 

274), an Inspector’s Report that synthesised the wealth of contested technical 

evidence was produced that recommended the appeal be dismissed (Cumbria 

County Council, 1996). The conclusion was based on a number of factors including 

likely environmental and socioeconomic impacts, yet key to its findings were 

criticisms of both the site selection process and the geological suitability of the site 

itself (Wilson, 2008; DEFRA, 2001). In 1997 the Secretary of State for the 

Environment, John Gummer, accepted the findings of the report and the appeal was 

formally dismissed.  

 

A number of points raised during the failed Nirex process are relevant to analysis of 

the MRWS process. A precedent was set of the geological unsuitability of West 

Cumbria as a host to a DGR, as planning permission for the construction of a DGR 

precursor was denied to the most viable site in the region at a public inquiry. A 

further precedent was set for interested parties obfuscating evidence in order to 

push through West Cumbria as the only candidate region for a DGR - i.e. Nirex 

ignoring their own site-selection procedures. Finally, both CBC and CCC opposed 

the Nirex appeal, in contrast to their opting-in to the MRWS process alongside 

ABC in 2010. This MRWS process was entirely different in character to that 

pursued by Nirex, although the underlying aim – of siting a DGR in West Cumbria 

- and some of the techniques used – obfuscation and data removal – ultimately 

remained the same.  

 

                                                        
2Gosforth is a Parish Council, not a Borough. 
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2.2 Post-Nirex and MRWS Voluntarism: Exploring how West 

Cumbria emerged between 2001 and 2008 as the only candidate site 

in contention 
 

Here, the switch towards voluntarism in the aftermath of Nirex is analysed, and the 

relevance of how the process developed in terms of establishing West Cumbria as 

the only candidate site is discussed.  

 

2.2.1 The switch to voluntarism: MRWS 

 

In the aftermath of the failed Nirex search, the UK government changed its 

approach from an ostensibly – but, as discussed above, in practice not - technical 

and pragmatic approach to nuclear waste disposal to one where the first stage in the 

siting process involved a community volunteering to host a DGR. This section 

discusses how and why, after CCC helped to successfully oppose Nirex planning 

application in 1995/1996, West Cumbria emerged in 2008 as the only candidate site 

in the new MRWS process. The rise of voluntarism and the sidelining of geological 

considerations are convolved and interlinked – the former was to an extent possible 

as a necessary consequence of the latter – yet this section deals primarily with 

voluntarism as far as possible, with a more detailed discussion of the scientific and 

political aspects of the process developed in Chapter 3.  

 

Following the end of the Nirex process, the House of Lords Select Committee on 

Science and Technology produced a report on “The Management of Nuclear 

Waste” between 1997 and 1999, which strongly criticised the site-selection 

methods used and made recommendations for an approach based on public 

participation (House of Lords, 2001). In response, the devolved administrations of 

Scotland and Wales and the UK government released a consultation document that 

established the start of the MRWS process in 2001 to investigate new approaches to 

nuclear waste disposal (DEFRA, 2001). This process set the tone for post-Nirex 

shift towards voluntarism at the expense of geological concerns; a process 

explicitly focused on public consultation and participatory consensus building. This 

shift was echoed elsewhere by a Nirex-organised public consultation panel held at 

Lancaster University in 2001, which concluded that “public awareness of 
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radioactive waste management, and energy policy more generally, should be 

enhanced”, and that the “lay public” were able to engage effectively with the 

technical aspects of the process (Hunt & Thompson, 2001: 4). This fell in line with 

the UK’s 1998 signing of the Aarhus Convention, Article 6 of which stipulated 

detailed public participation in decisions related to radioactive waste (EU, 1998). 

While there were no explicit references in the 2001 MRWS report, appendix 4 

(Ibid.: 72-85) summarised the approach in countries including Japan, Spain, 

Sweden, and the United States where voluntarism had played an important role in 

overcoming public opposition. Emphasis in the planned schedule was given to 

“Generating public debate” (Ibid.: 56): “We firmly believe that it will be important 

not to rush this process, but to take the time required to ensure that each step 

forward commands the widest possible public support.” (Ibid.)  

 

Meanwhile, the report made no mention of the role of geology informing the 

suitability of potential sites. Instead, the function of the document was twofold: to 

promote the construction of a DGR by eliminating alternative disposal methods 

(Ibid.: 63-65) – an argument that had already been won (see Chapter 1.1) - and 

prioritising public engagement and consent. A broad swath of overlapping 

techniques were identified including “citizen’s juries”, “stakeholder dialogues” and 

others (Ibid.: 42-45), the stated rationale for which reading as a convenient 

summary of the ethos that drove the post-2001 siting process: 

 

[Unless] people believe that the right policy has been adopted for the right 
reasons, they will strongly resist its implementation. (DEFRA, 2001: 42) 

 

There is a basic, intuitive logic to this reasoning: people will oppose policies that 

they do not consider to be with merit. However, there is an implication that speaks 

to how the debate unfolded during the WCMRWS process: resistance can be 

thwarted, or at least confused, with sufficient control over how information and 

knowledge is constructed, presented and made available. This theme is expanded 

upon in Chapter 3.  
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2.2.2 CoRWM and the switch to voluntarism 
 

Following the 2001 MRWS white paper, the independent advisory body CoRWM 

was formed in 2003 (CoRWM, 2013a; Smythe, 2013c). Tasked with “[reviewing] 

the options for safely managing the UK’s higher activity waste and [making] 

recommendations on the long term solutions” (CoRWM, 2013b), the committee 

produced two reports in 2006 and 2007 that set in motion the current siting process 

outlined in the 2008 MRWS paper (CoRWM, 2006; 2007; DEFRA et al., 2008).  

 

Key to these reports was again the emphasis on voluntarism, albeit tempered and 

constrained by geological concerns. Its opposition to the Nirex approach was 

explicit: “Previous attempts at finding sites for radioactive waste facilities relied on 

the imposition of solutions from above. CoRWM’s approach is quite different and 

rejects such imposition.” (CoRWM, 2006: 9). Furthermore, recommendation 10 of 

the 2006 paper stated that “Community involvement in any proposals for the siting 

of long term radioactive waste facilities should be based on the principle of 

volunteerism, that is, an expressed willingness to participate.” (CoRWM, 2006: 

116) The approach is again contrasted with previous efforts: “Experience in the UK 

and abroad clearly demonstrates the failures of earlier ‘top down’ mechanisms 

(often referred to as ‘Decide-Announce-Defend) to implement long-term waste 

management facilities.” (Ibid.) Again, this is not to say that geological 

considerations were airbrushed entirely: articles 167 and 168 of the 2007 Report to 

Government strongly emphasise the importance of initial screenings to “avoid 

encouraging abortive efforts on the part of communities in areas of unfavourable 

geology” (CoRWM, 2007: 44) and the formal recommendation was made that 

“initial screening should be undertaken before the invitation to participate is issued” 

(Ibid.). This new emphasis in the 2007 report came after criticism from the House 

of Lords Science and Technology Committee on earlier CoRWM reports, noting 

“the requirement that the right scientific and technical solution is found seems to 

have been given a lower priority than it deserves.” (House of Lords, 2004: 12) 

 

While the 2007 report undeniably placed emphasis on the geology, there remained 

an academic skew away from the field amongst CoRWM’s constituent members. 

The 2004 House of Lords Science and Technology Committee report had 

considered the “composition of CoRWM to be inappropriate for offering advice to 



  25 
the Government on the technical aspects of their remit.” (Ibid.: 4). This criticism of 

academic make-up of CoRWM, which sidelined geological knowledge in part by 

being exclusively composed of social scientists and engineers (Smythe, 2013c) – 

was an issue that remained as of 2013 (CoRWM, 2013c).  

 

The official recommendation to precursor the volunteer phase of the siting process 

with a geological screening became diluted in the 2008 MRWS paper (DEFRA, 

2008) – the policy document that set out the guidelines for the current siting process 

- where there was a clear subtext that made geological concerns subservient to 

those of public consent and political expediency. Instead of a nationwide pre-

screening for geological suitability where West Cumbria would have been 

compared directly with other parts of the UK, the British Geological Survey were 

tasked with producing a draft report on the local geology according to a list of sub-

surface suitability criteria only after the host community expressed an interest 

(Ibid.: 68), as Stage 2 of the phased structure of the process indicated in Fig. 2 

below. The asterisk between Stages 2 and 3 indicates the position of West Cumbria 

between 2008-2013.   

 

After the 2008 MRWS paper was published, Cumbria County Council (CCC), 

Allerdale Borough Council (ABC) and Copeland Borough Council (CBC) 

expressed a mutual interest in proposing West Cumbria as a candidate site for 

further DGR suitability research. This culminated in the formation of the West 

Cumbria Managing Radioactive Waste Safely partnership (WCMRWS) in early 

2009 (WCMRWS, 2012). The partnership conducted an extensive consultation 

process with local communities, yet ultimately ended with CCC withdrawing from 

the process in January 2013. This, in theory, has ended the association between the 

DGR siting process and the region, although there remain fears among local anti-

nuclear groups that the process will be resurrected (e.g. Birkby, 2013). What is 

relevant here is the conflict that has been established between the geological 

argument against the area (as noted in section 1.2.6 and Chapter 2), and the 

emphasis on voluntarism that ultimately led to West Cumbria being, once again, the 

only region under serious consideration. 
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Stage 1 
Invitation issued by the Government and expressions 

of interest made by councils 

Stage 2 
Initial geological screening 

Stage 3 
Councils make a decision about whether to enter the 

siting process 

Stage 4 
 

Desk-based studies in participating areas 

Stage 5 
More detailed geological investigations on remaining 

candidates (e.g. boreholes, seismic surveys) 

Stage 6 
 

Underground construction 

Potentiallly suitable * Unsuitable 

 withdrawal? 

 
 withdrawal? 

 

 withdrawal? 

 
 withdrawal? 

 

 withdrawal? 

 
 withdrawal? 

 

 withdrawal? 

 
 withdrawal? 

 

Figure 2. Flowchart representing the MRWS process 
as developed in DEFRA et al. (2008). Adapted from 
WCMRWS (2012: 23). *The position of West 
Cumbria, 2008-2013 
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Chapter 3 

 

As discussed above, the switch to voluntarism was key in ensuring that West 

Cumbria became the only candidate site during the post-Nirex MRWS process. 

However, it relied equally on the systematic production and removal of specific 

pieces of geological knowledge that informed and skewed the public debate 

towards a particular end.  

 

In order to address the role of the sidelining of geological knowledge and 

perspective in the MRWS process, it must be apparent that the MRWS process 

adheres to the framework for constructing consent via the manipulation of the 

public perception of uncertainty that surrounds information presented in the name 

of science introduced in section 1.2.3. For this to be true, we must be satisfied first 

that science – or a particular representation of it – is presented as paramount in the 

overall decision-making process. Second, the means by which the debate has been 

reframed as an open question has to be addressed: how has the representation of 

science as discussed in section 1.2.3 been manipulated via the production of 

scientific uncertainty?  

 

3.1 Science as arbiter in the post-Nirex era 
 

While the discussion of the rise of voluntarism in section 2.2.2 and the analysis of 

the production and suppression of geological knowledge in section 3.2 may seem to 

indicate that a top-down, scientific approach to DGR siting has been sidelined in 

favour of a more ‘democratised’ process, the logic of the siting process still defers 

to notions of science as the ultimate arbiter. This is important for how the debate 

came to be controlled politically, as it enabled the terms of the debate to be 

controlled as discussed in Chapter 4. 

 

This deference is apparent from the very start of the post-Nirex process, with the 

2001 MRWS paper making specific recommendations to suggest how public 

opinion ought to be informed. Article 6.3 recommended the appointment of  

 

[An] independent and authoritative body to advise on what that information 
is, where further information is needed, and when enough information has 
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been gathered for decisions to be taken. This body would need to have the 
breadth of experience and knowledge to give its views widespread respect, 
and sufficient independence from Government and the waste producers for 
its deliberations to be considered objective. We would expect that all advice 
provided by this body would be put into the public domain. (DEFRA et al. 
2001: 49)  

 

The operation of this body – which ultimately became CoRWM - would, according 

to the logic of the paper, encourage a siting decision to be made by means of a 

balance between democracy and publicly available, objectively produced scientific 

knowledge, where the latter influenced the former. That said, there are only two 

specific references to geology in the entire 91-page report: one that refers to the 

work of Nirex, and the other describing one of the research specialities of a now-

defunct non-governmental nuclear advisory group (DEFRA et al., 2001: 9; 50).  

However, even if the form that the science takes is not explicit, the paper prioritises 

access to (scientific) knowledge, with Chapters 5 and 6 – “A Public Debate” and 

“Managing the Debate” (Ibid.: 41-48; 49- 55) - explicitly focused on public access 

to technical knowledge that informs the process. The notion of access in turn raises 

questions of construction of and control over said scientific knowledge.  

 

Similarly to the 2001 MRWS paper, the 2006 CoRWM report dedicated a chapter 

to clarifying both its relationship with and access to scientific knowledge, as well as 

recommendations for how this knowledge would be produced in later stages of the 

process. Indeed, it acknowledged and responded to criticism of its previous work 

having been too vague in respect to its recommended role for scientific knowledge. 

Aware of the limitations of its members – the report noted that CoRWM 

“essentially had an oversight role and would need to bring in relevant expert 

knowledge” (CoRWM, 2006: 56) – it nevertheless acknowledged the important 

function of scientific knowledge in the siting process: “[it was] always clear that 

science was going to play a key role in its work [although] this was not fully 

articulated [in earlier CoRWM publications]”.  

 

While science was consistently deferred to as the most important component of the 

siting process, this is not to say that it was geology that was paramount. Indeed, 

there was a shift towards engineering solutions that ran parallel to – and perhaps 

surmounted - geological considerations, thereby helping to diminish the role of 

local geology and hydrology (Smythe, 2013c). The basic logic behind this approach 
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is summarised by CoRWM as follows: 

 

The geological barrier supports the engineered system and provides stability over 
the long term during which time radioactive decay reduces the levels of 
radioactivity. The geological barrier provides a stable environment over the long 
term and reduces the return to the biosphere of any radioactivity released from the 
engineered barriers. (CoRWM, 2006: 116). 

 

Here then, the importance of the geological barrier is emphasised in addition to the 

engineered one: given the timescale at which nuclear burial operates, it is almost 

inevitable that the engineered barriers will be compromised and radioactive 

material will be leeched into the surrounding geology. Yet as new technical 

solutions are developed, so too is a sense of infallibility. An example of the failings 

of this reliance on engineered solutions comes from the recent history of the 

Swedish-developed KBS-3 buffer, which relies on storage of wastes inside of 

overlapping boron steel and copper alloy containers (Svensk Kärnbränslehantering 

AB, 2013). Until 2006 the KBS-3 method was the preferred engineered barrier of 

the BGS and Nirex, yet by 2008 problems with anaerobic corrosion of the copper 

component – an inherent structural flaw that would have substantially reduced its 

effectiveness as a barrier had it been employed – led to the BGS issuing a statement 

denying its suitability for the UK (Smythe, 2012: 9; Nuclear Power? Yes Please, 

2009). This example is instructive: our understanding of the limitations of the 

technologies that are developed as engineered barriers for nuclear waste are 

dependent on long-term evaluation of their performance, and are therefore subject 

to constant readjustment. On the other hand, our understanding of geology is much 

more substantive in the long-term – as well as being much more relevant when the 

engineered barriers are ultimately breached – and so should remain the more 

important consideration. Indeed, following through the logic of the argument that 

engineered solutions such as the KBS-3 construction are immutable leads to the 

conclusion that where they were sited becomes irrelevant, and even raises the 

question of why underground burial is still even necessary. Yet as Smythe puts it, 

“if we have doubts about it, then we’re implicitly admitting that the geology does 

matter (Smythe, 2013c).  

 

Nonetheless, engineered solutions play a central part in the science-as-arbiter theme 

in the WCMRWS final report. The theme is also general, with the report making 

explicit that it endorsed CoRWM’s approach of having “eliminated various options 
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based on scientific advice until they reached a unanimous agreement that geological 

disposal was the best available approach.” (WCMRWS, 2012: 16). Following the 

2001 MRWS paper, the report also notes “[the] project will also require ongoing 

involvement of the scientific (and in particular the geological) community.” (Ibid.: 

29).  

 

In spite of its position as an arbiter, the role of science does remain somewhat 

tempered by the overwhelming focus on voluntarism. While the WCMRWS report 

acknowledged “[concern] about the level of uncertainty associated with the overall 

design of a GDF at this stage, including concerns over untested technology” 

(WCMRWS, 2012: 109), the response was to note that it was “worth remembering 

that if the regulators were not satisfied that a safety case could be made for a GDF 

at a specific location, it would not be built there.” (Ibid.). In light of the above 

discussion of the ephemeral nature of what can be considered ‘safe’ in terms of 

engineered solutions, this argument is unconvincing: a plausible safety case for a 

KBS-3 barrier could have been made had the consultation process happened in 

2007. Furthermore, the chapter in which this issue is addressed (Ibid.: 107-116) 

lays repeated and heavy emphasis on the “site-specific” (Ibid.: 108, 109; 112, 113, 

115) nature of how the engineering design of the facility would be constructed, with 

no more specific detail as to the preferred type other than the use of a “multi-

barrier” approach (Ibid.: 107). This is indicative of an approach that has as its 

primary goal the selection of a site via a process of political convenience, with the 

implication being that the engineering can be tailored to fit the geology.  

 

3.2 The presentation of West Cumbrian geology as an open 

question: data removal and the construction of uncertainty 2001-

2008 
 

As above, science, in one form or another – retained a crucial role during the 

MRWS process. Given that it was via recourse to this that the WCMRWS public 

debate would ultimately be conducted, the function of the obfuscation, omission 

and removal of prior and relevant geological information becomes apparent. By 

creating confusion and appealing to a sense of uncertainty over the geological 

suitability of the region to be countered by future research, WCMRWS was able to 
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create an appreciable degree not just of public support, but also a crucial lack of 

opposition from those who found themselves unable to take a position. Other 

factors fed into this – economic incentives, a basic degree of familiarity and 

acceptance of nuclear infrastructure in the region – yet the removal of relevant 

geological knowledge helped steer the debate in favour of the MRWS process (as 

discussed in Chapter 4.) The narrative of scientific uncertainty was set long in 

advance of the advent of the WCMRWS process in 2009 however, and so this 

section turns to the forces that shaped it between 2001 and 2008.  

 

The primary mechanisms employed were twofold. First, geological data and 

knowledge was obfuscated by being removed from public availability - or obstacles 

to its access were erected - as opposed to its fabrication.  Second, the issue was 

framed such that the existence of this information was never referenced, or that its 

production was something that was either irrelevant given the engineering solutions 

implied, or something that could be dealt with once the MRWS process had begun 

in earnest: the ‘more research is needed’ argument. While communities could, in 

theory, withdraw from the process at any time until construction began on the 

DGR, proceeding further down the chain requires positive geological feedback, and 

the experience with Nirex suggests that it is not impossible that the results of 

geological studies could be altered so as to promote the site.  

 

The systematic removal of data began in the wake of the Nirex inquiry, which had 

produced results that sharply criticised the process on grounds of geological 

suitability, and which concluded as a consequence that there was an “overwhelming 

case for examining the merits of alternative sites” (CCC, 1996: 277). In 2000, at the 

same time as work was beginning on the 2001 MRWS paper which made no 

mention of geology, all of the reports related to the 1995/1996 planning inquiry 

were removed from the Nirex website, along with any reference to the process itself 

having occurred at all (Smythe, 2013, 2013c). The reports were moved into storage 

at the BGS facility in Keyworth, and indexed using an archive document on the 

website of the BGS (BGS, 2002). This document is purely descriptive, and makes 

no mention of the conclusions reached by 1995/1996 Nirex inquiry, or of the 

relevance of any of Nirex’s geological findings to the DGR siting process.  
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A scanned copy of the 1995/1996 technical assessor’s report (the first appendix to 

the more comprehensive Inspector’s report) has been available throughout the post-

2001 MRWS process, but this was uploaded not by CoRWM or an affiliated body 

but instead by the technical Inspector of the Nirex planning inquiry himself, Mr. 

Colin Knipe, who made it available on his personal page on the website of the 

engineering consultancy for which he works (Johnson, Poole & Bloomer, 2013; 

Knipe, personal comm., 17 August 2013). The Inspector’s report itself was not 

made available online by an official body involved with MRWS or CoRWM until 

WCMRWS did so in 2011 (Smythe, personal comm. 16 August 2013; Knipe, 

personal comm., 17 August 2013), two years after the WCMRWS consultation 

process had begun, and two years after relevant documents had first started to be 

submitted on their website (WCMRWS, 2013a). As this website was the primary 

resource for public information about the DGR siting process – a process that 

hinged on public support in order to progress to Stage 4 of the process – this 

amounts to a de facto removal of knowledge available to the public, which would in 

turn limit the terms of the debate.  

 

This is not to say that the documents were not available at all, however. CCC, who 

were originally opposed to the siting of a DGR in West Cumbria and so had an 

interest in preserving the Nirex documents, had a poor quality copy of the report on 

their website for a number of years prior to the WCMRWS process, along with 

other supporting documents (Smythe, personal comm., August 20, 2013). These 

still exist as records, but were removed from the CCC website in the aftermath of 

its decision to be involved in the WCMRWS process, and can now only be 

accessed by visiting the archive centre in Whitehaven (CCC, 2013a). Professor 

Smythe has provided a more legible copy of the Inspector’s report on his personal 

website since November 2010 (Smythe, personal comm. 16 August 2013). This 

copy is however present alongside a number of other Nirex documents that 

corroborate the geological case for not siting a DGR in West Cumbria, which were 

similarly essentially removed from the internet in 2000 (although available at 

Keyworth) only to be made available once more in 2009.  

 

Yet the terms on which the Inspector’s report – and other Nirex documents that 

could be used against the WCMRWS process - were available helped to influence 

the parameters of the public debate in West Cumbria, as well as the process by 
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which it came to be selected as the candidate site in 2009. Even if a document is 

available, its utility to interested parties is a function of the ease with which it can 

be accessed, and the extent to which an individual knows what s/he is looking for. 

The barriers to availability of Nirex documents discussed above operated at two 

levels. First, they expedited the post-Nirex shift in siting policy away from specific 

references to geology. None of the CoRWM documents referenced the Nirex 

inspector’s report (Roche, personal comm., 16 August 2013; CoRWM, 2006, 

CoRWM, 2007), and, given the expertise of the committee, it seems implausible 

that this could have been an oversight. Rather, Nirex and its findings were 

deliberately sidelined, making them not only hard to access, but also by the 

implication that accompanied their omission from the CoRWM reports, not even 

something to be considered.  

 

3.3 Reframing the debate: The presentation of uncertainty to the 

public during the post-2008 WCMRWS consultation 
 

The issue of how geology was reframed and presented to the West Cumbrian public 

during the consultation process is concisely illustrated by the subheading of 

Chapter 8 of the Final Report: 

 

Could there be geology suitable for a GDF in West Cumbria? (WCMRWS, 

2012: 87) 

 

Even on a grammatical level, the question obfuscates and controls the terms in 

which geology is discussed; instead of posing the simple-present ‘is the geology 

suitable…” form, the hypothetical “could” implicitly denies or disregards previous 

geological work in the area and the post-Nirex critiques of Haszeldine and Smythe. 

This perception is borne out by the subsequent discussion. While it notes that “[a] 

key factor is to identify long-term, suitably low groundwater flows in any potential 

host rock” (Ibid.), no reference is made to the work of Smythe and Haszeldine, to 

Nirex itself, or indeed any of the large body of existing work on geology and DGR 

siting in West Cumbria. Instead, the first step in the WCMRWS process was an 

“Initial Geological Study – a desk-based study that, according to the paper’s own 

jargon dictionary, is defined as “[a] process of looking at available facts and figures 
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without carrying out any new practical investigations.” (Ibid.: 88). The implication 

here is that these facts and figures had not been discussed and analysed; that what 

was needed was a fresh perspective.  

 

Indeed, the initial screening report provided by the BGS produced a message that fit 

into the ‘more research is needed’ narrative of uncertainty by subtle design of the 

exclusion criteria for potential sites. These criteria were split between natural 

resources – coal, oil and gas, oil shales, metal ores, and disposal of wastes – and 

groundwater (BGS, 2010). Within the groundwater criterion, “specific complex 

hydrogeological environments” (BGS, 2010: 43) might have indicated an 

understanding of the necessity of screening out areas of high groundwater flow; 

instead it focused on Karst environments and thermal springs, neither of which 

were considered to exist in forms that would exclude areas of West Cumbria (Ibid.: 

44). Moreover, drinking water was not considered under the natural resource 

category, something that Symthe (2013c) posits would have stymied the entire 

process there and then. The manner in which the report treats groundwater aquifers 

is also contradictory in a way that suggests its failings. Its implicit 

acknowledgement of the necessity of avoiding complex geology and high 

groundwater flow is clear: 
 

The isolation of a GDF from exploitable water resources will be a major issue for 
providing the eventual suitability of any proposed site. These aquifer rock volumes 
will need to be considered in more detail at later stages in the MRWS process. 
(Ibid.:  43) 

 

Yet this admission forms part of a summary that recommends that no part of West 

Cumbria be eliminated from consideration at the screening stage on the grounds of 

aquifer proximity, and no mention is made of the inherent problems with 

hydrogeological flow in a region where the terrain is canted as it is in West 

Cumbria. The WCMRWS final report notes that considerably more area than was 

excluded during the initial screening would eventually have to be removed from 

consideration based on aquifer proximity: “The NDA has said that it is not possible 

to provide an estimate of this volume at this stage in the MRWS process.” 

(WCMRWS, 2012: 95). It is important to consider where this knowledge was 

produced, and why: the NDA had a clear interest in the success of the WCMRWS 

process and that this statement was left unexamined in the Partnership’s report 

indicates if not collusion between the two, at least passive acceptance on their part.  
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The ultimate function of the BGS report is therefore to justify not ruling out all but 

the most obviously contested areas of the region – the 25.5% of the partnership area 

(WCMRWS, 2012: 95) where exclusion criteria were consistently met for 

exploitable subterranean natural resources (Fig. 3).  Thus it may be argued initial 

screening criteria were not geological but political: areas were excluded based on 

potential future profit as opposed to geological unsuitability. The WCMRWS report 

was keen, however, to present the results as both objective and consensus-driven 

following examination by two non-BGS-affiliated geologists: “two independent 

reviewers endorsed it and there is little criticism of the study’s integrity from 

elsewhere.” (WCMRWS, 2012: 93). One of these independent reviewers was Dr. 

Dearlove, a consulting geologist in the employ of WCMRWS who spoke on behalf 

of the WCMRWS process at a public seminar in 2011 (WCMRWS, 2011). His 

independence was therefore questionable, and yet even he appeared to have serious 

reservations about the ultimate suitability of the region (bold emphasis in original, 

italicised emphasis added): 

 

There remain two potentially suitable rock volumes in West Cumbria, for 
which insufficient data and no published authoritative reviews are currently 
available, that have the potential to be suitable GDF host rocks. Neither of 
these two rock volumes should be regarded at this stage as particularly 
promising, in terms of their potential to eventually be identified as suitable 
GDF host rock, but until available data have been reviewed by a suitably 
impartial authoritative body, they cannot be ruled out at this stage from the 
MRWS Partnership process. (Dearlove, J. cited in WCMRWS, 2012: 98.) 

 

Furthermore, the complexity and difficulty involved in explaining precisely why 

more research was not needed, and why the process should be ceased on geological 

grounds as opposed to proceeding to Stage 4 further helped the ‘more research is 

needed’ argument of the WCMRWS. In addition to refutations by Dr. Dearlove 

(whose above assessment is of the geology is hardly convincing), part of the 

dismissal of Professor Smythe’s arguments by WCMRWS involved noting his 

failure to present his case at a geology seminar during the consultation process 

(WCMRWS, 2013b). As Professor Smythe gave addressed a number of other 

audiences in the region during the consultation process (Smythe, 2013c), this was 

not a failing of conviction. Instead, it highlights the rhetorical imbalance between 

the two sides of the argument. There is a clear difference in terms of time and 
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conceptual difficulty in explaining the two arguments: on one hand, it is relatively 

easy to simply state that there is uncertainty, and that a better picture will emerge in 

light of future research. On the other, it is considerably more tasking to demonstrate 

to a lay public that enough is known about a particular, specialised field of 

knowledge to demonstrate that any uncertainty remains relatively certain. The onus 

is on this argument to refute as oppose to postulate, something that becomes much 

harder to do when specialised forms of scientific knowledge are involved. 

 

Through a combination of data removal and selective (non) referencing, CoRWM 

and MRWS, and latterly the WCMRWS process were able to ground consent via 

the cultural production of uncertainty. This perspective was apparent in the reports 

that were produced, and led to the use of the rhetorical advantage of claiming that 

more research was required. Building on the argument developed in the previous 

paragraph, the next chapter provides further examples of how this culturally-

produced uncertainty was used politically. 
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Figure 3. Map of the total partnership area under 
consideration in the WCMRWS process (outline) and the 
area excluded by the initial BGS screening (shaded area) 
(BGS, 2010: 6). 
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Chapter 4 
 

In order to assess how the rhetorical advantage of uncertainty controlled the terms 

under which the debate as to whether West Cumbria should move to Step 4 of the 

MRWS process was conducted, this paper turns now to how arguments were 

constructed in the political arena. The most revealing and indicative information 

available from the agendas and minutes for council meetings of CCC, ABC and 

CBC come from both ad-hoc and pre-prepared responses to questions posed by 

members of the public during meetings that directly address the process, and it is 

these that are now turned to. Selections of the types of argument that were made are 

given from records from ABC, CBC and CCC, along with discussions of their 

meaning and relevance.  

 

4.1 Doubt and uncertainty 
 

The primary focus here is on how the presentation of scientific uncertainty was 

used in practice; how the doubt took on a life of its own to justify the MRWS 

process by interested parties.  

 

First, legitimacy was conferred upon the uncertainty. From a council meeting at 

ABC in 2010: 

As far as possible, all scientific data presented to the West Cumbria MRWS 
Partnership and not originating from work commissioned by the Partnership 
will be peer reviewed.  For instance, as you will know, the Partnership 
commissioned two independent geologists to peer review the work of the 
British Geological Survey in producing the excluded areas map which was 
presented at the last Partnership meeting.  It is the intention of the 
Partnership to continue to validate work in the same way in the future.  As 
you may also know, the work of the WCMRWS Partnership is monitored by 
an external evaluator. - Councillor M. Davidson (ABC, 2010) 

 

Here, the argument recourses to steps a), b) and c) of the schema illustrated in Fig. 

1, asserting the apparent validity of the scientific uncertainty by choosing, on a 

political level, to accept the judgement of one set of geologists over another. 
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Indeed, a possible motivating factor can be inferred from Councillor Davidson’s 

registered interest before the council meeting as a consequence of being “in receipt 

of a pension earned during his employment in the nuclear industry” (Ibid.) 

Furthermore, he refers to the same independent geologist who had earlier noted, as 

above, “Neither of these two rock volumes [i.e. the two under consideration] should 

be regarded at this stage as particularly promising” (Dearlove, J. cited in 

WCMRWS, 2012: 98.) 

 

Once this uncertainty was legitimised, its presentation became the default 

argument. In a council meeting of ABC in September 2012, months before a 

decision was to be made as to whether the three councils would progress to Stage 4, 

a member of the public raised concerns regarding the geological suitability of the 

region.  

 

The Partnership has received expert geological submissions arguing that 
West Cumbria’s geology is unsuitable and further progress is not 
worthwhile. However the Partnership also received contrary expert advice 
stating that further progress is worthwhile, because not enough is known to 
say that all of the area should be ruled out. - Councillor A. Smith (ABC, 
2012) 

 

At this point, the mantra is repeated: the simple logic of ‘more research is needed’ 

is unanswerable in this context. When pressed, the constraints of the technical 

argument in the public-political format become apparent, so too the degree to which 

they favour the argument for uncertainty. In a 2011 ABC meeting, Councillor 

Davidson was again posed a question regarding the case for West Cumbria-wide 

unsuitability on geological terms, and responded by highlighting the emphasis on 

public information-dissemination, voluntarism and the lack of commitment implied 

in the stage of the MRWS process that ABC were involved in.  The geology was 

not addressed, because it could not be. Instead, his response was as follows: 

 
[while] I would like to discuss this further with him and with Council, it 
would not be appropriate to do so at this time. - Councillor M. Davidson 
(ABC, 2011a).  

 

There was neither the level of technical expertise, nor enough time to make the 

case. And so again the argument reverted back to ‘more research is needed’: 
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seemingly erring on the side of caution, while paradoxically representing the riskier 

option.  

 

Indeed, the pseudo-logic that the rhetorical power of the argument depends on is so 

pervasive that it was adopted by non-expert local politicians and non-expert 

constituents alike, as illustrated by this exchange from CBC in September 2012: 

 

We are asking for a search for a GDF site, that’s all. So how can anyone say 
that they know what a search will find. [sic] Surely if the geology is not 
suitable, then the Search [sic] will discover this? There is no logic in the 
Antis [sic] position. – Mr. J, Murdock (CBC, 2012) 

 

The suggestion that “how can anyone say that they know what a search will 

find[?]” implies both a successfully-engineered attempt to present West Cumbrian 

geology as an open question, as well as the suppression of the legitimacy of the 

counter argument.  

 

Finally, on the 30th of January 2013, hours before CCC voted not to continue with 

the MRWS process, the Cabinet Minister for Environment and Transport noted the 

following: 

 

It has been suggested by many people that other parts of the country have 
far more suitable geologies than does Cumbria to host a GDF. Today we 
heard from someone who thinks that could be Eastern England. They may 
be right. I don’t know. And at the moment no one knows whether 
Cumbria’s geology is suitable. 

 
The fact is that nationwide only West Cumbria has made an Expression of 
Interest and volunteered to be part of the MRWS process. (CCC, 2013b) 

 

The first point – the uncertainty, the idea that nobody knows whether the geology is 

suitable – is familiar, and its political consequences have been discussed at length 

above. Yet the second point, that West Cumbria was again the only candidate site, 

is a stark fact, ultimately made possible in part because of the production and 

recapitulation of the argument of uncertainty displayed in the previous sentence.  

 

In spite of the ultimate vetoing of the process, these arguments were representative 

of more than a fringe perspective. Ultimately it was only CCC who voted against 

progressing to Step 4, with CBC and ABC voting to continue with the process. 
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Furthermore, an opinion poll carried out by Ipsos Mori in May 2012 claimed that 

53% of adults in West Cumbria were in favour of continuing the search for a site 

(Ipsos Mori, 2012: 3). It should be noted that the design of the survey has been 

criticised for phrasing leading questions in order to provide the results that 

WCMRWS – who commissioned the survey – wanted (Birkby, 2012). Yet even if 

53% is an exaggerated figure, it reflects at least a sizeable minority support for the 

site search.  The result soon became part of the discourse, as this question from a 

member of the public at a September 2012 CBC meeting suggests:  
 

“The MRWS opinion survey – the only real poll that has been done – found that 
[and I quote] “All across Cumbria, more people were in favour of a GDF site 
search than were against” Why don’t we do the democratic thing, and follow the 
will of our people in West Cumbria?” - Mr E. Dinsdale (Ibid.) 

 

 

These examples represent uncertainty becoming unshackled and liberated, entering 

into the public discourse as part of a form of mass-sophism so large in scale and 

with so many facilitating actors – local politicians, the local nuclear industry and 

members of the public - operating with a such diverse range of interests and 

motivations that the original source of the knowledge under discussion, and of the 

underlying political motivations for the deliberately uncertain manner in which it is 

presented, become obscure and buried. The debate is reduced to what appear to be 

the simplest facts: more research is needed, and West Cumbria is, once again, the 

only area under consideration. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Conclusion 
 

This paper has charted the progression from the top-down approach of Nirex to the 

participatory, voluntary governance of the MRWS and subsequently WCMRWS 

processes. In doing so, it has noted that the differences between the two were by no 

means as stark as the implied contradiction between the – seemingly – opposing 

forms of power distribution and decision-making. Instead, in functional terms, the 

post-2001 voluntarism-based process was able to take advantage of a number of 

factors in order to control the terms by which the public debate was conducted 

during the WCMRWS consultation, and even if ultimately unsuccessful (as of 

August 2013) was able to construct a significant degree of consent via the 

production of doubt and uncertainty.   

 

 

The analysis of the Nirex case contextually grounds the MRWS process by 

establishing a clear precedent set for the primary motivation for siting a DGR in 

West Cumbria being one of political convenience and short-term practical 

expediency. The logic is simple: Cumbria is, as above, the region of the UK most 

familiar with (and economically dependent on) the nuclear industry, and already 

home to the majority of the existing nuclear waste in the UK. As CoRWM 

presciently noted in 2007, “It is certainly the case that, in other countries, 

communities which have volunteered to become hosts have usually been associated 

with the nuclear industry or have been in relatively remote and economically 

disadvantaged locations” (CoRWM, 2007: 17). Yet as the Nirex process and the 

plans for shallow repositories at Billingham and Elstow demonstrated, local 

opposition to DGR construction has historically been strong. Successive 

governments have long been aware of this, and the acknowledgement in the 2001 

MRWS paper that policy must be seen to be adopted for the right reasons has long 

been exploited when DGR planning is concerned. First Nirex contradicted its own 

site-selection process and obfuscated the data in order to attempt to site a DGR in 

West Cumbria, and when this failed and a switch to voluntarism was made, the 

terms of the debate were controlled and constrained by a particular perspective that 
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produce an narrative of uncertain geology, where more research would be required 

further down the line.  

 

This framing of the debate was achieved in two ways: by removal of Nirex 

documents from the internet, and at the same time by the production of CoRWM 

and MRWS documents that failed to reference them. The resulting narrative 

proposed by WCMRWS and the local councils in favour of it during the 

consultation process in West Cumbria was influenced by this culturally-produced 

uncertainty, which limited the terms of the public debate and skewed the rhetorical 

advantage towards continuing with the MRWS process. Ultimately, the process 

failed. Yet this was based on the decision of the inner cabinet of CCC – both ABC 

and CBC voted to continue with the process. There remained a considerable degree 

of support for the process, and this was in part a consequence of the framing of the 

debate in terms of scientific uncertainty. 

 

Limitations to the study and future research questions 
 

That only one full-length interview could be produced was a limitation; attempts to 

arrange interviews with representatives from the BGS, CCC, ABC and CBC were 

made, but to no avail. The perspective of the BGS on their role in the WCMRWS 

process and the degree to which they perceive their remit to have been politically 

constrained would be an interesting perspective to have, although it is unlikely that 

too much light would be cast on the matter by a current representative. Instead the 

argument for the remit of the BGS being circumscribed relies upon the testimony of 

a former employee who was not working there at the time (Smythe, 2013c), and the 

Nirex-era precedent for political subterfuge. Direct responses from representatives 

of ABC, CBC and CCC in favour of the WCMRWS process may have proved 

instructive, although largely the same questions were put to them in council 

meetings.  

 

While the WCMRWS process was dissolved when CCC withdrew in January 2013, 

Eddie Martin, the Conservative leader of CCC whose opinion was ultimately 

swayed towards voting no (Smythe, 2013c) has since retired, and while the most 

recent local elections left CCC in a position of no overall control, a future Labour 

council may well look more favourably on re-instigating the search. How an 
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argument could be made for a third attempt to achieve the same goal would imply 

complex questions of access to knowledge, science and power. Furthermore, given 

that the 2008 MRWS paper reserves the right to abandon the voluntarism process 

were it to fail – and given that it has – important questions regarding how the siting 

process proceeds, and the character it takes are also raised. On the 31st of January 

2013, the Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) launched a review of 

the policy, with the Secretary of State for Energy and Climate Change Ed Davey 

noting that “[the] fact that two local authorities in west Cumbria voted in favour of 

continuing the search for a potential site for a GDF demonstrates that communities 

recognise the substantial benefits that are associated with hosting such a facility – 

both in terms of job creation and the wider benefits associated with its 

development.“ (Davey, 2013). The DECC has already begun processing feedback 

in anticipation of modifications to the MRWS process (DECC, 2013). The drive to 

construct a DGR remains as permanent as the nuclear waste it would house. 
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Appendix 1 
 
Interview with Professor David Smythe 
 
10/07/2013 
 
Paul Hallows (PH): Could you explain briefly your involvement in the process post-2010, 
post-the most recent voluntarism movement in Cumbria? 
 
Professor David Smythe (DS): I am involved just as an observer and a critic. 
 
PH: Have you attended any meetings or seminars? 
 
DS: I gave no less than six lectures in West Cumbria as an independent expert, plus two 
extras to schools in the area. I came over quite a few times from France to England just to 
give lectures I should add also at my own expense. I got involved in the West Cumbria 
MRWS consultation starting in 2010 because it was clear from the way it was framed that 
the government was tryhingv to pretend that the 1995/96 planning inquiry into an 
underground test laboratory had never happened. They’re trying to airbrush out the past 
and come to West Cumbria as if it were a clean sheet of paper – as if there were no 
problems with the geology and that there had never been a planning inquiry finding against 
the government and so on, and this is fundamentally dishonest. 
 
PH: You mention that a number of the documents from the mid-1990s process were 
removed from public availability on the internet. 
 
DS: That’s right – Nirex, the semi-independent agency…  
 
[recording cut off] 
 
PH: So we were just talking about Nirex and the cover-up operation during the late ‘90s. 
 
DS: Nirex had failed to… Nirex removed, around the year 2000, Nirex removed all 
reference to the planning inquiry from its website, and given that was the most important 
event that had ever happened to Nirex, it was obviously a sign that something dirty was 
afoot. 
 
PH: Do you believe that there was collusion between Nirex and the government? 
 
DS: Absolutely. And in 2001 there was a white paper called Managing Radioactive Waste 
Safely – which was really a white paper on a white paper – it was setting out the first 
inkling of the government’s views, which was about finding a waste repository site by 
voluntarism and there was no mention of geology in it. Now this was despite expert reports 
from people like the Royal Society, and indeed from the House of Commons select 
committee saying that of course the geology has to be done first and then we look for 
volunteers. So it was very curious that the government’s setting up in 2001 of this white 
paper about MRWS made no reference to geology. Then coming out of this white paper 
they formed a committee called CORWM (Committee on Radioactive Waste 
Management), and what was highly suspicious there was that there were no Earth Scientists 
on this committee – some good people on it, no question – but they were all sociologists 
and economists. 
 
PH: So it was taken as read that the geology was something that could be approached later 
 



  54 
DS: Yes, so the collusion and the fiddling was the assumption that we’ll develop the 
voluntarist process without mentioning the geology, and the collusion behind that is 
governments, when they set out a white paper, always have an idea of what they’re aiming 
for. Now the Blair government in 2001 would never have set out this white paper talking 
about voluntarism without having some idea of what the end product was going to be. 
There is no question in my mind that in 2001, Nirex as its executive arm, if you like, and 
the two borough councils in West Cumbria (namely Copeland and Allerdale) were by this 
time colluding with the government to say “of course we’ll volunteer – just set up the 
process in such a way that we can volunteer and never mind the geology – don’t mention 
the geology” because the planning inquiry of six years prior to that had shown that the 
geology was very unsafe. So in a way it’s what lawyers call predetermination. This is a 
word that lawyers and politicians run a mile from. 
 
[recording cut off] 
 
DS: So, my case is that the deliberate omission of any mention of geology, and the fact that 
they were concentrating on voluntarism, together with the history of what had happened in 
the decade preceding that, means that the government was predetermined to go back to 
West Cumbria by this backdoor root of voluntarism, and that it would suppress any 
mention of geology for as long as possible. 
 
PH: From reading the consultation documents that were produced, it seems as though 
there’s a very strong emphasis on fringe benefits and job creation and all of these nebulous 
terms that sound positive 
 
DS: Yes, these are all bribes – and the 2008 white paper about MRWS (which musn’t be 
confused with the earlier one called the same thing) specifically sets out the criteria, and 
taking recommendations from CoRWM, by which time it had produced its final report, it 
ignored some key features of the CoRWM recommendations. For example, that CoRWM 
only recommended geological disposal for existing nuclear waste, which had to be defined 
in advance – the volumes and the types of waste. And that CoRWM was not giving a green 
light to new build. And of course a reason for the 2008 white paper was that Blair had 
decided by 2006 that he wanted new build for Britain, and that one of the things that had to 
be done and dusted was a place to  put the wastes arising both from the new build and to 
solve the problem of the legacy – the pre-existing – wastes. So that’s why they came out 
with the 2008 white paper. But they ignored a lot of the CoRWM recommendations, and 
they called for volunteers, knowing full well that Copeland and Allerdale would volunteer. 
There is good evidence – which I don’t have to hand, but other people have discussed it – 
that Copeland and Allerdale were so in on the process… meetings held at a hotel in West 
Cumbria in January 2008, but the minutes are not available – they were never minuted – 
you know, open lies like this. There is no doubt that Copeland and Allerdale were closely 
involved in setting up this white paper, and they could promise in advance that they would 
volunteer. So even if no-one else in the country volunteered then the government thought 
they were on to a good thing: “yeah, we know we’ve got Copeland back on board again, 
and we just have to find a site somewhere near Sellafield, within the borough of Copeland 
or maybe Allerdale.” That was their plan by 2008. So that’s why all the emphasis is on 
voluntarism, no mention of geology. The stages of the MRWS process were set out firstly 
with a so-called ‘high-level geological screening process’ This was a remit given to the 
British Geological Survey (which I used to work for) to take the two areas of Copeland and 
Allerdale and tell the government what parts – what proportions - of the volumes and 
areas… 
 
[recording cut off] 
 
DS: The high level screening was cutting out no more than 10 or 20% of the land area in 
the two boroughs, which would be unsuitable because of the natural resources such as coal, 
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coal-bed methane, oil, or water. But the report – this BGS report – was itself heavily 
doctored at the insistence of the NDA, who comissioned it, so that consideration of the 
most important natural resource of all –which is drinking water – was to be postponed to a 
later stage. The reason they did that was if they had ruled out all the areas where there were 
aquafers then nothing of Copeland and Allerdale would be left. Ergo none of the area is 
suitable, just on the grounds of natural resource danger. Quite apart from the unsuitability 
of the geology. But the high level report – the so-called screening report – was also 
misused by people like the second CoRWM committee that was set up in 2008. This was a 
new bunch of guys. They even tried to suggest that the BGS screening report was indeed a 
proper review of the geology of West Cumbria, and that areas that had passed the screening 
test were, in principle, suitable. Now this is a complete lie. The screening out of minerals, 
and resources like water, has nothing to do with the suitability or otherwise of a volume of 
rock for waste disposal. So this was another piece of sleight of hand by this West Cumbria 
MRWS process. So along came some people – particularly myself and also Professor 
Haszeldine from Edinburgh -  and we gave all these lectures and really got some of the 
council members thinking about it, that really after all maybe the geology is unsuitable. 
And at the end of the day, Cumbria County Council, under the guidance of – I think its 
very wise leader, Eddie Martin – he came to our lectures, he came and he listened, the latter 
part of last year, November/December. He and his council decided, both on the grounds of 
the lack of democracy in the process, and of the inadequate geology, they decided to pull 
out of the process.  
 
Now, I suppose you know that for the process to have gone forward, the government had to 
have the county council and at least one of the county councils in play. So the fact that 
CCC pulled out scuppered the whole process. And there is no question that what the 
government is now trying to do is it is talking to the two borough councils alone, and they 
may try and rewrite the rules of the MRWS process, by for example turning Copeland and 
Allerdale into a unitary… 
 
[recording cut off] 
 
DS: So what the government is refusing to face up to even after January the 30th is the fact 
that the geology is unsuitable – they are not addressing it. Stuart and I know we’re on to a 
winner because at no point have they challenged our views; they have just ignored them or 
tried to ignore them. If we were talking shite, no doubt by now they would have 
comissioned the BGS or some other independent geologists to shoot us down, you know 
they would have done that. But the fact that they have not succeeded in doing so means in 
effect that they daren’t even try, because they know they will lose that battle.  
 
PH: It’s easier to sideline you than to challenge you. 
 
DS: Yes, that’s what they’re trying to do. And how this will all end up – you know, the 
government is spoiling for a fight – it will end up in a judicial review, asked for by 
Greenpeace or maybe Friends of the Earth, some organisation like that, who will challenge 
the legality of the decision to go back to West Cumbria yet again, and it’ll be challenged on 
various grounds. Not just the geology, but the lack of democracy, the fact that there wasn’t 
a good mandate from the people of West Cumbria. The fact that the whole business of what 
you mean by a community is not even defined properly. 
 
PH: The recording cut out before, but you were talking about how the government were 
seeking to redefine ‘community’ in the context of just Allerdale and Copeland. 
 
DS: Yes, they will try to go ahead by defining the community to mean the boroughs of 
Allerdale and Copeland, because they have the cabinet members of the respective borough 
councils onside – because they’re all pro-nuclear people, particularly Elaine Woodburn, the 
leader of Copeland – so they are defining the community to suit what they mean by 
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‘community’. Whereas within the community there are parish councils and villages and 
other local people who are opposed to it, but they’re not getting a say. Nor is the wider 
Cumbria getting a say. So they’re defining ‘community’ to mean, in effect, ‘Copeland 
Borough Council.’ Which comprises eight cabinet members which are pretty much all pro-
nuclear. So they’re defining the community like Alice in Wonderland to mean what they 
want it to mean, without defining in advance what they meet by ‘community.’ I have 
pointed out that there are areas in the north of Scotland, and at Stanford in Norfolk which 
have promise for being a waste disposal site, geologically speaking, and there is no 
community there. So how do you ask the village of Stamford in Norfolk, around which you 
can draw a radius of 5km, where no-one lives, because the village was… 
 
[recording cut off[ 
 
DS: During the 1989 national search, it should have come top of the list of the ___ sites 
investigated. [recording cuts out during a description of Stanford] So what do you mean by 
a community? There’s no-one living there. There are no voters, there are no inhabitants: 
it’s just an MOD firing range. So this whole concept of community in my opinion is a load 
of bollocks, unless you can define it to mean certain groups of people and also allow for the 
fact that you may have areas of the UK where there’s no-one living, so who’s going to 
decide then, who’s going to volunteer if no-one lives there? 
 
PH: So the voluntarism process is sort of a smokescreen to get the nuclear industry what it 
has already decided that it wants? 
 
DS: Yes, yes, exactly. 
 
PH: If I could just ask quickly about how the debate is framed in Cumbria… in your 
experience during the lectures that you delivered and with the people that you spoke to, the 
position that you are advocating is one of explicitly saying ‘no’, and the opposing view, 
which the consultation partnership is espousing is a lot more wooly; it’s about uncertainty 
and saying ‘we need more investigation.’ Do you think they have a rhetorical advantage by 
being perceived to be more open-minded? 
 
DS: It’s a pseudo-rhetorical advantage. What they’re saying is “we don’t know enough, we 
must do more research – professors Smythe and Haszeldine haven’t got the full story, we 
need to go in and start drilling etc.’ But of course you can always say that, and it’s the same 
argument used by the tobacco lobby, and was used by the asbestos lobby. What they say is 
the research is not proven – of course, it’s also been used by the climate change denier 
lobby – what they say is the research is unproven, we need more research, nothing is 
certain. And it’s a spurious argument, and in fact there’s a whole new science grown up 
around this called agnotology. You’ll find the word in one of my documents. It’s a concept 
invented by a Harvard academic, and what it means is the deliberate fostering of ignorance. 
And he used the tobacco lobby as his primary example of it – how they will fund research 
to cloud the facts, to cloud the issues, and to try and say that the research is not settled. So 
it’s the same ploy being played by the MRWS process in saying ‘no, we do not yet know 
enough about the geology, we need to do more work.’ But what they are really saying is 
once they have started drilling, whether it’s over the Ennerdale granite, or whether it’s 
nearer to Sellafield on the plain, once they’ve started drilling and spent fifty or a hundred 
million quid, they will produce reports saying ‘yes it looks promising, we need to carry on, 
we need to drill more etc.’ and you’ll be on the slippery slope of no return. Because they’ll 
be producing lots of data – as Stuart calls it, a snowstorm of data – in which they’ll always 
say ‘yes, yes, we’re getting there, we need to do more work, we now need to open up an 
underground test cavern’, and before you know it there’ll be engineers saying ‘yes, there 
are a few problems but we can solve this by engineering’ despite the unpromising geology. 
So another main plank of my argument against the MRWS process, apart from its 
[recording cuts out] is that engineers think they can engineer their way out of any problem. 
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[recording cut off] 
 
PH: You were just saying – engineers 
 
DS: Yes, they will argue that their structures will survive for hundreds of thousands or 
million years, so in a way it doesn’t matter about the geology. Now the logical conclusion 
of that argument is, well why are we then bothering to bury the stuff at all? Because if they 
can enginneer sound enough barriers, let’s just build some concrete shelters on the surface 
of the earth and shove it all in there – we don’t need to waste money burying it at all. But if 
we have doubts about it, then we’re implicitly admitting that the geology does matter. Now 
the two examples that I put in the consultation response document which I sent you the 
other day – this was about the hubris of engineers – I can give you a third example, which 
is what’s the longest-lasting structure that engineers have ever built, and these are the great 
pyramids of Giza in Egypt, which are only after all heaps of stone built in a very stable 
pattern (namely a pyramid) and have they lasted even 4,000 years? The answer is no, 
they’ve been pillaged from the inside and all the lovely white limestone cladding on the 
outside was pillaged hundreds or thousands of years ago, taken away for building stock. So 
they are the most long-lasting engineered structures ever built by humankind and they 
haven’t even lasted 4, 000 years. So what promise can engineers give us that they can build 
a structure, which is far more sophisticated, of course, than simply a pile of interlocking 
stones like the pyramids, what promise can they give us that they’re going to build a 
structure that will last a million years? And of course they can’t.  
 
A good example of this came out about two years ago. They are developing – the nuclear 
engineers are developing a concept, should I say the Swedish engineers have, called KBS-3 
which is a Matroyshka doll set of structures, one inside the other, where you have the 
nuclear waste inside a copper cannister which in turn is surrounded by a layer of bentonite 
clay which in turn is surrounded by a steel canniester which in turn is surrounded by more 
bentonite clay, and this so-called ‘engineered barrier’  - in the form of big cylinders – about 
two or three metres high, and maybe half a metre across, they claimed - confidently - could 
last a million years because the copper barrier itself (the copper cylinder) wouldn’t 
degrade, even within one million years. So they invented this concept in about 1976.  
 
[recording cut off] 
 
DS: So independent research from about two years ago showed that there was a new 
mechanism, previously not understood, whereby copper can be etched away and dissolved 
away even in the absence of oxygen, in so-called anaerobic conditions. So you can see how 
flimsy the engineers’ arguments are – they argued for a long time that ‘yes, we have a 
structure that will last for a million years – namely the copper cylinder – and then along 
comes a piece of research, only thirty years ago, which blows the whole thing away. So 
even with this cylinder, it’s all back to square one. 
 
PH: So the geology remains paramount. 
 
[recording cut off] 
 
DS: [with reference to the probability of engineered containers leaking] …so when you’re 
dealing with supposedly very small probabilities, you say the probability of a particular 
event – say the probability of a bolt failing on the space shuttle machine, you know any 
particular bolt failing is one in ten million, and then you multiply that by the number of 
bolts, say there’s a million bolts, you know you multiply up the probabilities. But when 
you’re dealing with these extremely small probabilities, the whole thing is essentially 
meaningless. And furthermore when we’re dealing with probabilities of events well into 
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the future, long after humanity has probably disappeared, certainly at the rate we’re going 
now, the whole thing is a meaningless exercise in playing with numbers. 
 
Maybe the last point I should reiterate is the whole concept of shoving waste into the 
ground has no scientific basis. It is purely a matter of expediency, which was arrived at 
after the practice of marine disposal had become unacceptable to the international public. 
That’s something I mentioned in the latest document I sent you – that Britain was at the 
forefront of chucking stuff into the ocean in 4000m water depth off the coast of south-west 
Ireland. You know, we’d just dump it there and forget about it. But this became 
unacceptable and became illegal in international law. And it was only then that people 
began thinking ‘oh well, maybe we’ll have to start disposing of it inland.’ So it’s not a 
scientific argument, it’s purely a matter of expediency. So the whole process of geological 
waste disposal has no real scientific foundation. So my basic moral stance on this is the 
first thing we should do is stop creating any more of this waste while we stop and have a 
good think about what we do with what we’ve already got. And the stopping and thinking 
may involve a generation of research to look into how we can immobilise the waste – make 
it safe at the surface of the earth – and then maybe, maybe not, put it into deep holes in the 
ground. 
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