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A range of lessons have been identified from previous attempts to implement long-
term radioactive waste management policy in the UK and internationally. This paper 
will outline how the lessons are being used to guide long-term radioactive waste 
management policy in the UK. 

1. Introduction 
The UK has, for over �0 years produced, significant holdings of long-lived 
radioactive waste that will remain potentially hazardous for many thousands of 
years. Previous attempts to find a long-term solution for these wastes have ended in 
failure. The most recent attempt ended with a refusal from the Secretary of State for 
the Environment to allow the construction of an underground Rock Characterisation 
Facility (RCF) close to the Sellafield nuclear plant in the North West of England in 
����.  

In consultation with others Nirex has reviewed the events leading up to the RCF 
decision in the light of other countries’ experience and academic research to identify 
lessons that can be learned for the future. The lessons learned can be grouped under 
three themes: 

Structure – the organisational arrangements and institutional framework 
must be designed to give issues visibility and place public interest at the heart 
of long-term management. 

Process – the way policy is developed and implemented must be open and 
accountable.  There must be a stepwise approach, with clear decision points 
and wide stakeholder consultation and involvement. 

Behaviour – the different organisations involved must interact with each 
other and stakeholders in an informed, open and responsive manner.  

The themes are linked together by the concept of transparency – making all the 
issues as visible and accessible as possible. Nirex believes that radioactive waste 
management is an ethical issue and that this generation should deal with the waste 
on behalf of society. 

This paper will outline how the lessons are being taken into account in the decision-
making processes around radioactive waste management in the UK. It will provide 
an overview of: 
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The current programme in the UK; 
How the lessons learned are being applied; 
Ideas for future decision-making in the UK. 

2. The Current UK Programme 
In �00� the UK Government launched the Managing Radioactive Waste Safely 
(MRWS) programme [�]. The aim of the programme is to help to develop a long-
term radioactive waste management strategy for the UK which inspires public 
support and confidence. To do this, the Government has been using a range of 
consultation and engagement mechanisms to enable stakeholders to make inputs into 
the debate. The MRWS programme is outlined in Figure �. 

The programme is divided into � stages and the UK is currently in Stage �. To 
oversee Stage �, which is an evaluation of long-term waste management options the 
Government set up the Committee on Radioactive Waste Management (CoRWM). 
CoRWM will make a recommendation to Government in July �00� on which long-
term waste management option(s) should be implemented, after which Government 
will make a decision about the UK long-term waste management strategy. 
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Figure �: The Managing Radioactive Waste Safely Programme 

Stage � will be a consultation on the site selection process that should be used in the 
UK to find a suitable sites for implementing the chosen facility, including the site 
selection criteria, the power of local communities in the decision-making process 
and any empowerment and compensation mechanisms that will be available. Stage � 
covers the implementation of the site selection process and eventually the 
development of the chosen facility. 
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3. Applying The Lessons Learned 
Nirex has been undertaking various initiatives to implement the lessons that it has 
identified from previous attempts to develop a long-term radioactive waste 
management facility in the UK. These are reported in detail in [�] and are outlined 
below. Many of the lessons were identified through dialogues with stakeholders and 
the changes made have been in response to their issues and concerns. 

3.1 Structure 
The way an industry is structured and the roles and relationships of the organisations 
involved has a large impact on the visibility of issues and the way stakeholders can 
influence decisions. 
Stakeholders raised concerns that Nirex’s remit was too narrow as it focused only on 
intermediate level waste and geological disposal [�]. Nirex’s Mission has been 
updated and is now: 
‘In support of Government policy, develop and advise on safe, environmentally 
sound and publicly acceptable options for the long-term management of radioactive 
materials in the UK.’ 
Nirex’s stakeholders were concerned that Nirex was owned by the nuclear industry 
and therefore may not be able to give independent packaging advice to the industry 
[�]. Nirex also recognised that it needs to work on behalf of society as a whole and 
not just the nuclear industry. On � April �00� the Government made Nirex 
independent of the nuclear industry and separate from and independent of the 
Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA) and under greater Government control. 
This will help to ensure that long-term radioactive waste management issues are 
considered independently from short-term commercial pressures. 

3.2 Process
A key lesson that has been identified is that there needs to be early and continuous 
stakeholder involvement in long-term radioactive waste management and the 
process needs to be open and transparent. To enable this Nirex established its 
Transparency Policy [�] which outlines Nirex’s commitments to acting in an open 
and transparent way and enabling stakeholders to make inputs into its work. Nirex 
uses a variety of dialogue techniques co-ordinated under the Nirex Involvement 
Programme to enable stakeholders to engage with its work, including workshops, 
focus groups, interviews, meetings etc. (see www.nirex.co.uk). Nirex has also 
developed the concept of preview which aims to allow stakeholders to engage with 
its work programmes when they are being developed and make inputs to the 
direction and content of the work [�]. 
In �00� the UK Government launched the Managing Radioactive Waste Safely 
Programme (MRWS) [�] to develop Government policy on which long-term waste 
management option(s) should be implemented in the UK. A key driver for the 
programme was to enable stakeholders to have input into and influence the policy 
development process. To oversee the evaluation of long-term waste management 
options the Government set up the Committee on Radioactive Waste Management 
(CoRWM). 
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3.3 Behaviour 
As outlined above Nirex has put in place initiatives to ensure it works in a more 
open and transparent way. To help to develop the way that Nirex employees work 
and behave a series of internal workshops, involving all Nirex staff, were held to 
develop a shared vision for what Nirex wants to achieve as a company and how we 
want to be perceived by others. The meetings were used to develop a list of values 
[�] that staff wanted Nirex to develop including: independence, integrity, 
environmental and social responsibility, open mindedness, knowledgeable, 
communicative and pragmatic. Nirex worked with a range of stakeholders to 
develop its Environmental Policy [�] which outlines its commitment to work in an 
environmentally responsible way. We have also put in place a policy to guide the 
way we interact with our contractors [�]. All these initiatives are guiding the way 
Nirex approaches its work and interacts with its stakeholders. The NDA have set up 
a Framework for Stakeholder Engagement and Transparency [�] and CoRWM have 
a list of guiding principles that commit them to working in an open and transparent 
way (see www.corwm.org). 

4. Future Decision Making in the UK 
The Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) Directive was implemented into 
UK law in �00� [�0]. The aim of the Directive [��] is to ensure that environmental 
considerations are taken into consideration early in the decision-making process and 
that stakeholders are able to influence the decisions. 

International experience [��, ��, ��, ��] shows that Environmental Impact 
Assessment (EIA) [��] and SEA can be used to: 

Engage stakeholders in dialogue about a long-term solution to radioactive 
waste and structure the work undertaken; 

Define and communicate the scientific and technical work;  

Integrate scientific and social research on radioactive waste management 
into the decision-making process; and   

Encourage and enable stakeholder involvement in the decision-making 
process.   

Nirex has been investigating how SEA and EIA can be used to implement the 
lessons learned from previous attempts to implement a long-term radioactive waste 
management policy. The following sections outline Nirex’s views about how the 
decision-making process could be structured. 

Research [��, ��, ��, �0] has shown that a stepwise approach to decision-making 
regarding long-term radioactive waste management is important because it: 

Enables flexibility to be built into the process; 

Provides clear decision points; 

Enhances stakeholder involvement, transparency and auditability; 
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Enables steps to be reversed if necessary. 

SEA and EIA provide frameworks with clearly defined steps, they have also been 
developed in line with the Aarhus Convention [��] to enable early and continuous 
stakeholder involvement in the decision-making process. Therefore, Nirex believes 
they should be used to structure the decision-making process relating to long-term 
radioactive waste management in the UK. 

Radioactive waste management is a multi-disciplinary problem, it raises scientific, 
technical, social, environmental and economic issues. All these issues need to be 
assessed as part of the decision-making process. To achieve this Nirex believes that 
a Sustainability Appraisal (SA) should be undertaken to ensure that all the relevant 
issues are addressed. The UK guidance on Sustainability Appraisal [��] aims to 
align the requirements of SA and SEA in a single assessment. Both processes have 
similar stages, but Sustainability Appraisal considers social and economic as well as 
environmental issues. Nirex’s believes that the SEA framework can be used to 
evaluate all the issues relevant to long-term radioactive waste management and 
effectively undertake a Sustainability Appraisal. 

CoRWM will make a recommendation to Government in July �00� about which 
long-term radioactive waste management option(s) to implement in the UK, after 
this the Government will make a decision about the UK policy. Following the 
Government decision a site selection process will need to be undertaken to identify 
the preferred site for implementing the chosen option(s). 

Siting has been seen as the most controversial and difficult stage in developing a 
long-term radioactive waste management facility. Therefore, it is important that the 
process of site investigation and selection is seen as legitimate and has stakeholder 
support, especially from local authorities and affected communities. Nirex believes 
that the site selection process should be structured using the SEA and EIA 
frameworks as outlined in Figure �. 

SEA to identify a 
short-list of 

potential sites 

EIA to identify 
a preferred site 

Planning application 
for waste 

management facility 

Figure �: Overview of decision-making process using SEA and EIA 

4.1 Steps in the Decision-making Process 
UK Guidance on SEA [��] outlines the stages in the decision-making process. Nirex 
believes that these can be mapped onto the decision-making process for identifying a 
short-list of potential sites for hosting a long-term radioactive waste management 
facility as outlined in Table �. 

The steps involved in an EIA are outlined in a European Commission Report on EIA 
and geological repositories [��]. Nirex believes that these can be mapped onto the 
process for recommending a preferred site for a long-term radioactive waste 
management facility as shown in Table �. 
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Stage in SEA process Action relating to radioactive 
waste management 

Organisation 
responsible 

Stage A: Setting the context 
and objectives, establishing 
the baseline and deciding on 
the scope 

National consultation on the site 
selection process including the 
siting criteria, the roles and 
responsibilities of organisations, 
local community power in the 
decision-making process and 
community benefits. 

Government 
or 
Overseeing 
body 

Stage B: Developing and 
refining alternatives and 
assessing effects 

The siting criteria and process are 
applied by the implementer to the 
UK to assess sites and identify a 
potential short-list of sites to be 
evaluated in an EIA. 

Implementer 

Stage C: Preparing the 
Environmental Report 

A report (Sustainability Appraisal) 
of the assessments is written, 
including a summary report. 

Implementer 

Stage D: Consulting on the 
draft plan or programme and 
the Environmental Report 

A national debate to review the 
Sustainability Appraisal. 

Government 

Stage E: Monitoring the 
significant effects of 
implementing the plan or 
programme on the 
environment 

Processes will need to be put in 
place to monitor the 
implementation of the programme 
and ensure and adverse 
environmental impacts are 
mitigated. 

Government 

Table �: How stages in the SEA process could be mapped onto the radioactive waste 
management process 

4.2 Stakeholder involvement and oversight 
As outlined earlier openness, transparency and continuous stakeholder involvement 
must underpin the whole decision-making process. A range of stakeholder 
involvement mechanisms will need to be used to achieve this at the national, but 
more importantly local level. Mechanisms will need to be put in place to enable 
stakeholders to understand the research and results and to build confidence that the 
results are sound and can be used in the decision-making process.  

Another lessons learned is that there need to be appropriate checks and balances in 
the system to scrutinise what is being done. Appropriate oversight would need to be 
set up and consideration would be need on how this could be most effective. 
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Stage in EIA process Action relating to radioactive waste 
management

Organisation 
responsible 

Scoping Consultation on the scope of the 
Environmental Impact Assessment, what 
should be assessed and how and how 
stakeholders should be involved. 

Implementer 

Assessment The short-list of sites are assessed against 
the agreed criteria to identify a preferred 
site.

Implementer 

Writing Environmental 
Report 

A report (Sustainability Appraisal) of the 
assessments is written, including a 
summary report. 

Implementer 

Environmental Impact 
Assessment Report 
Review 

A national debate to review the 
Sustainability Appraisal. 

Government 

Decision Government will decide whether to 
approve implementation of the facility at 
the recommended site 

Government 

Implementation and 
monitoring 

The implementer will construct the 
facility and the Government will ensure 
appropriate monitoring is undertaken. 

Government 

Table �: How stages in the EIA process could be mapped onto the radioactive waste 
management process 

5. Conclusions
A range of lessons have been identified from previous attempts to implement long-
term radioactive waste management policy in the UK and internationally. Many of 
these relate to the way the decision-making process is undertaken and the fact that 
there needs to be an open, transparent process that enables continuous stakeholder 
involvement. Nirex believes that using the SEA and EIA frameworks will help to 
incorporate the lessons learned into the future decision-making process relating to 
long-term radioactive waste management.  
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