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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
THE NUCLEAR DECOMMISSIONING AUTHORITY 
The Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA) is a non-departmental public body, which began 
operation in April 2005 with a remit to secure the decommissioning and clean-up of the UK’s civil 
public sector nuclear sites.  This remit was widened when the Government announced on 25 October 
2006 that, following recommendations from the Committee on Radioactive Waste Management 
(CoRWM) [i[1]], higher activity wastes will be managed in the long-term through geological disposal.  
Government also announced that it would be giving the NDA the responsibility for planning and 
implementing geological disposal.  A new directorate within the NDA was created, the Radioactive 
Waste Management Directorate (RWMD), to manage this new remit.  RWMD’s mission is to deliver 
geological disposal and provide radioactive waste management solutions.  To achieve this mission, 
RWMD will: 

Engage with national and local governments and communities to identify a geological disposal 
facility site; 

Develop the specification, design, safety case and environmental and sustainability assessments 
for the disposal system and obtain regulatory support; 

In conjunction with waste producers, identify and deliver solutions to optimise the management of 
higher activity waste; 

Develop and maintain an effective organisation and secure resources to deliver the geological 
disposal facility programme; 

Obtain and maintain stakeholder support for our activities; 
Deliver a focused R&D programme to support geological disposal and optimised packaging 

solutions; and 
Seek sustainable, innovative and cost effective solutions that have public support and are in the 

best interest of the UK. 
 
MANAGING RADIOACTIVE WASTE SAFELY PROGRAMME 
In 2001, the UK Government and devolved administrations initiated the Managing Radioactive Waste 
Safely (MRWS) programme [ii[2]], with the aim of addressing long-term radioactive waste accumulated 
from a variety of different nuclear programmes, both civil and defence related.  The first stage of the 
programme considered the scope of the problem and how stakeholders wanted to engage in the 
programme. 
 
The second stage involved Government setting up an independent committee, the Committee on 
Radioactive Waste Management (CoRWM) to look at potential long-term waste management options. 
CoRWM made its recommendations in July 2006 [iii[3]]. It recommended the implementation of 
geological disposal with a period of interim storage and research and development.  The second stage 
ended in October 2006 when the UK Government and the devolved administrations published a 
response to the recommendations made by CoRWM.  In its response, the Government accepted 
CoRWM’s main recommendation that geological disposal, preceded by safe and secure interim 
storage together with an intensified programme of research and development, was the way forward for 
the long-term management of the UK’s higher activity radioactive wastes [iv[4]]. 



 
In 2007, the Government consulted on Stage 3 of the MRWS Programme

1[1]
 [v[5]]. The consultation 

focused on the process for implementing geological disposal in the UK.  In June 2008, the 
Government and the devolved administrations for Wales and Northern Ireland published the MRWS 
White Paper „A framework for implementing geological disposal‟ [vi[6]].  The White Paper set out the 
staged site selection process illustrated in Figure 1.  The publication of the White Paper signalled the 
beginning of Stage 1 of the MRWS site selection process. 

 

 
Figure 1 – Stages in the MRWS Site Selection Process 

 
MANAGING RADIOACTIVE WASTE SAFELY WHITE PAPER 
The Government

2[2]
 White Paper outlines its policy for the implementation of geological disposal of 

higher activity radioactive wastes in the UK [6].  The policy is based on a voluntarism and partnership 
approach where communities are invited to participate in the site selection process and have a right of 
withdrawal at various stages.  The White Paper requires the NDA to develop a strategy for 
sustainability appraisal and environmental assessment for the implementation of geological disposal. 
 
The MRWS White Paper [vi] states that: 

“Government is committed to ensuring that the NDA‟s geological disposal facility 
programme fully assesses and accounts for environmental impact and sustainability 
issues through the application of [Strategic Environmental Assessment] SEA, 
[Sustainability Appraisal] SA and [Environmental Impact Assessment] EIA. The 
Government expects the NDA to undertake sustainability appraisal, meeting the 
requirements of the SEA Directive…” 

                                                           
1[1]

 The Scottish Government decided not to participate in Stage 3 of the MRWS programme and is pursuing 
interim, near-surface, near site storage as its waste management option. 

2[2]
 UK Government in this context means the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), the Department 

for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform (BERR), the Welsh Assembly Government and the Department of the 

Environment Northern Ireland. The Scottish Government supports long term interim storage of higher activity wastes and 

therefore did not sponsor the MRWS White Paper.  Some elements of Defra and BERR have been brought together in the 

Department for Energy and Climate Change (DECC). 



“Following the publication of this White Paper, NDA will prepare and publish for 
consultation its proposals for sustainability appraisal and environmental assessment.” 

 
STRATEGY CONSULTATION 
The NDA consulted on its proposed approach to sustainability appraisal and environmental 
assessment for the geological disposal facility programme between August and November 2008 [vii[7]]; 
a workshop [viii[8]] and meetings were also held with a range of stakeholders.  The responses to the 
consultation document were analysed [ix[9]] and were taken into account when developing the Strategy.  
Further discussions were held with the Department for Communities and Local Government, the 
Committee on Radioactive Waste Management (CoRWM) and the Regulatory Interface Management 
Group (RIM)

3[3]
.  The Strategy [x[10]] sets out the NDA’s approach to undertaking sustainability 

appraisals and environmental assessments associated with geological disposal. It has been 
developed taking into account stakeholders’ views. 
 

APPROACH TO ASSESSING EFFECTS 
 
LEGAL REQUIREMENTS AND DEFINITIONS 
The European Directive on Strategic Environmental Assessment or SEA [xi[11]] requires that certain 
plans and programmes likely to have significant effects on the environment are subject to assessment 
during their preparation to ensure that these effects are fully taken into account in decision making 
before the plan or programme is adopted. Public consultation is required in the development of such 
plans and programmes and the assessment of their environmental effects.  The aim of SEA, as set out 
in the European Directive [xi] is: 

 
 “…to provide for a high level of protection of the environment and to contribute to the 
integration of environmental considerations into the preparation and adoption of plans 
and programmes with a view to promoting sustainable development”. 
 

The Directive lists specific types of effect to be considered wherever relevant, including some social 
and economic impacts. SEA thus provides a systematic method of considering the likely effects on the 
natural and human environment of plans and programmes that set a broad-based context for future 
development projects, monitoring their implementation and mitigating any adverse effects. 
 
European Directive 85/337/EEC [xii[12]] as amended requires Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 
of certain individual projects. For development projects requiring EIA in the UK, the developer is 
required to prepare an Environmental Statement on the likely significant environmental impacts of the 
project, which must be considered when deciding whether to grant planning permission or other 
consents requiring EIA. As with SEA, these include some effects which could be considered social or 
economic. EIA assesses impacts in a greater level of detail than SEA as it is used at the project rather 
than strategic level.  The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) [xiii[13]] describes the aim of EIA 
as: 

 
“a means of drawing together, in a systematic way, an assessment of a project‟s likely 
significant environmental effects.  This helps to ensure that the importance of the 
predicted effects, and the scope for reducing them, are properly understood by the public 
and the relevant competent authority before it makes its decision.” 
 

It is good practice to ensure the scope of SEA and EIA consider social and economic factors as well 
as environmental factors thereby addressing the key pillars of sustainable development. Sustainable 
Development was defined in the World Commission on Environment and Development report “Our 
Common Future” (the “Brundtland Report”) as: 

 
“development which meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs.” [xiv[14]] 
 

                                                           
3[3]

 RIM attendees include the Environment Agency, the Scottish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA), the 
Health and Safety Executive, the Department for Transport, the Department for Communities and Local 
Government (CLG), the Planning Inspectorate, and the Local Government Association’s Nuclear Legacy Advisory 
Forum (NuLeAF). 



Sustainability Appraisal has been developed in a variety of contexts as a means of testing how far a 
proposal supports the objective of sustainable development. It is used in England in regional and local 
planning. It assesses the social, environmental and economic effects of proposals and appraises them 
in relation to the aims of sustainable development. Sustainability Appraisals fully incorporating the 
requirements of the SEA Directive are mandatory for the development of Regional Spatial Strategies, 
Development Plan Documents and Supplementary Planning Documents under the Planning and 
Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 [xv[15]].  
 
The Government has issued guidance on how to undertake Sustainability Appraisals for Regional 
Spatial Strategies and Local Development Documents [xvi[16]] which shows how the legal requirements 
of SEA can be integrated into a Sustainability Appraisal. 
 
WORK ON SOCIAL, ECONOMIC AND ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENTS TO DATE 
In 2004/05, Nirex working with the environmental consultants RPS developed a staged approach to 
undertaking environmental assessments of the potential impacts of developing and implementing long-
term radioactive waste management options [xvii[17]]. 
 
The methodology recognises that as the implementation of a GDF progresses different assessments 
will need to be undertaken including Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) and then 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA).  However, even before the site selection process starts and 
the formal environmental assessment processes apply it is possible to consider the potential social, 
environmental and economic impacts of the GDF implementation programme so that mitigation and 
impact minimisation measures can be integrated into the concepts at an early stage. 
 
The early assessments have to be generic, as no sites have been identified, therefore some site 
specific impacts, for example impact on archaeological heritage, cannot be assessed at this stage.  
However, proposals for how they could be assessed in the future can be developed.  The Non-
radiological Environment Assessment (NrEA) methodology has been used to undertake a preliminary, 
generic (not site specific) environmental assessment of the stages of the Phased Geological 
Repository Concept (PGRC) that Nirex developed for Intermediate Level Waste (ILW) and certain Low 
Level Waste (LLW) [xviii[18]].  A summary report of the assessment was also produced [xix[19]]. 
 
The NDA has a reference repository concept for UK High Level Waste and Spent Fuel (the “Reference 
HLW and SF Concept”) [xx[20]] to demonstrate the viability of geological disposal for these 
wastes/materials.  In 2007/08, the NDA and RPS produced a preliminary Sustainability Appraisal using 
the same methodology as the non-radiological environmental assessment of the PGRC, but 
expanding the assessment to cover socio-economic impacts in more detail [xxi[21], xxii[22], xxiii[23]].  A 
Sustainability Appraisal of the proposals for undertaking non-intrusive and intrusive surface based 
investigations at potential sites was also undertaken in 2008 [xxiv[24], xxv[25]]. 
 
The assessments completed to date enable RWMD to identify the significant sustainability impacts of 
its proposed activities including the key legislation and best practice guidance.  The assessments have 
also identified mitigation and monitoring measures and, where possible, measures to enhance the 
positive effects of the development.   
 



PROPOSALS FOR NEXT ROUND OF ASSESSMENTS 
 
SOCIAL, ENVIRONMENTAL AND ECONOMIC ASSESSMENT 
Figure 2 outlines the stages in the MRWS site selection process and where the NDA proposes to 
undertake SEA and EIA.  The NDA is proposing to undertake the following assessments: 

A Generic (i.e. not site specific) SEA of a range of disposal facility concepts during Stages 1 to 3 of 
the MRWS site selection process.  The NDA is developing geological disposal facility 
concepts for a range of geological environments (strong rocks, lower strength sedimentary 
rocks and evaporites).  The assessments of these concepts will help to identify the potential 
environmental, social and economic impacts of implementing a geological disposal facility and 
will be used to influence the development of disposal facility concepts.  It is recognised that 
communities may want information on the potential environmental, social and economic 
impacts to inform their decision to participate during Stage 3 of the MRWS programme and 
that the assessments could be used to help them develop their understanding of the potential 
impacts of hosting a facility.  NDA will talk to communities to understand their needs.   

A SEA of the NDA’s proposals for how a geological disposal facility would be implemented in each 
candidate community, including the proposals for surface based investigations in each of 
those communities.  These assessments would be undertaken during Stage 4 of the MRWS 
site selection process and will be strategic in nature because a specific site(s) will not have 
been identified and the assessments will be based on desk based studies.  However, the 
assessment will include information about the candidate communities being considered and 
therefore may focus on particular areas.  The assessments will be developed iteratively as the 
desk based studies progress and the results will be fed into the development of the NDA’s 
proposals for implementing geological disposal. These assessments would be used in local 
and national decisions about which site(s) to investigate in Stage 5 of the site selection 
process. 

EIA’s of proposals for undertaking intrusive surface investigations and/or construction work 
associated with the site investigation programme at specific candidate site(s).  These 
assessments would be undertaken during Stage 5 of the MRWS site selection process and 
would support any planning applications that were needed. 

An EIA of the proposed design and implementation of a geological disposal facility in each of the 
candidate site(s) being considered during the site selection process. These assessments 
would be undertaken during Stage 5 of the MRWS site selection process and will assess a 
specific disposal facility design(s) for the candidate site(s) being proposed.  The assessments 
will be developed iteratively as the surface investigations progress and the results will be fed 
into the development of the disposal facility design(s). These assessments will be used in 
local and national decisions about the preferred site and disposal facility design. 

An EIA of the preferred design and preferred site as an input to the planning application for the 
implementation of the disposal facility.  This assessment would be undertaken during Stage 6 
of the MRWS site selection process and will be a revision of the assessment undertaken in 
Stage 5. 

 
The EIA’s will build upon the SEA work that preceded them.  The information that is gathered for the 
SEA will be an important input into the EIA’s, although the EIA’s will evaluate potential impacts in more 
detail than the SEA and additional information will have to be obtained to enable the assessment. 



 
Figure Error! Bookmark not defined. - Overview of the MRWS Assessments 

 
STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT 
The Government is committed to a partnership approach to implementing geological disposal which 
will involve the NDA working in partnership with communities.  The Government White Paper [ii] 
defines three groups of local stakeholders:  

Host Community – the community in which any facility will be built. This will be a small 
geographically defined area and include the population of that area and the owners of the 
land. For example, it could be a town or village.  

Decision Making Body – the Local Government decision-making authority for the host community. 
Wider Local Interests – other communities that have an interest in whether or not a facility should 

be built in the Host Community. Such as the next village, a neighbouring district or a 
community on the local transport routes to the Host Community. 

It will be especially important to engage these groups in the assessments.  The White Paper also 
outlines that the Government favours a partnership approach to implementation of a geological 
disposal facility. By a partnership approach Government means [ii]: 

 
“the setting up of a formal Community Siting Partnership such that the Host Community, 
Decision Making Bodies and Wider Local Interests will work with the NDA‟s delivery 
organisation and with other relevant interested parties to achieve a successful outcome. This 
could be by ensuring that questions and concerns about the geological disposal facility siting, 
construction, operation, closure and post-closure are addressed and resolved as far as 
reasonably practicable and that the project contributes to a community‟s further development 
and well-being.” 



The NDA will work closely with the Community Siting Partnerships during the assessments. The NDA 
will work with the Host Communities, Decision Making Bodies, Wider Local Interests and Community 
Siting Partnerships to agree how they will be involved in the assessment process. 
 
The NDA plans to engage stakeholders in developing the scope of the assessment in two stages.  The 
NDA proposes to involve stakeholders in developing a draft scoping report and consultation 
document.  This initial, pre-scoping consultation will focus on engaging the Community Siting 
Partnerships, Host Communities, Decision Making Bodies, Wider Local Interests and Consultation 
Bodies.  Once completed the draft Scoping Report will be sent to and discussed with a wide range of 
stakeholders. 
 
During the assessment of impacts the NDA will work with stakeholders and keep them informed about 
progress with the assessments.  The NDA will work with stakeholders to agree the most appropriate 
engagement mechanisms to use to involve them in the assessments.  The NDA will also establish an 
Advisory Group made up of external specialists in environmental assessment and sustainability 
appraisal to support and provide advice on the development of the assessments. 
 
When reviewing the draft assessment reports it will be important to enable all those who have 
participated in the assessment process and those interested in geological disposal to comment on the 
reports that have been produced.  NDA will also organise peer reviews of the assessments. 
 
During monitoring of the implementation of the proposals the NDA will work with the local communities 
and other stakeholders to establish how they can be involved in the monitoring programme.  
Throughout, a range of engagement and communications mechanisms could be used to enable this 
including: 
 

Consultation documents Discussions groups 
An interactive website Surveys and questionnaires 
Use of local and national media Frequently asked questions report 
Exhibitions and open meetings Face to face meetings 
Workshops Drop in centres or surgeries 
Meetings Information leaflets 
Stalls at local events or venues Summary documents 

 
ITERATION 
The SEA and EIA’s will be developed in parallel to the designs for implementing the geological 
disposal facility.  The results of the assessments will be fed into the development of the designs to 
enable any adverse environmental, social and economic impacts to be designed out or mitigated 
where possible.  This will help to ensure that sustainability issues are considered throughout the 
development of the facility. 
 

SUMMARY 
The Government White Paper placed a requirement on the NDA to assess potential social, 
environmental and economic impacts of impleneting a geological disposal facility using SA, SEA and 
EIA.  This paper outlines the NDA’s approach to acheiving this requirement .  Key elements of the 
approach are: 

A staged approach linked to the MRWS site selection process looking at social, environmental and 
economic impacts; 

Stakeholder engagement throughout, especially with local communities who may be affected by 
the development; and 

An interative approach so the assessment results can influence the design and implementation of 
the facility. 
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