
National Policy Statement (NPS) for Geological Disposal infrastructure – response to 
consultation by the UK Government

1. Introduction

Copeland Borough Council welcomes the opportunity to comment on the draft NPS for 
Geological Disposal infrastructure which sets out the need for nationally significant 
infrastructure projects related to the geological disposal of higher activity radioactive 
wastes in England and the Government’s approach to deliver them. Importantly it will 
provide the planning guidance for the developers of a GDF and for the Planning 
Inspectorate who will be charged with considering the Development Consent 
application from the developer and making the necessary recommendations to the 
Secretary of State. As such it is seen as an important tool for guiding the development 
of this key piece of national infrastructure. The challenge is to ensure that this NPS 
provides the necessary framework that allows the developer to design the facility at the 
same time as satisfying interested and impacted communities that all the appropriate 
issues, impacts and mitigations have been included.

This response has been developed through a process of Council Member engagement 
that included a focused all-Council Member workshop and consideration by the 
Council’s Strategic Nuclear and Energy Board, as well as the Council’s Executive. In 
addition, Council Members and officers attended a number of the Government-led 
workshops held at various locations around the country and received a presentation 
from BEIS officials as part of the Government’s programme of engagement with 
Cumbrian communities on 19th March. Finally as members of NuLeAF (the Nuclear 
Legacy Advisory Forum), which is the Local Government Association (LGA) 
representative body on legacy wastes and decommissioning, the Council attended a 
workshop on 21st March where BEIS officials presented on the proposals for the NPS. 

The Council and the communities it represents has a long history of involvement with 
the nuclear industry stretching back over the last 70 years. The Borough is host to the 
Sellafield site, which currently hosts the vast majority of the waste identified within the 
inventory for a GDF. The Borough is also the host community for the National Low Level 
Waste Repository as well as the HQ for the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA), 
the central laboratory for the National Nuclear Laboratory (NNL), the National College 
for Nuclear northern facility, various University-led research and training facilities as 
well as being the home of the Centre for Nuclear Excellence (CoNE). In view of the above 
we believe that the Council is well qualified to provide an informed view on proposals 
for the disposal of higher activity radioactive waste through the provision of a GDF.

Finally, the Council will also be responding to the ‘Working with Communities’ 
consultation and would point out that there is a cross-over between our comments 
made for both consultations.



2. General Comments

The Council is supportive of the Governments aspiration to seek a solution to the long-
term management of higher activity radioactive waste in the UK. We accept that a GDF 
in the right location is the most secure means of achieving disposal in the national 
interest and this is the Council’s priority. As noted previously the Sellafield site in our 
Borough currently hosts 70% of the legacy wastes identified for inclusion within the 
inventory for a GDF. The current arrangements for the management and storage in 
facilities on the Sellafield site is both expensive for the public purse and presents a 
significant environmental risk for communities in our Borough. The identification of a 
permanent long-term solution for the disposal of these wastes is of paramount interest 
to local communities and has been for many decades, noting that previous attempts to 
identify a solution have not gained community support. The Council is supportive of the 
approach to identify a location based on the voluntarism principle and the involvement 
of all tiers of local government, including, where they exist, Parish Councils.  

The Council fully supports the decision of Government to designate the GDF, and its 
associated infrastructure, as a Nationally Significant Infrastructure Project (NSIP) and 
would suggest that there is no more important nationally significant project than this 
one. On this particular point the Council takes the view that the level of awareness of 
the need for this project across the general population is poor and the attempts by 
Government to raise the profile of the project appear to have had little impact. Without 
a better understanding of the need for this project across the general population, and 
the opportunities that it could present, then it is the Council’s view that the chances of 
finding a willing community, and getting the support it needs, are diminished.  

The Council strongly advocates that the process going forward requires much more 
active and effective engagement and collaboration with all tiers of local government 
and local stakeholders generally through both the siting process and the development 
consent process and this should be reflected within the NPS. In addition, we would 
suggest that as the vast majority of the waste destined for the GDF is located in our 
Borough and would therefore need to be transported to a GDF, the Government should 
recognise that Copeland Borough has a role to play in the future siting process 
regardless of the final destination for the waste. The current draft of the NPS is silent 
on this point. We strongly believe that this should be recognised and confirmed within 
the NPS as the potential transportation of the waste is a key issue for the developer and 
the planning inspectorate to consider and in any event is a key issue for any potential 
volunteering community to be aware of. We would also make the point that as 
Copeland is the current host community for the waste, and noting the fact that the 
development of a GDF could take up to 25 years to commence, there is a fundamental 
obligation on Government to commence a dialogue with the Borough Council and local 
communities now on a range of potential support mechanisms to made available to the 
current host community, similar to those to be made available to the future host 
community. This point is made in the context of the continued growth in surface storage 
at Sellafield as wastes are moved from other locations in readiness for disposal to a GDF, 
wherever that might be located.    



Under Section 60 of the Planning Act, local planning authorities will have the scope to 
prepare local impact reports on the development in their area and these must be given 
the appropriate weight in considerations by the Secretary of State. Reflecting on 
comments above the impact of the movement of the waste from the Sellafield site to a 
selected site elsewhere in the UK will have significant impacts for Copeland Borough, 
and to a lesser degree for those local authority areas through which the waste will be 
transported. It is therefore essential that the consultation process around the DCO 
allows for Copeland Borough Council, and potentially other impacted local authorities 
to submit their own impact reports.

This NPS consultation process is being managed by BEIS, not the Ministry for Housing, 
Communities and Local Government (HCLG). There is a recognised critical weakness in 
the approach to radioactive waste planning issues in the apparent disconnect between 
the land use planning system for conventional waste and that for radioactive waste. It 
is vital that, in relation to the GDF, there is effective cross-departmental working 
between BEIS and HCLG throughout the siting process.

It should be noted that Copeland was one of only two voluntary communities who 
participated in the previous unsuccessful process to develop a GDF, the Managing 
Radioactive Waste Safely (MRWS) process which came to an end in Jan 2013. However, 
it is important to clarify that the Council has currently no formal view on the preferred 
location for the siting of a GDF and will not form a view until the Council has had a full 
opportunity to consider the Governments approach to the siting process after it has 
been launched.

The following is a list of key issues that the Council expect the NPS to address;

a) Does the NPS provide the planning context and the full range of issues that will allow 
the developer to design a GDF proposal and allow the Planning Inspectorate to assess 
the proposals for Development Consent?

b) Does the process allow for the full range of impacts on the local community to be 
recognised and addressed through mitigations?

c) Are there sufficient benefits for the local community to offset impacts?
d) Is there clear involvement in the process for all stakeholders? 
e) Is there clarity on the technical issues that relate to the planning process including the 

definition of what is a waste and how changes to the inventory can be tracked over 
such a long timescale?

f) Is there a clear understanding of the process to identify the infrastructure implications 
of developing the GDF?

g) Is there a clear understanding of where the waste is currently stored and the 
implications of moving the waste to a GDF facility?



3. Response to consultation questions

Draft National Policy Statement

1. Chapter 3- Does the draft NPS provide suitable direction to the Planning Inspectorate 
and Secretary of State on the need for geological disposal infrastructure?

The Council is generally accepting of the need arguments articulated in the consultation 
document but has a number of comments to make regarding some of the need 
categories.

In relation to technical need, this Council notes that Geological Disposal is the 
internationally accepted solution for the disposal of higher active radioactive wastes.  
There has been much debate during recent processes regarding retrievability and the 
definition of wastes to be included in the inventory. These are likely to still be issues for 
any volunteering community in the future. Recognising that the final disposal solution 
might not be available for many decades to come there is a need to continue to work 
on defining what will eventually be determined as a waste and thus what the extent of 
the inventory might look like by the time work commences on the facility. 

In terms of the ethical need, this Council fully accepts the argument that this issue is 
one that should be dealt with now and not left for future generations. We would 
therefore encourage Government to continue to invest in the process and to bring 
forward the solution at the earliest opportunity, recognising the timescale constraints 
imposed by the voluntarism approach. We also expect that in ethical terms the 
Government should be seeking to dispose of the least amount of waste possible, using 
waste minimisation processes and employing the best available knowledge and 
investing as necessary in new technical solutions to ensure that this is achieved.  

This Council fully accepts the legal need to bring forward a solution to the long-term 
management of higher radioactive wastes. Additionally the Council is supportive of the 
Governments ambitions around energy and climate change objectives and 
understands the need for a solution to be identified for the management of higher 
activity wastes, produced by a new fleet of nuclear power stations.

In relation to the need for deep boreholes this Council accepts that they are an essential 
part of the process, as decisions for the siting process need to be based on the best 
available information. Additionally this Council expects that all known geological data is 
used to assist in the sting process. The Council’s key concern about utilising deep 
boreholes is that they may be employed too late in the process, when the negative 
blight impacts of ‘volunteering’ have already taken hold. 

In an attempt to make the need case more understandable the Council also suggest that 
this section should include;

 The present location and distribution of higher activity wastes across the 
country



 A summary of the current position on storage of such wastes (including those 
stored at Sellafield) and the expected lifetime of those stores and investment 
required to maintain storage capability before a GDF comes on stream. This 
should include the impacts that interim storage has on host sites and the process 
by which waste will be moved from where it is now and emplaced within the 
GDF.

 More explanation on how the multiple barrier approach would be expected to 
prevent harmful levels of radioactivity reaching the surface, and over what 
timescales.

 The NDA’s current work on options for the near surface disposal of some of the 
HAW inventory should be explained along with the likely impact of this on 
proposals for a GDF. 

 An explanation on why retrievability of wastes is not viewed as appropriate. 

2. Chapter 4 – Do the assessment criteria adequately address the principles that the 
developer, the Planning Inspectorate and the Secretary of State should take into 
account in an application for development consent? If not, what further information 
on the assessment criteria is required?

Chapter 4 of the document identifies that the development of a GDF will have significant 
impacts on the environment, economy and communities and outlines a number of 
principles to guide the design, environmental impacts, health, safety and security 
aspects of the development. In general, the Council supports the principles, but would 
add a number of additional comments, as below.

Whilst the Council agrees with the concept of ‘good design’ we would also note that 
the facility is to last for many decades into the future and so will need to be designed 
to be attractive, durable and adaptable to changing circumstances that are bound to 
occur over such long timescales. The Council would also expect to see reference in the 
principles around good design that the applicant should consider the need for 
infrastructure to enable construction of the facilities and the movement of the waste 
from existing storage sites (including the bulk of the inventory which is currently stored 
on the Sellafield site in Copeland Borough – the ‘current host community’), and the 
proximity of the facility to designated sites including for example National Parks and 
World Heritage Sites. 

In relation to sections 4.9 Safety, 4.10 Health and 4.11 Security and in recognition of 
the scale and scope of this project we would expect to see reference to the need for the 
Planning Inspectorate and then the Secretary of State being assured that the host 
community are satisfied that these issues have been dealt with adequately and to the 
communities satisfaction. 



3. Chapter 5 – Does the draft NPS appropriately cover the impacts of geological disposal 
infrastructure and potential options to mitigate those impacts? Please provide 
reasons to support your answer.

The Council believes that this section addresses some of the likely impacts of geological 
disposal infrastructure and sets out reasonable options to mitigate against them. 
However, there are some areas that we believe need to be included and or expanded 
upon, and that we would expect the developer and the Planning Inspectorate to 
consider. 

The Council takes the view that there is likely to be significant impact on those 
communities in immediate and close proximity to the site in a number of ways, including 
the potential to blight property values. This will be a key issue for many residents 
recognising the very extensive lead in times for the development and will need to be 
mitigated through the inclusion of a property compensation scheme or similar at an 
early stage within the process. We would advocate a separate section in Chapter 5 on 
‘residential amenity’ and would suggest an expanded section 5.9.5 to consider the full 
range of community impacts brought about by the development but also the 
construction process for the development including the potential impact on health 
facilities, leisure provision, retail activities and social/cultural matters. 

We also believe that the impact on the local economy needs to be given further 
significance within the draft document. The likelihood of an area becoming less 
attractive to other commercial activities not associated with the radioactive waste 
management sector and the key functions of the GDF gives serious cause for concern 
and needs to be adequately identified within the document. We would also expect 
reference to be made to the impact on the ‘brand’ of particular areas especially those 
relying on a visitor economy not just in terms of the facility itself but also the impact on 
the visitor economy brought about by the construction process. We believe that the 
document rightly points out that applicants should describe existing socio-economic 
conditions in consultation with those affected and show how the development’s socio-
economic impacts correlate with local planning policy. It is also right that applicants 
should assess any likely positive and negative socio-economic impacts.

Additionally the impact of the excavations and the spoil produced needs to be explained 
further and the options for mitigation described. We would expect the Planning 
Inspectorate to want to know how spoil is to be managed either on site or removed 
from site and the implications for visual amenity and highway infrastructure. 

The cumulative impact from proximity to other development sites or other hazardous 
facilities should also be included in this section. We would also encourage the 
Government to identify sequencing of infrastructure provision as a key issue and seek 
to ensure that an applicant has given due consideration to sequencing in the plans 
presented as a DCO application to ensure that infrastructure is provided prior to it being 
needed and not after the event. This will help greatly in minimising adverse impacts on 
local communities. 



In recognition of the fact that much of the waste is currently stored at the Sellafield site 
in Copeland Borough (the ‘current host community’) we would expect the NPS to 
include a reference to the impacts on that community of moving the waste to another 
location elsewhere in the UK, a process which is likely to take a number of decades to 
complete.

We believe that in section 5.7 the developer should look to recruit locally from those 
impacted communities wherever possible, utilise local training facilities and adopt an 
approach to help support marginalised groups and individuals gain employment.

We would also welcome a clear statement of the Government’s commitment to the 
range of other support intended to boost the local economy throughout the siting 
process, including the substantial investment in the community selected as the site of 
the GDF. The developer should work with the Government and Community Partnership 
to ensure that an integrated approach to investment and employment is taken, to 
deliver the maximum benefit possible and leave a lasting legacy to support the 
development of a local sustainable economy.

Appraisal of Sustainability; Habitats Regulations Assessment

4. Chapter 5 – Do you agree with the findings (of ‘likely significant effects’) from the 
Appraisal of Sustainability Report and the recommendations for enhancing the 
positive effects of the draft NPS? Please provide reasons to support your answer.

The Council has no specific comments to make in relation to this question. 

5. Chapter 6 – Do you agree with the conclusions of the Appraisal of Sustainability 
Report? If not, please explain why.

The Council has no specific comments to make in relation to this question. 

6. Do you agree with the findings from the Habitats Regulations Assessment Report for 
the draft NPS? Please provide reasons to support your answer.

The Council has no specific comments to make in relation to this question. 

All documents

7. Do you have any other comments on the draft NPS and the accompanying documents 
(Appraisal of Sustainability, Habitats Regulations Assessment)?

The timescales for taking forward this project are considerably lengthy and 
commencement of construction could well be over 25 years away. In this time 
technologies and understanding of the disposal processes may well change. The 
magnitude of such change may warrant a review of the NPS and the current draft may 
need to address this issue.


