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REPORT AUTHOR: Rob Ward

Summary:

1. Sellafield Ltd (SL) has applied to the Environment Agency (EA) for review of site 
environmental permits, given the projected reduction in radiological discharges to the 
environment following the completion of reprocessing operations.

2. This paper sets out the scope of the proposed changes and informs members of the 
intention to submit a response to the EA’s consultation.

Recommendation:

3. That the board delegates authority to the Chief Executive in coordination with the 
Portfolio Holder for Nuclear and Corporate Affairs to form a response to the 
Environment Agency’s consultation on this permit review.

1. Background

1.1. The EA is the regulatory authority for the Radioactive Substances Activities (RSA) 
Permit, which allows SL to operate facilities which result in radioactive aqueous 
and gaseous discharges to the environment and solid waste disposals. The RSA 
Permit is subject to annual review and frequent variation to ensure it provides 
appropriate control over the environmental impact of discharges, reflects the 
latest regulations and standards and meets future business needs.

1.2. Aerial and liquid discharges from Sellafield to the environment have reduced since 
the previous permit review and upon completion of the reprocessing mission in 
2020, Sellafield’s mission will change to one of decommissioning and 
environmental remediation where the site will see a significant further reduction 
in discharges to the environment.

1.3. Members will be aware that in October 2018, the EA launched the consultation 
process for adjusting the RSA Permit for the Sellafield site. This follows an 
application by Sellafield Ltd to vary the RSA permit. The Environment Agency (EA) 
will review the current RSA Permit to reflect the end of reprocessing and the new 
circumstances of decommissioning and environmental remediation. 
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1.4. Sellafield’s RSA Permit Application is available via the following link:

https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/cumbria-and-lancashire/sellafield-
rsa-major-permit-review/

2. The RSA Permit Review

2.1. The RSA Permit allows the site to operate facilities that result in radioactive 
aqueous and gaseous discharges to the environment.

2.2. Sellafield’s application is based on a fundamental review of the structure of the 
RSA Permit and is supported by a review of past discharges and consideration of 
future discharges from the Sellafield Site after reprocessing ends. This has been 
completed through close engagement with the Environment Agency.

2.3. The aim of the new RSA Permit structure and content is for Sellafield to have:

“Environmental permits which ensure ongoing protection of the environment, 
focus on the use of Best Available Techniques (BAT), provide a clear line of sight 
to permit compliance and facilitate timely Post Operational Clean Out (POCO) of 
reprocessing facilities and decommissioning of the wider site.”

2.4. The RSA Permit is being reviewed in order to ensure continued effective, 
proportionate control of discharges and greater focus on environmental 
protection. The drive for a more transparent RSA Permit is consistent with the 
principle of proportionate regulation and will encourage optimised management 
of discharges and their environmental impact through greater emphasis on the 
way that Sellafield Ltd applies the framework for demonstrating Best Available 
Techniques (BAT).

3. Scope of the Application (Permit to Review Radioactive Substances) 

3.1. The changes applied for by Sellafield are:

 Revision of the limits in the RSA Permit will enable Sellafield Ltd to manage 
site operations more flexibly, supporting acceleration of High Hazard and 
Risk Reduction in legacy facilities and demonstrating substantial and 
progressive reductions in discharges;

 Simplified compliance arrangements and/or removal of requirements where 
discharges have stopped or significantly reduced to the point that there is no 
or negligible environmental impact;

https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/cumbria-and-lancashire/sellafield-rsa-major-permit-review/
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/cumbria-and-lancashire/sellafield-rsa-major-permit-review/
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 Replacement of “Plant Limits” with “Notification Levels” to ensure timely 
notification to EA of increasing trends.

3.2. SL proposes to amend the RSA Permit in two phases through this single variation 
application, to reflect the reduction in discharges associated with the end of 
operation of ThORP in 2018 and Magnox Reprocessing Plant in 2020.

3.3. The changes to the RSA Permit proposed by Sellafield Ltd are as follows:

 Removal of specified Site Limits: Sellafield Ltd is applying for the minimum 
number of limits and notification levels, consistent with ensuring adequate 
control of discharges and monitoring of process performance; and that takes 
account of the impact of discharges as well as the practicability of monitoring 
in determining which radionuclides should be limited.

 Reduction in headroom of Site Limits: Sellafield Ltd is applying for Site Limits, 
which maintain headroom to that required for normal expected operations, 
where these can be predicted. The EA’s guidance defines “normal” operation 
or decommissioning of a facility as that which includes the relevant 
operational fluctuations, trends and events that are expected to occur over 
the likely lifetime of the facility, consistent with the use of BAT. Where there 
is less certainty over future operational discharges, no change to limits has 
been applied for.

 Replacement of Plant Limits with Notification Levels: Sellafield intends to 
replace “Plant Limits” with “Notification Levels”. This change will see 
“Notification Levels” set at much lower values to ensure timely notification 
to EA of increasing trends in discharges. Under these changes, if Sellafield 
exceeds a “Notification Level”, it will not constitute a permit breach. Instead, 
exceeding the new levels will simply require Sellafield to provide the EA an 
explanation for exceeding the limit.

 Introduction of a tiered approach to Site Limits: As Sellafield’s focus moves 
to decommissioning and site remediation, overall discharges are expected to 
decrease, but the ability to predict discharge levels will diminish, because 
there is more variability in discharges associated with these activities than 
previous steady-state operations. As such, Sellafield Ltd is applying for the 
introduction of a two tier Site Limit structure. The upper tier will be below 
the current Site Limit with only one exception, where the proposed upper 
tier limit is the same as the current Site Limit, and the Lower tier limits will 
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be set at reduced levels to ensure close scrutiny of discharge trends. lower 
Site Limits which will be routinely in force with scope to move to a higher 
limit relatively quickly (weeks) to support and enable site clean-up and High 
Hazard and Risk Reduction activities.

4. Conclusion and Next Steps

4.1. Fuel reprocessing is due to end at the site by 2020, which will result in reduction 
in radioactive discharges to the environment. Sellafield Ltd’s environmental 
permits should reflect the new discharge profile and reflect the site’s changing 
focus from reprocessing to decommissioning. The Council should support the basis 
for the proposed changes to the Sellafield RSA Permit, in principle, on the 
understanding that regulation by the EA will remain proportionate to the activities 
on the site.

4.2. The Council should invite comment from the EA, as enforcing authority for the RSA 
Permit, on the proposed changes in terms of how they may affect Copeland’s 
communities and residents, and what the regulatory changes may be, particularly 
where regulatory activities will decrease. The Council recognizes that strong 
nuclear capabilities exists within the EA’s local nuclear team and we would 
welcome ongoing dialogue between the EA and the Council as the representative 
of our communities, to build this relationship and to develop this capability and 
shared understanding on both parts.

4.3. The Nuclear Team are coordinating with Officers from the Development 
Management and Environmental Health teams in order to form a response to the 
consultation by the closing date of 21st December 2018. 

4.4. Members should also be made aware that in summer 2019, the EA will open 
another consultation for the Sellafield Installations Permit Review which will take 
into account potential for impact on air quality due to the increased construction 
activity on the site associated with decommissioning and demolition. Copeland 
Borough Council will provide a response to this when the consultation opens. 


