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Summary:

This paper provides a summary of the findings of the Public Accounts Committee’s (PAC) report 
(“the PAC Report”) on the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority: Risk Reduction at Sellafield. The 
paper also sets out how the Council should respond to the key findings and recommendations of 
the PAC Report.

Recommendation:

1. Members are requested to note the information contained in the PAC Report and highlight 
any views that they would like to be included for consideration in the Council’s position on 
this matter.

2. Although no formal response has been invited by NDA, we will provide copies of our response 
to PAC, NDA and Sellafield Ltd. It is requested that the board delegate authority to the Chief 
Executive and Portfolio Holder for Corporate Affairs and Nuclear to develop this response, 
which will be based on Section 6 of this report.

3. That SNEB raises this paper to Executive for noting, given the significance of the issues covered 
to the local economy.

1. Background

1.1. Members will be aware that, in October 2018, the House of Commons Public Accounts 
Committee (PAC) published a report on the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA): 
Risk Reduction at Sellafield (“the PAC report”). This built on the findings of a National Audit 
Office report in June 2018 on the NDA’s progress on reducing risk at Sellafield. The PAC 
report focuses on two main areas:

 Progress and constraints to reducing risk at Sellafield
 Governance, assurance and realising socio-economic benefits

The Council was not consulted during the PAC investigation.

1.2. The Committee last examined progress at Sellafield in March 2015 and found that major 
programmes and projects to reduce risk at Sellafield were significantly behind schedule 
and over budget. In the 2018 report, the Committee welcomed the news that Sellafield 



Limited and the NDA have since started to make changes to improve the way they run the 
Sellafield site. However, the findings of the report reveal poor performance of major 
projects in some areas on the Sellafield site and failings in both the NDA and Department 
for Business Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS).

1.3. While the PAC report highlights that significant milestones have been met at Sellafield’s 
high hazard facilities, and project delivery has improved across 14 major projects, the 
report finds that:

 Projects at Sellafield are predicted to over-run and cost £913m more than 
predicted, lessons are not being learned and constraints on faster risk reduction 
have not been identified;

 The NDA is not delivering effective management and oversight of the Sellafield 
Mission;

 Central government is not provided effective oversight of the NDA;
 BEIS and the NDA have failed to provide clarity on the plans for management of 

the plutonium stockpile currently stored at Sellafield;
 The NDA is failing in both its economic obligations and socio-economic presence 

locally.

1.4. Seven recommendations are made to address these failings, four of which are of 
particular importance to Copeland. All recommendations require a response within the 
next 3 to 12 months.

1.5. The PAC report and recommendations are available via the following link:

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubacc/1375/1375.pdf

2. Progress and constraints to Reducing Risk at Sellafield

2.1. Members will already be aware that the main challenges at the Sellafield site remain the 
decommissioning of the legacy ponds and silos, and management of the plutonium 
stockpile. While it is recognized that high hazard facilities present a complex challenge, 
the NDA has repeatedly extended the forecast completion dates for decommissioning the 
two legacy silos. However, retrievals from the pile fuel cladding silo are now expected to 
be completed early, demonstrating positive progress in this area.

2.2. Whilst the NDA has achieved reductions in the delay to nine major projects, these projects 
are nevertheless still delayed, with an expected additional cost of £913 million to the 
taxpayer. Neither BEIS nor UK Government Investments (UKGI) have constructively 
challenged the NDA on these delays and overruns.

2.3. The NDA and Sellafield Ltd informed the PAC of three factors they believe hinder progress 
in the decommissioning mission: the physical congestion of site; challenges to workforce 
productivity; and the complexity of the mission at hand. Sellafield Ltd has informed the 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubacc/1375/1375.pdf


PAC that it is currently drafting a new masterplan which gives greater consideration to 
site congestion. Despite this development, Sellafield Ltd and the NDA have not analysed 
how these constraints affect the pace of and options for decommissioning.

2.4. The report cites the NDA’s expenditure of £586 million of taxpayers’ money on three 
major projects since 2012, which were later cancelled in light of more cost-effective ways 
to deliver the mission. These projects include the Silo Direct Encapsulation Plant (SDP) 
and the Box Transfer Facility after estimating that both the projects would exceed original 
costs by £2.1 billion and be delayed by up to 9 years. In addition, a third project which 
included building two new storage tanks for highly active liquor was abandoned because 
Sellafield and the Office for Nuclear Regulation (ONR) agreed that previous storage tanks 
housed in reprocessing facilities could be used instead.

2.5. The PAC believes that although the NDA and Sellafield Ltd have found new cost and time 
effective ways of dealing with high hazard reduction, they have not yet demonstrated 
how new and future projects will generate cost savings for the taxpayer.

3. Management of Plutonium

3.1 The majority of the UK’s Plutonium stockpile, and 40% of all Plutonium in Europe, is held 
in secure facilities on the Sellafield site.

3.2 In 2014, the Department for Energy and Climate Change (DECC) outlined the 
government’s preference for the reuse of plutonium as fuel, which classified this material 
as a national asset rather than a waste. However, in 2018, BEIS informed the PAC that 
they were not comfortable with any option other than disposal into a future geological 
disposal facility, although Plutonium is not classified as a waste and hence is not included 
in the UK Radioactive Waste Inventory. The PAC has noted frustration with BEIS for failing 
to formulate a policy position on the future management of the UK’s plutonium.

3.3 The NDA has admitted that it is facing three challenges in dealing with the plutonium 
stockpile currently stored at Sellafield:

 The majority of plutonium canisters need to be repackaged to ensure they can be 
safely stored longer term. The NDA are in the early stages of designing a repackaging 
plant to resolve this issue, which is expected to cost £1bn more than anticipated;

 Some plutonium canisters are degrading at a quicker rate than expected meaning 
that contingency arrangements will be required before a repackaging plant is made 
available;

 Thirdly, the planned storage facilities for the plutonium canisters are expected to 
exceed original cost estimates by £200 million. The NDA has failed to set out its 
strategy to cover these additional costs.



4. Governance and Assurance

4.1 While BEIS is directly accountable for the performance of the NDA across all of its sites, 
oversight of the body is undertaken by UKGI – a body under HM Treasury dealing with 
corporate governance and finance. 

4.2 The PAC highlighted their concern that, while the UKGI holds expertise in performance 
monitoring and budgetary matters, it does not have the capability in place for major 
project management and therefore does not deliver the necessary oversight to effectively 
monitor a nationally significant mission. Resultantly, the PAC believes that this 
“unnecessary extra layer” hinders the progress it is meant to be supporting at Sellafield 
and fails to provide sufficient expertise in holding the NDA and Sellafield to account. The 
NDA and BEIS have agreed to conduct a tailored review to identify new ways to oversee 
and govern the NDA and ultimately assess the effectiveness of the oversight given by the 
UKGI. Once this review has been completed, BEIS should write to the PAC outlining the 
findings and recommendations of the review and how they will implement them. 

4.3 In addition, the PAC also remains unconvinced that that the NDA is providing necessary 
and proper oversight of site activities. The NDA should have a clear understanding of the 
projects being undertaken at Sellafield and have strengthened their team that are 
responsible for assuring the performance information it receives from Sellafield. The NDA 
has since established a new subcommittee charged with reviewing major projects at 
Sellafield and argues that had this been in place earlier, some of the major site projects 
would have been cancelled at earlier dates. Nevertheless, while the NDA has made steps 
in the right direction, the PAC still believe it is necessary for the NDA to write to them 
outlining how assurance and oversight will be strengthened. They should do this within 
six months of the publication of the government’s inquiry into the failed Magnox contract.

5. Socio-Economics

5.1 Members will be aware that Section 1.7.1 of the Energy Act of 2004 requires the NDA to 
give “support to activities that support the social or economic life of communities living 
near designated installations or that produce other environmental benefits for such 
communities1”. In 2013, the PAC argued that, given the large sums of public money spent 
in areas with NDA activity, there was no clear evidence of the economic benefits for local 
areas. Progress has been made on this, with the NDA spending £10 million on socio-
economic activities for 2017/18. Nevertheless, it is clear that there is more to be done in 
maximizing the potential socio-economic benefits for local communities. 

5.2 On the other hand, the PAC argues that the NDA still has limited interaction with local 
education establishments. Given the scale of STEM education and skills in the local area, 

1 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2004/20/contents 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2004/20/contents


the NDA has accepted that their engagement in this area is poor and is looking at doing 
more work with schools, colleges and other educational facilities. 

5.3 Within 12 months the NDA should produce a new socio-economic strategy that clearly 
outlines opportunities for the local economies around NDA estates and specifically how 
these opportunities will be realized and maximized. 

6. View on Recommendations Made in the Report

6.1 The PAC report sets out seven recommendations intended to address the following key 
findings of the report:

6.2 Finding: “The NDA has recently made progress with reducing risk at Sellafield, but most 
major projects are still delayed and are expected to cost more than originally planned.”

Recommendation 1: Within three months, the NDA should write to the Committee 
explaining its plan for completing its work on mission reporting and BEIS should 
commit to publishing a comprehensive assessment of the NDA’s performance every 
3 years.

Relevance to Copeland: Copeland Borough Council has previously expressed concern 
relating to poor transparency of mission progress reporting, and therefore fully 
supports this recommendation. The NDA’s move towards publication of a Mission 
Progress Report is a positive step in the right direction and the Council should 
welcome further opportunity to scrutinise the NDA’s progress on behalf of 
Copeland’s communities. This reporting should also make clear the many successes 
that are achieved at Sellafield in progressing the site’s mission in progressing what is 
a unique decommissioning challenge.

6.3 Finding: “The NDA and Sellafield Limited have not analysed the constraints they say 
prevent faster risk reduction at Sellafield.”

Recommendation 2: The NDA should, with Sellafield Limited, analyse the impact 
these perceived constraints have on further progress at the site. It should write to the 
Committee within six months and explain how it is going to use this new 
understanding in preparation for the next spending review, the upcoming revision of 
the Sellafield performance plan and the NDA’s new strategy.

Relevance to Copeland: Copeland Borough Council recognises that the Sellafield site 
is complex and the decommissioning mission is challenging. Nevertheless, we 
support the PAC recommendation. The Sellafield mission is nationally important and 
any constraints to progress impact Copeland through extending the period of time 
that our communities are asked to accept the risk associated with nuclear activities 
on the Sellafield site. The Sellafield site is extremely congested, meaning that land 
use on the site must be demonstrated to contribute to achieving the mission. The 



nuclear licensed site is a national asset that should be used effectively and efficiently 
to provide value for the taxpayer. More effective oversight and joined-up 
coordination of projects across the site would facilitate more effective land use and 
project delivery. There should be in place a strategy regarding relocation of non-
nuclear workers and activities offsite, which has the potential to create economic 
benefit elsewhere in Copeland. Identification of such opportunities will be essential 
to achieving some of the ambitions set out in the Industrial Strategy and Nuclear 
Sector Deal around creating the right business environment and market conditions 
to enable the nuclear supply chain and SMEs to develop and export capability.

6.4 Finding: “The NDA has not identified the lessons from project cancellations and past 
mistakes.”

Recommendation 3: The NDA should write to the Committee within three months to 
explain how it will evaluate whether its new approach will generate savings to the 
taxpayer, and how it is learning the lessons from past mistakes.

Relevance to Copeland: The NDA is mandated to clean up the UK’s nuclear legacy, 
and therefore the organisation has an obligation to meet the targets set out in the 
Nuclear Sector Deal to reduce the cost of Decommissioning by 20% by 2030. The PAC 
should recognise that Sellafield Ltd are undertaking world-first, unique projects to 
meet the unique decommissioning challenge posed by the UK’s most complex 
nuclear site. The report fails to recognise that the drive for technological advance will 
sometimes result in money being spent on projects in the short term, that are later 
made redundant by new and emerging technologies, which provide better 
alternative solutions in the long term. Equally, Sellafield through the Transformation 
should be enabled to develop, and appropriate from other industries, technology and 
techniques that could be to achieve the site’s mission quicker and cheaper, avoiding 
the need to develop costly bespoke nuclear solutions.

6.5 Finding: “Given the complexity, cost and long-term nature of the work at the site, the 
NDA’s and the BEIS’s assurance is not providing appropriate oversight of, and challenge 
to, Sellafield Limited’s performance.”

Recommendation 4: The NDA and the Department should write to [the PAC] to set 
out clearly how assurance and oversight will be strengthened. They should do this 
within 6 months of the publication of the government’s independent inquiry into the 
failed Magnox contract.

Relevance to Copeland: Given the complex nature of the Sellafield Site and the 
national significance of the mission, it is concerning that the PAC considers that 
oversight of Sellafield activities has been poor. We welcome the PAC’s 
recommendation to strengthen oversight of Sellafield activities. Copeland and its 
communities will be host to the Sellafield site for the next century and beyond, so 



proper and adequate oversight of performance is key in maintaining stakeholder and 
public support for the national service that Copeland provides. Indeed, many 
stakeholders including the council expect that this to be provided by those 
responsible organisations in which we place our trust on behalf of Copeland’s 
communities.

However, it is acknowledged that Sellafield has some of the most complex nuclear-
legacy-related challenges in the world. If the NDA is to have oversight of Sellafield 
Ltd’s activities, it is essential that within the NDA there is sufficient nuclear 
knowledge and capability to support the decommissioning programme and to have 
adequate oversight of it. This oversight should be a support to the mission and not 
an impediment to progress. Oversight, without the presence of requisite capability, 
at any level within UKGI, BEIS, NDA, SL or the local authority, will provide poor value 
to the taxpayer.

6.6 Finding: “Central government’s oversight of the NDA is not holding the NDA to account 
effectively.”

Recommendation 5: The Department should write to the Committee setting out the 
findings and recommendations of the review, and its plan for implementing them. In 
particular, in conjunction with the Cabinet Office they should consider whether UKGI 
is playing any useful role. In its response to us, the Department must set out in detail 
how it intends to solve the problem.

Relevance to Copeland: The Council is deeply concerned about the adequacy of 
oversight and enablement of the Sellafield Transformation programme, through 
which some of the technological and social developments required to ensure 
extraction of economic value from Sellafield for the taxpayer will occur. An 
unsuccessful Transformation would cause significant harm to the local economy, and 
therefore it is incumbent upon central government to ensure that adequate 
oversight is in place at all levels from BEIS to NDA to Sellafield Ltd. The Council 
welcomes the recommended review of oversight of the NDA.

6.7 Finding: “We are not convinced that the NDA is achieving the wider economic benefits 
that would help justify the vast amounts of public investment at Sellafield.”

Recommendation 6: The NDA should, within 12 months, strengthen and publish its 
socio-economic strategy, outlining the opportunities for the wider economy and how 
it will realise those opportunities.

Relevance to Copeland: The Energy Act places an obligation upon the NDA to: 
undertake activities that deliver social, economic or environmental benefit to 
communities living near designated installations; and to ensure the development and 
maintenance of a skilled workforce to undertake nuclear decommissioning in the UK.



It is clear that collectively the value of Sellafield has not been extracted in support of 
a sustainable West Cumbrian economy. The 2017 Oxford Economics report identified 
the risks to Copeland economy should the Sellafield Transformation be unsuccessful. 
The Council agrees with the PAC report that social and economic value from the NDA 
estate is not currently being realised. BEIS, the NDA and Sellafield Ltd must support 
and facilitate the opportunity presented by the Sellafield Transformation to 
maximise the economic impact of Sellafield as a catalyst for the future economy of 
Copeland and UK PLC. The vires of each of those organisations should be challenged 
where it does not enable this. The Council is concerned that one of the biggest 
impediments to a successful Transformation is the aversion to risk within 
government, NDA and SL, especially following recent legal cases. These organisations 
must either review or have their ways of working reviewed to avoid this impediment 
to discharge of their duties under the Energy Act, and to commercialise taxpayer-
funded opportunities of the decommissioning mission.

Sellafield has recently published a social impact strategy that was developed in 
collaboration with the local community. This strategy is well-aligned to the Council 
corporate strategy and therefore creates a strong enough position from which to 
create strong social impact in Copeland. This is complementary to the emerging 
economic Transformation Plan and the NDA should use this as a model or foundation 
to develop an estate-wide plan. This should not be delayed by the activities required 
under recommendation 6, as the current strategy is considered adequate as a 
starting point. In light of the changes following the last shear at ThORP, we are 
concerned that more strategy and no delivery would be at the expense of the 
Copeland community.

Recent investments are welcomed in skills and education at the Whitehaven School 
Campus and at the National College for Nuclear in our neighbouring authority, and 
this is a key challenge on which we will continue to work in partnership with NDA and 
Sellafield Ltd.

6.8 Finding: “The NDA’s programme to deal with the plutonium stockpile in the near-term is 
late and its costs are increasing.”

Recommendation 7: Within six months, the Department should write to the 
Committee, setting out its plan for deciding on the long-term use of plutonium. The 
NDA should also write to the Committee explaining fully its contingency 
arrangements to manage plutonium at the site, and the reasons behind cost 
escalations and delays.

Relevance to Copeland: As the community that is host to the UK’s plutonium 
stockpile, Copeland is a key stakeholder in this matter. The PAC’s recommendation 
that the NDA outline the contingency plans to manage degrading plutonium canisters 



is welcome. As the taxpayer is due to commit £1bn to a new repackaging facility for 
this material, we are assured that the plutonium will be stored safely and securely. 
However, the longevity of the plutonium storage in the absence of a decision about 
disposition is something that the community has not been engaged on. It is 
understood that there are a number of decisions due on the preferred option for 
best use of the plutonium stockpile for UK PLC, and we look forward to reviewing 
these when the report is published.

7. Conclusion

7.1 This paper has presented an overview of the 2018 PAC Report on the NDA’s Progress on 
Risk Reduction at Sellafield. Key areas of interest to Copeland are highlighted, and a 
position on each of the key findings is proposed.

7.2 It is requested that the Board endorse this position as, while no formal response has been 
requested to the PAC Report, the content of Section 6 will be submitted to the PAC, the 
NDA and Sellafield Ltd.

7.3 It is also requested that the Board raise this paper to Executive for noting.


