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Summary:

This paper makes members aware of the publication by the Nuclear Decommissioning 
Authority (NDA) of a position paper on Plutonium Consolidation, Storage and Disposition.

Recommendation:

1. That members of the board note the information presented in this paper.

2. That members of the board familiarise themselves with the NDA paper and provide any comments 
to be included in the Council’s response to the NDA.

1. Background

1.1. Members will be aware that the majority of the UK’s stockpile of plutonium is already held in 
safe and secure storage on the Sellafield site. Hence, Copeland Borough Council is a key 
stakeholder in this matter. Some plutonium remains on the Dounreay site in Scotland.

1.2. The inventory of plutonium in the UK has arisen from the large-scale reprocessing of spent 
fuel. Reprocessing separates spent fuel into uranium for reuse, waste products for disposal, 
and plutonium. Plutonium is not currently considered as waste, and so is not included in the 
UK Radioactive Waste Inventory for disposal to a GDF, although the government’s 
Implementing Geological Disposal: Working With Communities policy identifies Plutonium for 
potential inclusion in the GDF inventory, pending a decision on its long term management.

1.3. In their 65th report on NDA Progress on Risk Reduction at Sellafield, the Public Accounts 
Committee Report found that, “the NDA’s programme to deal with the plutonium stockpile in 
the near-term is late and its costs are increasing”, and made the recommended that, “within 
six months, the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) should write 
to the Committee, setting out its plan for deciding on the long-term use of plutonium”.

1.4. The PAC Report noted that 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.

1.5. In response to the first two points above, in December 2018, planning permission was granted 
for the Sellafield Retreatment Plant – a major new nuclear facility on the site, which will 
repackage plutonium into new canisters for long-term storage.

2. Current Strategy

2.1. The overarching aim of the NDA’s strategy is ultimately “to put separated plutonium beyond 
reach”. This is achieved in three stages:

Consolidation:
The NDA has taken the strategic decision to consolidate the Dounreay plutonium inventory at 
Sellafield, the UK’s centre of excellence for plutonium management, where it can be better 
managed, and enable progress towards decommissioning and remediation of the Dounreay 
site.

Safe and Secure Storage:
The NDA is ensuring the continued safe and secure storage of plutonium in the UK by 
repacking the material for placement in a suite of modern stores, allowing time to develop 
and implement the right long-term disposition solution.

Disposition:
The NDA is supporting the UK government in the development of a long-term disposition 
solution to put separated plutonium beyond reach. The two options under consideration for 
disposition are either:

1. Reuse as fuel, then disposal;
2. Immobilisation followed by a period of storage then disposal.

2.2. The Council, on behalf of the community, has previously expressed concern over the longevity 
of the plutonium storage in the absence of a decision about disposition.

2.3. The Council’s response to the PAC Report welcomed the recommendation that the NDA set 
out its plan for long term management of Plutonium.

3. Copeland Borough Council Position Statement

3.1. The following is the Council’s stated position statement on national consolidation of nuclear 
materials on the Sellafield site:

“The Council remains concerned at the incremental approach to Sellafield becoming the 
national consolidation site for the long term storage of radioactive waste, spent fuel and 
nuclear materials until such a time as a GDF is provided. This consolidation of materials on the 
Sellafield site will have profound consequences for Copeland now and in the long-term and, as 
host to the Sellafield site, the community of Copeland has a long-standing relationship with 
the nuclear industry, which will continue for multiple generations to come.



The Council will continue to develop its position in this regard and in doing so will seek to 
ensure that economic and social benefits are secured, while minimising prejudicial outcomes 
for future generations as a consequence of providing this National service, and to ensure that 
alternative economic opportunities are not excluded. In the short term, where 
interim/temporary stores are changed to permanent, long-term stores, the Council will expect 
such proposals to generate additional benefits to reflect this changing role.”

3.2. However, as the taxpayer is due to commit £1bn to a new repackaging facility for this material, 
the Council is assured that the plutonium will continue to be stored safely and securely.

4. Progress on Plutonium Consolidation, Storage and Disposition

4.1. On 29th March 2019, the NDA published an update report on consolidation, storage and 
disposition of Plutonium, a copy of which can be found at Appendix A.

4.2. The paper provides an update on the NDA’s progress on developing and implementing the 
UK’s plutonium management strategy in line with UK government policy.

4.3. A verbal update will be provided to members on the paper.

APPENDIX A – NDA paper on “Progress on Plutonium Consolidation, Storage and Disposition”


