Nirex Seminar - Managing Nuclear Waste

In March 2006, representatives from some 25 WI Federations assembled at Denman College for a seminar hosted by Nirex UK Ltd, on the subject of "Managing Nuclear Waste". Pat Clark, our Science Coordinator represented OFWI at what proved to be an extremely interesting and informative day.

Essentially, Nirex is concerned with the long-term management of radioactive waste. It used to be "owned" by the nuclear power industry, but in 2004, ownership was transfered to the Government, and UK Nirex

Ltd now has two shareholders - Defra and DTI.

It has four areas of activity:

· researching safe, environmentally sound, and publicly acceptable options for dealing with radioactive waste in the long term

· advising the nuclear industry on packaging and disposal of waste, and setting specifications and standards

· maintaining an inventory of radioactive waste

· communicating with all stakeholders - including us, hence the seminar.

The morning session was devoted to an excellent presentation by

Nirex's Chief Executive Chris Murray, who managed to make a potentially complex subject accessible and understandable. He covered topics such as:

· what waste exists

· where it is and how it is stored

· options for long-term solutions to managing waste

· Nirex's role and other bodies involved in developing and regulating radioactive waste management processes.

After lunch, we divided into two groups to explore some of the issues in more depth, feeding back to each other at the end of the afternoon.

What did we learn? Here are some of the key points.

The Situation

Nuclear technology creates radioactive waste products which can broadly be classified into three levels, depending on their potency - high, intermediate and low. Looking at the whole picture, inventories and calculations show that whilst 1 million cubic metres of waste has already been processed and disposed of, there is a lot more that has not and is stored at various sites around the country. Taking account of what has already been generated, and adding what will be produced by the time our current tranche of nuclear power stations reach the end of their life, there is another 2.3 million cubic metres of radioactive waste to be dealt with. 91% of that is low-level waste (LLW), such as protective clothing or rubble from the sites of dismantled power stations. 0.1% is high-level waste (HLW) which requires very special handling and monitoring indeed.

Spent nuclear fuel falls into this catagory. The rest is classified as intermediate-level (ILW). This tends to be waste that will be radioactive for a very long time, but will not generate the levels of heat that characterises HLW. ILW is what Nirex is principally concerned with.

Most of the waste is stored at Sellafield (including all HLW) or Dounreay, in total there are 37 sites around the UK where radioactive waste is stored, including Harwell and Culham.

The Issues

We have all benefited from the energy produced by the nuclear power industry, but we have a legacy to deal with - radioactive waste. Currently, most ILW is stored above ground, some in pools. Of particular concern are wastes created in the 1940s, 50s, and 60s, some of which are held in old facilities which are crumbling. Historically, there has been no settled policy on disposal of ILW, and the industry and Government recognize that this is a most unsatisfactory situation. However, there is a 'defacto' policy operating - storage of ILW must comply with Nirex's "Letter of Compliance" process which sets standards and specifications for how the waste should be treated and packaged.

Disposing of radioactive waste is a long-term problem and costly.

Decisions now will affect generations to come. One good thing is that the

behaviour of radioactive waste is predictable. We know how dangerous different types of radioactive substances are, and we know how long they take to decay. This helps enormously with developing appropriate ways to deal with waste products. Whatever decisions are taken, they need to be acceptable to the public.

What's Being Done About It?

There are a number of bodies which have a role in the debate, including: 

· the Committee on Radioactive Waste Management (CoRWM)

· the Nuclear Legacy Advisory Forum (NuLeAF)

· the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA)

· Defra and DTI

· Environment Agency, and Scottish Environment Protection Agency

· the Health and Safety Executive

· the MOD

There are other interested parties such as Greenpeace, Friends of the

Earth, Trade Unions, Local Authorities, the nuclear industry itself etc etc  … it is a long list. Nirex - especially now that it is independent from the nuclear industry - has a strong role as adviser and influencer of policy, but whilst it is part of the regulatory process, it is not the actual regulator.

Over the past three years, CoRWM has been conducting an "options" review in connection with safe disposal of radioactive waste, and is due to report to Government in June 2006. The review has looked at 14 options, including launching waste into space, or embedding it in ice caps. Dumping at sea - which has been done in the past - is banned by international agreement. One of the most serious options is the phased geological repository concept - and Nirex has done a lot of research on this. The concept involves treating and packaging ILW and storing it deep below ground, but in such a way that it can be monitored and, if necessary, retrieved. About 30% of the UK land mass is potentially suitable for repositories. All sorts of issues come in to play - geology, hydrology, chemistry, transport implications, population density, security ... what the nuclear industry and Government recognise is that public acceptance of whatever methods are chosen for dealing with radioactive waste is essential.

How much should we care about this issue?

How much do we think that it is our generation's responsibility to deal with it, and not leave it as a legacy for the next and future generations?

How much do we accept that doing nothing about it is not an option?

What would we be prepared to accept as solutions?

These are important questions - and why Nirex is keen to talk to WI members.

Want to know more? 

Nirex publishes very good information packs which can be requested from:

UK Nirex Ltd, Curie Avenue, Harwell, Didcot, Oxfordshire. OX11 0RH or use their website: www.nirex.co.uk
