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Submarine Dismantling Project (SDP) Consultation  
 

  
LEAD OFFICER: Steve Smith 
REPORT AUTHOR: Denice Gallen  
 
 

Summary and Recommendation: 
 
This report provides a summary of the consultation document for the MoD’s Submarine 
Dismantling Project (SDP) published in October 2011 with responses to be submitted by 17th 
Feb. The SDP document gives an overview of the process so far that has led to the decision to 
dismantle the submarines, why they have chosen the proposed dismantling locations and the 
future options for storage of the nuclear waste. 
 
Recommendation: 
That the contents of the report are noted and that members consider the proposed response to 
the consultation document as attached at Appendix C.  
 

 
1.   Background / Introduction  
The Submarine Dismantling Project (SDP) is a project to implement the dismantling of the 
current retired 17 nuclear submarines and proposals for future dismantling.  The document 
describes the Ministry of Defense (MoD) proposals for taking the project forward, their 
rationale behind the proposal and their assessment of the environmental effects that will 
result. 
 
Currently, when a nuclear submarine leaves service it is stored afloat and regularly maintained 
to preserve it in a safe condition.  The consultation documents states that there are a total of 
17 submarines currently being stored in this way in the UK.  Seven out-of-service submarines 
are stored at Rosyth Dockyard and 10 are at Devonport Dockyard.  All submarines leaving 
service in future will be stored at Devonport awaiting dismantling; no further submarines will 
be stored at Rosyth. 
 
In Section 8 of the consultation document, where the rationale behind choosing Devonport and 
Rosyth Dockyards is discussed, it states that to use Rosyth Dockyard only is the least attractive 
option in terms of cost as it would require 20 submarines to be moved north.  It is assumed that 
the discrepancy in the numbers is due to the current number of submarines currently docked 
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out of service and the actual number of submarines that will be out of service by the time this 
project becomes operational.  
 
The document is intended to provide information on the process so that the Council and other 
stakeholders can provide meaningful feedback into the consultation process.  The consultation 
process closes on the 17th February 2012.  A number of workshops have been run alongside this 
document.  
 
The MoD does not have existing solutions for the dismantling of the submarines and the 
storage of Intermediate Level Waste (ILW).  The key decisions that need to be reached by the 
MoD are: 

 How the radioactive materials are removed from the submarine 

 Where the radioactive materials are removed from the submarines 

 Which type of storage site is used for storing the ILW until it can be disposed of 
in the proposed Geological Disposal Facility (GDF). 

  
2. Why are the submarines being dismantled? 

After they have left service, nuclear powered submarines are currently stored afloat at 
Devonport and Rosyth Dockyards where they undergo regular maintenance to keep them in a 
safe condition. 
 
Whilst this has proved to be an acceptable arrangement for over 30 years, the cost to the tax-
payer of maintaining them safely is rising significantly as they age and as more submarines 
leave service.  The MoD expect to reach capacity to store further submarines by 2020, by which 
time a dismantling solution will need to be in place or the MoD will have to invest in creating 
more berthing space.  

 
Figure 1 Materials and Waste resulting from dismantling 

 
Source: Submarine Dismantling Project (SDP) Consultation Document 28th October 2011 Pg.19 
 
Figure 1 illustrates that the MoD estimate that a large proportion of the dismantled submarines 
can be recycled. 
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The radioactive waste includes Low Level Waste (LLW) and Intermediate Level Waste (ILW) 
which is in the form of steel that has become radioactive in the Reactor Pressure Vessel (RPV).  
The MoD are committed to dealing with the legacy of out-of-service submarines rather than 
leaving future generations to do so. 
 
3. Assessment of dismantling options 

There are 3 possible options for removing radioactive waste from the submarines.  The options 
outlined focus on the removal of ILW (components that were close to the fuel). 

1. Separate and store the whole reactor Compartment  - “RC Separation” 

 The whole RC would be separated from the front and rear sections of the submarine 
and stored whole, leaving the hull of the submarine in two sections. Due to its size it 
would be difficult and very expensive to move the RC, so it is assumed in this option that 
it would be stored where it is removed (at the initial dismantling site and therefore not 
Sellafield).   
  
2.  Remove and Store the Reactor Pressure Vessel -  “RPV Removal”  

 

 The RPV and other radioactive materials would be removed through a hole in the hull of 
the submarine.  The RPV and any remaining ILW would then be packaged in a shielded 
container that is suitable for transport and storage and size reduced at a later date. 
(Possibly to be stored at Sellafield until the DGF is available)  

 
3. Remove and size –reduce the RPV for storage as Packaged waste “Packaged Waste” 

 

 The RPV and other radioactive waste would be removed in the same way as above but 
then immediately size-reduced and packaged into boxes for storage.  No further cutting-
up or packaging would be required in future before the boxes are disposed of. (Possibly 
to be stored at Sellafield until the DGF is available)  
 

A fourth option is mentioned briefly within the document.  It states that the MoD are exploring 
the possibility that the proposed GDF could accept larger packages which could mean the RPV 
could be disposed of without being cut up.  
 
If this further possibility is established as a credible option, it will be important that the further 
process of assessment and decision making is clear to stakeholders and that appropriate 
opportunity for engagement and comment is provided. 
 
The main difference between the 3 options therefore is the order and timing in which the size-
reduction and storage activities are carried out, and the form in which the waste is removed 
from the submarine and stored while awaiting a disposal solution. 
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Figure 2 Summary of comparison of technical options 
 

 
Source: Submarine Dismantling Project (SDP) Consultation Document 28th October 2011 Pg.41 
 
The MoDs preferred strategy for removing the radioactive waste is RPV removal and storage.   
 
This proposed option preserves the potential opportunity to dispose of whole RPVs without the 
need for size-reduction (cutting them up into smaller pieces to form packaged waste) in the 
future. This would make significant cost savings if size-reduction proves to be unnecessary for 
disposal, unlike the Packaged Waste option which commits to size-reduction sooner. 
 
4. Assessment of proposed sites  
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For Security reasons initial dismantling must be carried out in the UK.  It must also take place at 
a site that holds a nuclear license. 
 
In order to assess the submarine dismantling sites the MoD used two types of screening 
criteria. The primary screening criteria are key fundamental requirements; unless a site meets 
these conditions, it will not be considered suitable for undertaking SDP activities and no further 
consideration is given. Using this criteria the sites were reduced from 8 to 4, Rosyth, Devonport, 
Barrow-in-Furness and HMNB Clyde 
 
The secondary screening criteria consider the requirements at a more detailed level, and are 
applicable to those sites which meet the primary screening criteria. These are also pass / fail 
criteria; any site failing any of these will not be considered suitable for the respective SDP 
activity. (See Appendix A – Criteria used to assess SDP sites). From the secondary screening the 
4 sites where narrowed to Rosyth and Devonport.  
 
All sites in the UK that currently carry out nuclear activities were assessed against the criteria.  
A complete list of the sites assessed and their evaluation is available in Appendix B – Candidate 
Sites for Initial Dismantling.  
 
Devonport Dockyard and Rosyth Dockyard, where out-of-service submarines are currently 
stored and where in-service submarines are, or have been, maintained and refitted, met the 
screening criteria 
 
The submarines could be dismantled at either of these sites or at both (the ‘dual site’ option). 
Under the dual site option, each dockyard would undertake the initial dismantling of the 
submarines it currently stores afloat; submarines would not be moved between sites prior to 
initial dismantling.  Further submarines yet to leave service would be dismantled at Devonport 
Dockyard. No further dismantling would take place at Rosyth once the seven submarines 
currently stored there have been dismantled. 
The MoD proposed option is to undertake initial dismantling at both Devonport and Rosyth 
Dockyards. 
 
As part of the consultation response questionnaire Question 3 asks: What are your views on the 
candidate sites for where the radioactive waste is removed from the submarines? Do you think 
any significant options have been left out? 
 
In order to answer this question comprehensively it is considered that the multi criteria used to 
assess each of the proposed sites must be investigated thoroughly, See Appendix A – Criteria 
used to assess SDP sites.   
 
The criteria included or excluded from the decision process can have a significant impact in the 
overall outcome.  One criterion that was not considered was the transport of waste from the 
proposed site to the proposed Interim storage site until disposal. 
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In responding to this question the Council needs to be fully satisfied that the process that has 
determined the appropriate sites has been robust, flawless and inclusive.  
 
5. Proposals for storage of waste 

High Level Waste (HLW): 
After submarines leave service the nuclear fuel is removed and taken for storage at the national 
facility in Sellafield, - this is not part of the SDP it is an existing activity that has taken place at 
Devonport Dockyard for many years and will continue in the future. 
 
Low Level Waste (LLW): 
Any low level waste generated such as ventilation ducting drains etc. are disposed of through 
existing disposal routes currently available at the LLW repository in Cumbria. 
 
Intermediate Level Waste (ILW): 
There is no disposal route currently available for ILW so it must be stored until it can be 
disposed of in the UKs proposed Geological Disposal Facility (GDF).  As there is currently no GDF 
facility available storage facilities will therefore be designed to hold waste for up to 100 years. 
 
Interim storage options have been identified in generic terms as types of site owned by either 
the MoD, industry or the NDA. 
 
The MoD’s proposed way forward on interim storage options is:  

“To continue working closely with NDA and wider government to assess whether it 
would be more cost effective and beneficial to use NDA storage facilities or to develop a 
new one for SDP.   If this assessment found in favour of an NDA options, we would then 
ask NDA to develop a suitable storage solution for SDP.  To do this, the NDA would need 
to follow its own processes and governance arrangements to identify which of its 
storage facilities and sites would be used” (Submarine Dismantling Project Consultation 
Document Chpt 8: 8.7.2) 

Scottish Government policy for ILW differs from the policy in England and Wales and is for long-
term management in near-surface, near-site facilities. It is not, however, applicable to waste 
arising from decommissioning of out-of-service nuclear submarines. The SDP document does 
not cover the implications of the difference in policy between Scotland and England, for the 
proposed disposal of the ILW and is an issue where further clarification may be sought. 
 
The environmental effects of storing ILW are directly associated with the construction of the 
facility and the amount of land lost to the building itself. The scale of the effects depends on 
the size of the facility, which in turn is dictated by the size of the ILW container. 
 
The mode and frequency of transport needed to move ILW that has been removed from the 
submarines will depend on a number of factors, including the method of initial dismantling 
adopted and the location of the storage site. 
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The implications of transportation of ILW, to the preferred option of an existing site owned by 
the NDA is an issue which needs to be fully explored and measured against the environmental 
and social impacts of storing the waste at the site at which it occurs.  
 

6. Implications for Copeland  

The main implications for the current preferred methods are: 

 The possibility that ILW may be stored at Sellafield 

 That it will have to be transported to the GDF at some point 
 

The SDP document has given clear direction that the MoDs preferred method of dealing with 
ILW is to continue working with the NDA to investigate the possibility of using NDA facilities 
until the final disposal in a GDF facility. 
 
Sellafield is one of the potential options for longer term storage for ILW from SDP.  Longer term 
disposal of such waste could be included in any GDF facility.  

Any storage facility must be built to store waste for the next 100 years as no decision has been 
made about the location of a proposed GDF it will be a long time before it is ready to receive 
waste.  Furthermore if no GDF facility was built the ILW could remain at the storage facility for 
much longer than originally anticipated. 

The option of transporting the waste does not align with policy on the non-proliferation of 
waste. The environmental and social implications of storing and transporting nuclear waste 
need to be fully explored and alternative options exhausted before any decision is made.  

It is also considered that transportation of nuclear waste from the submarines is an important 
criterion which was over looked in the criteria used to assess possible sites used to dismantle 
the submarines.  If the onward transportation of the removed waste was taken into 
consideration the preferred dismantling sites may also have altered.  

7. Way Forward 

The submarine dismantling project and all of the proposed methods outlined above for 
dismantling and storage of waste are currently under consultation.  The consultation period will 
close on the 17th February 2012. A suggested response for members consideration is attached 
as Appendix C – Copeland Borough Council response to the SDP consultation. 
 
This is an opportunity for the Council to express any concerns arising over the SDP process and 
preferred dismantling strategy.  Existing berthing capacity will be exceeded by 2020 so there is 
some urgency in progressing the SDP from the MoD perspective.  However, while we recognise 
the need for decisions in this process it is advisable that all possibilities are explored as the 
legacy and burden on communities of ILW and HLW will be imposed upon host communities for 
a significant period of time. 
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The major concern for Copeland is the storage of nuclear waste. The fate of the HLW or the 
reactor spent fuel transfer to Sellafield seems to be outside the scope of the SDP consultation 
but nevertheless the transfers are relevant to Copeland Borough Council's overview of the full 
impacts of defueling and decommissioning of nuclear submarines. 
 
There is also a need to establish the inventory of radioactive waste requiring disposal at a 
proposed GDF.  If the proposed way forward is to store ILW at a NDA site then there is a need 
to discuss the environmental and social impacts placed on the host community and the 
potential community benefits contributions arising as a result. 
 
8. List of Appendices –  

Appendix A – Criteria used to assess SDP sites. 
Appendix B - Candidate Sites for Initial Dismantling 
Appendix C – Copeland Response to the SDP consultation  
 
9. Consultees 
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Appendix A – Criteria used to assess SDP sites 
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Source: Submarine Dismantling Project Site Criteria & Screening Paper May 2011 Pg. 12-17 
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Appendix B – Candidate Sites for Initial Dismantling.  
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Source: Submarine Dismantling Project Site Criteria & Screening Paper May 2011 Pg. 18-22
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Appendix C – Copeland Response to the SDP Consultation 

 

 



18 
 

 



19 
 

 



20 
 

 

 



21 
 



22 
 



23 
 

 


