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17 February 2011

Note for West Cumbria MRWS Partnership by Guy Richardson (CALC)

1. The meeting was attended by around 120 delegates from a variety of universities, companies and consultancies working in the nuclear, geology and engineering fields, plus representatives of government and regulators. At least one delegate was from a local authority (not publicly named) where discussion has taken place about whether to submit an Expression of Interest.

2. The first three presentations were from Andrew Craze (DECC) on national policy, Alun Ellis (NDA) on the MRWS process and site characterisation and John Powell (BGS) on the geological unsuitability screening in West Cumbria. Content of presentations will be familiar to West Cumbria MRWS Partnership members.

3. There were a variety of questions after the first three presentations. Some concerns about the timelines and the uncertainties created by the voluntarism approach. Questions about whether areas other than West Cumbria were interested and how would potential areas be prompted; how would areas know whether it was appropriate to express an interest. Questions about the criteria used in the BGS study. Questions about how decisions will be made at the various stages in the MRWS process. Clarification given that all NDA work to date is generic and not West Cumbria specific.

4. Next a presentation by Andy Parkes (NDA) on the NDA’s working principles for undertaking site characterisation. The NDA’s objectives will be: (1) Site safety and engendering a strong safety culture, (2) undertaking borehole investigations in a manner that does not adversely affect the potential safety case by damaging or disturbing the rock volume/site, (3) employing sound science that is geared to meeting the information requirements for the safety case and facility design, ie needs driven, (4) cost effective, making best use of technical and managerial resources working together, (5) operating on ‘intelligent client’ principles, (6) engaging effectively with all stakeholders.

5. Questions and discussion focussed on the importance and challenges associated with ‘intelligent client’ capacity and the challenge nationally in providing all the skills required at the right time. Discussion of issues around skills gaps, competition for skills globally and loss of university places. NDA are commissioning generic work that will maintain national expertise and interest in the project. 1990s Nirex research will be reused if West Cumbria decides to participate.

6. Next presentation by Paul Armstrong (NDA) giving an overview of the approach to site characterisation. (1) definition of the site characterisation project to meet requirements of the safety case, repository design and engineering and statutory Environmental Assessment. Covering community, environment, regulatory, policy, health/safety, borehole programme and associated data management requirements, (2) the descriptive site model and it’s iterative refinement, (3) techniques to be used – geophysical, boreholes and sampling (groundwater, soil and rock), (4) procurement of the resources to undertake the programme of work.

7. Questions about the timeline and the cost and design of the required drilling rigs. Requirement (expressed by CoRWM member) for independent validation of the site model and use of independent data sets.

8. Next presentation on the site characterisation programme at Forsmark, Sweden by Kaj Ahlbom (SKB). After some introductory background, a technical presentation on the geology and methods of site characterisation. Followed by some equally technical questions, some of which, curiously, the speaker was unable to answer.

9. Final presentation by Andy Parkes (NDA) on the commercial strategy for surface based investigations. This was about making the NDA’s procurement and contracting strategy work. The various procurement and technical challenges were described; eg availability and design of drilling rigs, evolving requirements, very long design periods, complexity. A procurement strategy has been developed and peer reviewed. Options considered were: recruit direct, secondments to RWMD, a management contractor to procure, a prime contractor to characterise the site. Conclusion was a managing contractor approach. 

10. Followed by quite a number of challenging questions about how the preferred approach will work, particularly over the extended time periods. How will a coherent site description model emerge from so many contributing contractors? Where is the expertise to manage all this complexity? How will technological developments over time be taken on board? How will Government interference be avoided?

11. Final session was an open forum discussion. The main issues covered were: the importance of maintaining continuity in the core teams involved in site characterisation; the potential impacts of climate change although recognising that that this does not directly affect site characterisation; different wastes needing different disposal environments and the CoRWM recommendation for a single facility; will additional facilities be required; need for combined facilities shared by different countries; what happens if another area with better geology than West Cumbria comes forward – a choice of sites would be welcomed; need to encourage more  local authorities to volunteer; how long will the invitation to express an interest be open – for the foreseeable future; the potential contribution of rock laboratories.

12. The Geological Society will be providing a fuller record of the day’s proceedings in due course.
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