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2C December 1983

I have seen a copy of your minute of 19 December to the
Prime Minister about the recent discharge of radioactive
material from Sellafield.

This is a matter of very considerable public concern to
which repeated reference has been made on the floor of the
House. It therefore seems to me that it would be wholly
inappropriate to announce the likely conclusions of the
Radiochemical Inspectorate and the Nuclear Installations
Inspectorate by means of a Written Answer before the Recess:
to do so would inevitably give the impression that yau

were attempting to deal with this sensitive subject in a
manner calculated to prevent Members of Parliament having
an opportunity to comment.

I feel strongly, therefore, that this information should
be conveyed to the House by means of an Oral Statement, on
Wednesday 21 December if at all possible. In making that
Statement you could explain that the final versions of

the reports are not yet available, but will be published
as soon as possible: and that you felt that the importance
of the subject dictated that you should come to the House
at the earliest opportunity.

A copy of this letter goes to the recipients of yours.
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JOHN BIFFEN

The Rt Hon Patrick Jenkin MP
Secretary of State for the Environment







. PRIME MINISTER

Sellafield

Below are the main points made by Mr Jenkin in his statement
today.
(i) There has been no breach of the authorised quarterly

normal limits on the discharge of radio activity by
BNFL, There may have been breaches on other
conditions such as those requiring exposure from
discharges to be kept as low as reasonably possible
and those requiring proper records to be kept. For
these reasons the matter has been brought to the
attention of the DPP.
The nuclear installations inspectorate and DOE
have informed BNFL of further measures they wish
them to take. These have been taken.
Extensive and continuing monitoring of the
environment has confirmed that the risk to the
public was and remains extremely small.
The Government intends that reports both from DOEs
radio chemical inspectorate and from the nuclear
installations inspectorate should be published
as soon as possible after they are received by
Ministers provided there is no risk of prejudicing
legal proceedings. Mr Jenkin will report further

to the House when the financial reports are available.

21 December 1983
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has enabled the local authorities to make faster progress
in tackling the problems to which the hon. Gentleman has
rightly drawn our attention.

Mr. Hill: Will my hon. Friend re-examine the
protection given to some large estate managers, such as
Grosvenor and Cadogan, and consider whether the scheme
for the sale of houses to tenants could be enlarged in a
Housing Bill that he might introduce in the not too distant
future?

Sir George Young: The Government have no plans to
extend the right to buy to the private sector.

Mr. John Fraser: Will the Minister acknowledge that
for the 1-5 million families who are homeless or in
desperate need of housing but are still on waiting lists there
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is, in traditional terms, no room at the inn this Christmas?
Will he also acknowledge that about one half of all housing
capital expenditure is now being financed by the sale of
council houses and that those sales are falling off? Where
will the money for any form of capital housing building
programme come from when the boom of house sales, or
rather the initial flush, has ended?

Sir George Young: There are 130,000 applications in
the pipeline at the moment and the Bill that the House will
discuss shortly gives the right to buy to a further range of
tenants. I do not accept that there will be a diminution in
the volume of receipts to the extent that the hon.
Gentleman suggests. For the future, we shall continue to
do all that we can to maintain the HIP allocations at an
appropriate level.
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3.30 pm

The Secretary of State for the Environment (Mr.
Patrick Jenkin): With permission, Mr. Speaker, I would
like to make a further interim statement about the recent
discharges at the Sellafield plant in Cumbria.

During the six days from 11 November to 16 November
a series of abnormal discharges were made from the
Sellafield plant of British Nuclear Fuels Ltd. through the
pipeline to the sea. The discharges followed the washing
out of the reprocessing plant in the course of annual
maintenance. Following a management error in the
operation of that plant, radioactive liquids including
solvent, and particulate matter of higher than normal
activity were transferred to a sea tank. Attempts were
made to transfer the more active material to another
storage tank. This was only partially successful and a
significant quantity of the radioactivity was discharged to
the sea.

The radiochemical inspectorate of my Department and
the nuclear installations inspectorate of the Health and
Safety Executive have been carrying out detailed
investigations into the causes of the incident. Neither I nor
my right hon. Friend the Secretary of State for Energy has
yet received final reports. While it seems clear that there
has been no breach of the authorised quarterly numerical
limits on the discharge of radioactivity, there may well
have been breaches of other conditions—those requiring
exposures from discharges to be kept as low as reasonably
achievable and those requiring proper records to be kept.
It is also possible that there were some breaches of other
conditions of the NII site licence. For these reasons the
matter has been brought to the attention of the Director of
Public Prosecutions with whom my Department and the
Health and Safety Executive are co-operating.

The most important thing is to prevent any repetition
of such an incident. Both NII and my Department have
notified BNFL of the further measures they wish the
company to take. The measures so far taken by BNFL
include a ban on the discharge of free solvent and an
automatic cut-off system governing the discharge of liquid
from the sea tanks. Other measures are in hand.

Extensive and continuing monitoring of the environ-
ment has confirmed that the risk of harm to the public was,
and remains, extremely small. My right hon. Friend the
Minister of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food is today
answering a written question announcing the publication
of a report on the marine environmental and agricultural
consequences of the discharge. Copies are in the Library
of the House. This shows that there has not been any
significant effect on fish, shellfish or other foods. There
is therefore no reason why people should not eat local
catches or local farm produce.

Also published today and placed in the Library is a
report by the National Radiological Protection Board,
prepared for my Department, on the distribution and
analysis of samples of seaweed and other flotsam collected
from the beach 10 miles either side of the pipeline. One
conclusion of the report, confirmed by separate analysis
carried out by the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and
Food, is that the radioactivity in the samples was well
below the level that would constitute any hazard to the
general population in the area. The NRPB’s main concern,
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however, is that anyone handling the more active samples
taken from the beach could exceed the annual dose limit
for the skin after only comparatively brief direct contact.

It was for that reason that on November 30 my
Department advised the public to avoid unnecessary use
of the beaches on this stretch of coast for the time being.
I have to tell the House that radioactive flotsam is still
occasionally being found so that it is not yet possible to
withdraw that advice. It remains true that any risk of
contamination to the public is extremely small. People
should nonetheless continue to avoid unnecessary use of
the beaches between St. Bees and Eskmeals and should not
handle objects washed up by the sea. Monitorng will
continue and my Department will keep the public fully
informed.

As I have said, this is an interim report which I have
thought it right to make to the House before we adjourn
for the Christmas recess. The Government intend that the
reports both from the DOE’s radiochemical inspectorate
and from the nuclear installations inspectorate should be
published as soon as possible after they are received by
Ministers, provided that there is no risk of prejudicing any
legal proceedings. When we have the final reports I will
make a further statement to the House.

Dr. John Cunningham (Copeland): I welcome the
Secretary of State’s decision to make what, as he rightly
says, can only be an interim statement. I agree that it is
of the utmost importance that the final report of the nuclear
installations inspectorate and the radiochemical inspec-
torate should be published for the benefit of the House, the
country and, not least, my constituents in west Cumbria.
A number of questions arise from the statement.

Is the right hon. Gentleman aware of the real anger and
concern felt by the community in west Cumbria and people
much further afield about this incident, which is widely
regarded as something that simply should not have
happened? Does he agree that it calls into question the
competence of management at the plant and that public
acceptance of the nuclear industry’s operations has thus
been unnecessarily damaged?

Why was the eventuality of a discharge of material in
error to the sea not recognised when the nuclear
installations inspectorate carried out its exhaustive
examination of the Magnox facilities and the plant in 1980
and reported to the Secretary of State in 1981?

The Secretary of State referred to possible
prosecutions. Would such prosecutions be brought against
the company or against individuals? As it is now clear
from published information that British Nuclear Fuels
Limited has systematically reduced its discharges into the
marine environment over a period of years and is capable
of operating satisfactorily within much lower discharge
limits, should not that greater control of discharges bring
pressure to bear on management to prevent such an
incident occurring again?

The industry has hitherto worked on the principle of
discharges being as low as are reasonably achievable.
Does the right hon. Gentleman agree that it is clear from
the current public reaction and concern that we should now
move as quickly as possible to the principle of discharges
being as low as are publicly acceptable? Does that not
mean that discharges of plutonium, caesium and other
actinides should be eliminated as soon as possible?

Mr. Jenkin: The whole House will have much
understanding for the hon. Gentleman’s constituents and
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for him as the hon. Member concerned with the incident.
We entirely agree that it should not have happened and,
as I said in my statement, it is most important to ensure
that it never happens again. I further agree with him that
it is of the utmost importance that the public, both locally
and nationally, should have complete confidence in the
management of that nuclear plant. That is of the highest
importance for the continuation of our nuclear
programme. It would be better if I did not pronounce on
the competence of the plant’s management, because we
have not yet received the final report, and the matter may
be subject to court proceedings. The Director of Public
Prosecutions will decide whether the company or
individuals will be prosecuted.

The hon. Gentleman asked me about the 1980 nuclear
installations inspectorate report on the Magnox plant, but
it would be wiser to await the final report. The House will
agree that the avoidance of prejudice of legal proceedings
should be an overriding consideration. The latest legal
advice that I have received is that that need not prevent an
early publication of the two reports.

The hon. Gentleman will remember that in my first
statement I said about lower discharge limits that the
Government’s intention was to work for substantially
lower authorisations, and that, if the circumstances
seemed appropriate, we would certainly consider still
lower authorisations so that the plant would have to
comply with the best world standards for the discharge of
radioactivity.

Mr. Kenneth Warren (Hastings and Rye): I welcome
the candour with which the Secretary of State deployed the
serious facts that have emerged from Sellafield. Will he
ask the agencies responsible to examine the apparent
magnification effect, which is 10 to 20 times greater than
that in the sea at present, which results from radioactivity
coming ashore through sea spray? I hope that the Secretary
of State will encourage the agency to act quickly on that
serious problem.

Mr. Jenkin: I am grateful to my hon. Friend. I believe
that complete frankness with the public is an essential
ingredient for public confidence. He will have seen the
recent report in The Guardian commenting on the research
at Harwell financed by my Department. We have not yet
received the full results of it and should wait for them. If
radioactivity through sea spray is a source of anxiety, the
Government will take the steps open to them to deal with
1t.

Mr. D. N. Campbell-Savours (Workington): Is the
Secretary of State aware that if the DPP does recommend
prosecution, it will be a just return to BNFL for having
pursued Greenpeace for contempt of court, which led to
its being fined £50,000 that it could ill afford? Will he
address himself to the problems in my constituency, where
great damage has been done to the tourist and fishing
industries, and will he consider paying the fullest
compensation to those who have suffered losses?

Is the right hon. Gentleman further aware that the
population of west Cumberland will be satisfied only when
the objective of zero discharge of radioactive materials is
fully realised, even if its expense falls on the Government?
In west Cumberland we believe that, if we are to retain the
plant, the Government and Parliament must ensure that
adequate financial resources are made available to us to
avoid all possible risk.
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Mr. Jenkin: The £50,000 fine is a matter between the
courts and Greenpeace. I remind the hon. Gentleman that
the judge expressly said that he intended to leave that
organisation with the ability to protest peacefully. It was
a matter of trying to bring some pressure to bear on the
organisation to stop interfering with the pipeline. BNFL
wanted an assurance that the interference would cease.

The hon. Gentleman also asked me about compensa-
tion. That must await the publication of the report, when
we can consider whether there is a case for awarding
compensation. As to zero discharge, I shall not add to what
I said in reply .to the hon. Member for Copeland (Dr.
Cunningham) a moment ago about authorisations. If the
ALARA principle—as low as reasonably achievable—is
properly enforced, it can produce an extremely low
discharge. However, the prosecution might wish to
consider breaches of that principle.

It might be of some reassurance to the House—I am
sure that the hon. Gentleman is aware of it—that only
this week Copeland borough council decided, after much
consideration, to grant planning permission for the
THORP plant—the thermal oxide reprocessing plant—at
Sellafield. That demonstrates its confidence in the future,
justly given, because the construction of the plant will
create about 3,000 extra jobs, and its operation will create
about 1,000 extra jobs, in an area that badly needs new
employment.

Mr. Robert Rhodes James (Cambridge): Although I
welcome the candour of my right hon. Friend’s statement,
does he recognise that it is a very grave statement? Does
he recall that some Conservative Members voted against
the Town and Country Planning (Windscale and Calder
Works) Special Development Order 1978 introduced by
the then Secretary of State for Energy, Mr. Benn, on the
grounds that it did not provide appropriate assurances on
waste disposal? As it would appear, prima facie, that this
episode was a result of serious mismanagement, does my
right hon. Friend agree that this arouses proper concern
about the entire future of the nuclear industry? Given the
fact that this is a temporary and immediate problem. Is my
right hon. friend aware that we have not begun to resolve
the long-term problems of radioactive waste disposal? [
HonN. MEMBERS: “Hear, hear.”] in this context, will he
inform the House about the work done, or proposed to be
done, by the Natural Environment Research Council?

Mr. Jenkin: I understand my hon. Friend’s concern
about the matter. I have not sought to conceal from anyone
that this is a grave incident that should not have happened.
it is right that the House should be given the fullest
information.

However, I disagree with my hon. Friend’s statement
that the incident calls into question the future of the
nuclear industry. The low risk to individuals, even from
such a serious accident, compared with the serious dangers
faced by miners or North sea divers in securing supplies
of fossil fuels, shows that the British nuclear industry has
a fine record. Sine further research must be carried out on
acid rain, and on the fact that nuclear power is one way
of reducing the impact of such pollution, I hope that my
hon. Friend will reconsider his views.

As to the long-term disposal of radioactive waste, my
hon. Friend will know that I made a statement about the
land-based storage and disposal of intermediate wastes,
and the procedures that I announced are now under way.
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[Mr. Jenkin]

It has been decided that for the most serious waste—
high-level waste—no steps should be taken for 50 years
to dispose of that material until it is in a condition that can
be much more readily handled. The disposal of nuclear
waste is a matter of the highest importance. I shall have
the advantage of the advice of the radioactive waste
advisory board, headed by Professor Matthews, from
whom I expect to receive the most competent and expert
advice.

Mr. Norman Atkinson (Tottenham): As Britain leads
the world in scientific knowledge about the reprocessing
of nuclear material, is not the Secretary of State’s
statement thoroughly complacent and should he not review
some of his comments about the THORP plant and the
replacement of the technology at Sellafield, so that liquid
discharges into the sea can be eliminated far sooner than
is suggested by the Department’s figures?

Will the right hon. Gentleman assure us that no
information will be withheld from the nuclear inspectorate
or any other agency that is inquiring into the matter on the
basis that it is sensitive from a security point of view? Will
all the information be made available prior to the
prosecution?

Mr. Jenkin: I am sure that the hon. Gentleman
recognises that the decision made earlier this week by the
Copeland borough council to grant planning permission
for the THORP plant, which is essential if the Sellafield
plant is to be able to take many of the reprocessing
contracts that are on offer, is a measure of the local
community’s confidence in the long-term future of the
plant.

I do not wish to say any more about the limits on
authorisations than I did in answer to the hon. Member for
Copeland (Dr. Cunningham). We want to ensure that
standards are as high as they can be. The costs must fall
on those who use the plant and ultimately on the users of
electricity and other services that depend on nuclear
power.

Several Hon. Members rose——

Mr. Speaker: Order. This is a very important
statement and many hon. Members wish to question the
Secretary of State. I ask for brief questions, please.

Mr. Robert Jackson (Wantage): Does my right hon.
Friend agree that the rapid response to the incident and the
great concern shown about it should afford some
reassurance to hon. Members whose constituencies are,
like mine, heavily engaged in the nuclear industry?

Mr. Jenkin: As I said earlier, I believe that it is right
that the public should be given every fact that can be made
available. I should tell the hon. Member for Tottenham
(Mr. Atkinson) that there is no suggestion that there has
been any withholding of information. Both inspectorates
have had total co-operation from the staff of BNFL. I
know that that will continue.

Mr. Simon Hughes (Southwark and Bermondsey):
Will the Secretary of State accept that, without being more
alarmist than the latest discharge requires us to be, we
must accept that it is clear that the nuclear industry is not
accident-free? Does he agree that, for that reason, we need
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to implement his assurance, for which the Liberal party,
like other parties, is grateful, that there will be complete
frankness in future?

Will the right hon. Gentleman assure the House that all
the material facts in the report of the Director of Public
Prosecutions will be made available to the House
immediately it is available to him and that all the four
inquiries that are being held will be pulled together so that
complete information can be presented at the earliest
opportunity?

Sellafield (Discharges)

Mr. Jenkin: The hon. Gentleman may have
misunderstood what I said. There will not be a report by
the DPP; he has to consider what legal proceedings might
be taken, by whom and against whom. The two reports
being published today are the NRPB report on radiological
hazards and the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and
Food report on shellfish, seafish and agricultural produce.

The two reports that are still to be published and which
I have said that it is the Government’s intention to publish
are those of the nuclear installations inspectorate and my
radiochemical inspectorate. I am grateful for what the hon.
Gentleman said about the need for frankness. I share his
view.

Sir John Osborn (Sheffield, Hallam): Will my right
hon. Friend confirm that radioactivity has so far been
within international as well as national limits? Will he
agree that cheap electricity will be all-important in the next
century and that the hazards that he has outlined must be
related to the problem of atmospheric pollution from the
coal-powered generation of electricity and the problem of
acid rain? Does he agree that those problems must be
considered in proportion?

Mr. Jenkin: I can confirm that the discharges have
been within international limits, but they are monitored on
a rolling quarterly basis. In any brief period, that may give
rise to a localised contamination that does not comply with
the general duty to keep discharges as low as reasonably
achievable. That is the position we face. I also agree with
my hon. Friend that it is right to look at all these energy
sources together. The pollution of the environment and
hazards to health must be taken into acount when decisions
are taken.

Mr. George Foulkes (Carrick, Cumnock and Doon
valley): The Secretary of State will be aware of the
concern on the west coast of Scotland about the effects of
these discharges in Scotland. Is he aware that Dr. Richard
Scott of the molecular biology unit at Edinburgh
university, when carrying out investigations on behalf of
local authorities at Maryport and Palnackie, found BNFL
to be totally obstuctive? Is he also aware that Dr. Scott’s
information showed that the effect of sea spray is even
worse than Harwell says and that the effect of dried up silt
from these harbours can be extremely dangerous? In view
of Dr Scott’s information, will the right hon. Gentleman
look into this matter?

Mr. Jenkin: I am, of course, aware of Dr. Scott’s
work. The hon. Gentleman has made a number of fairly
serious allegations, but I assure him that, despite
monitoring as far afield as Walney Island near Barrow-in-
Furness and the Scottish shores of the Solway firth, no
objects comparable with those found on the Sellafield
beach have been discovered there. That must be
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reassuring. I suppose there remains a remote possibility
that objects might be found. That is why monitoring is
continuing.

As to Maryport, which I visited just the other day,
Allerdale district council has commissioned the National
Radiological Protection Board to advise on the
acceptability of using dredged silt for landscaping at
Workington, and it will be sensible to await that report.

Several Hon. Members rose——

Mr. Speaker: Order. I must protect the Business
before the House and we have a heavy day in front of us.
I therefore propose to call three more hon. Members from
each side.

Mr. Richard Alexander (Newark): Does my right
hon. Friend agree that we should not get too hysterical
about a discharge level from which there is no real danger
to the public and that if we get too hysterical, it will only
encourage concealment of other minor mishaps within the
nuclear industry?

Mr. Jenkin: I hope that nothing I have said, either
today or since the incident was discovered, could possibly
be described as hysteria. It is right to be frank, but it is
equally right that in no circumstances should one arouse
public alarm when it is not justified.

Mr. Norman Atkinson (Tottenham): You should not
be complacent.

Mr. Jenkin: I hope that the hon. Gentleman will
withdraw any suggestion that I have been complacent. I
have been as frank with the House and the public as any
of my predecessors.

Mr. Norman Atkinson: Then dissociate yourself from
what the hon. Member for Newark (Mr. Alexander) said.

Mr. Jenkin: My hon. Friend has made a fair point. If
accidents happen, we should ensure that those who know
about them are equally frank and report them so that the
consequences can be dealt with without delay.

Dr. M. S. Miller (East Kilbride): Does not the right
hon. Gentleman accept that this further mishap raises
doubts in the public mind and the minds of hon. Members
who believe that nuclear-powered energy is necessary
because fossil fuels are running out? It is gratifying to hear
that fish and fauna in the sea are not significantly affected.
However, the environment is affected year after year by
more radioactive pollution, of which we want less and not
more. Does the right hon. Gentleman accept that no level
is safe and will he allay public anxiety by ensuring that
incidents such as this, which pile up one after another, are
controlled so that they do not happen again?

Mr. Jenkin: I am glad to respond to the hon.
Gentleman’s question. BNFL has, as the hon. Member for
Copeland (Dr. Cunningham) remarked, significantly
reduced the level of discharges over the past 10 years.
Next year, there is due to come on stream the so-called
SIXEP — the site ion exchange plant — which will
significantly lower the standard of discharge, at which
point it will be right for the authorising authorities to revise
the authorisations, and we have that in mind. We are
prepared to consider further tightening up of the
organisation if that appears to be appropriate.

Mr. Michael Fallon (Darlington): I welcome my right
hon. Friend’s frankness, but do not the interim reports and
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the continuing erosion of public confidence strengthen the
case for a further national review of nuclear waste and
residue, and an urgent revision of the criteria that he has
set NIREX for the disposal of such waste away from
centres of population? Will my right hon. Friend take
further advice from the advisory committee before any
further progress is made with regard to a deep mine
repository?

Mr. Jenkin: I am well aware of the anxieties aroused
in the north-east about the possible use by NIREX of the
anhydrite mine at Billingham. It was only last year that the
comprehensive review of the disposal of waste was
completed and the results published in a White Paper. It
is only a matter of weeks since I published the draft criteria
on which we are now consulting for the land-based
storage, about which I made a statement. We should let
those processes run for a while before we decide that there
should be a further major revision. I understand the points
that have been made about disposal in areas of high
population.

Mr. Peter Hardy (Wentworth): The Minister
expressed a proper concern for the avoidance of pollution,
and referred to acid rain. Will he ensure that his concern
is made known to the Department of Energy and the
Department of Trade and Industry so that projects that
could reduce acid rain through the development  of
fluidised bed combustion can go ahead with no further
delay? Will he assure the House that bodies that contribute
to the adequate monitoring of nuclear pollution,
radioactivity, and so on, receive adequate support, and
that the Natural Environment Research Council has
sufficient staff and funds to carry on that duty?

Mr. Jenkin: Any questions about NERC are for my
right hon. Friend the Secretary of State for Education. I
hope that the hon. Gentleman is not suggesting the
expenditure of vast sums of money, when the research
base that would appear to justify that expenditure does not
yet exist. It is right that research should be carried on, and
I am sure that the hon. Gentleman has taken note of the
substantial moneys being spent by the CEGB and others
to try to reach a greater finality on this. As yet, there is
no scientific agreement as to the connection between
discharges from thermal power stations and the acid rain
that is affecting some parts of the continent of Europe.

Mr. Neil Hamilton (Tatton): I welcome the action that
my right hon. Friend has taken, and the fact that he does
not wish to be complacent about this matter, but should we
not treat this incident in the perspective that it deserves?
Can he confirm that the discharge was about 600 curies,
that the total activity in the tank was 4,500 curies and that,
even if the whole lot had been sent into the sea, that would
still be within the limits prescribed by the regulatory
authorities? What action has BNFL taken immediately to
prevent any such incident occurring again?

Mr. Jenkin: On the details of the figures to which my
hon. Friend referred, it would be wise to await the report.
I asked the inspectors in my Department, together with the
chief scientific advisers to the Department of Energy and
others, to do their best to satisfy themselves as to how
much of that 4,500 curies may have gone down the
pipeline. They came to the conclusion that it was probably
a significant part of it. My hon. Friend is right in saying
that this is still below the international levels—although
there is nothing to be complacent about.
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Mr. Norman Atkinson: Why not open them up as
swimming baths, then?

Mr. Jenkin: Because there is no need to be
complacent. My hon. Friend will have heard in my
statement the immediate steps that BNFL has taken as one
of a number of necessary measures to make sure that such
a thing cannot happen again.

Rev. Martin Smyth (Belfast, South): I accept the
Minister’s statement, and recognise that he is not
complacent, but what conversations are going on with the
Northern Ireland Office, bearing in mind that water moves
across the sea and the pollution affects our people?
Without adding to the hysteria, I must inform him that
there are those who are alleging a link between radiation
and certain incidents of malformation in birth and
leukemia in the Province.

Mr. Jenkin: That question raises wide issues, and the
hon. Gentleman will know that my right hon. Friend the
Secretary of State for Social Services has asked Sir
Douglas Black to- conduct an investigation about the
incidence of clusters of cancer and whether there could be
any connection with the discharges from the pipeline and
such clusters. My right hon. Friend the Secretary of State
for Northern Ireland is kept fully informed of all the
developments in this case.

Several Hon. Members rose——

Mr. Speaker: Order. I remind the House that the
Secretary of State said that this was an interim statement;
we shall no doubt be returning to it again.

BALLOT FOR NOTICES OF MOTIONS FOR
FRIDAY 27 JANUARY
Members successful in the ballot were:
Mr. Austin Mitchell
Mr. Iain Mills
Mr. Nicholas Soames

Royal Assent

Mr. Speaker: I have to notify the House, in
accordance with the Royal Assent Act 1967, that the
Queen has signified Her Royal Assent to the following
Acts:

. Consolidated Fund (No. 3) Act 1983

. British Shipbuilders (Borrowing Powers) Act 1983
. Petroleum Royalties (Relief) Act 1983

. Coal Industry Act 1983

. Staffordshire Act 1983

. Milford Haven Conservancy Act 1983
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4.6 pm
Mr. Paddy Ashdown (Yeovil): I beg to move,

That leave be given to bring in a Bill to establish regional
assemblies in England; and for connected purposes.

It is the spirit of the Bill rather than its detail to which
I should like to draw the attention of the House. I must be
one of the few hon. Members who fought to get elected
specifically to reduce the influence of Parliament and to
hand back to people the power to control their own
destinies. Increasingly, over the past 40 years, the power
has shifted from local government to central Government,
and the power and influence of the Prime Minister and of
the great Civil Service bureaucracies have grown at the
expense of local government and a genuinely participative
democracy. Increasingly, Parliament has sucked in and
arrogated to itself all the processes of important decision-
making.

That shift has been quietly pursued by both Labour and
Tory Governments alike, and has been brought to its
ultimate conclusion by this Government. They promised
differently, of course. The Conservative manifesto of 1983
said:

“The Conservative party believes in encouraging people to

take responsibility for their own decisions.”
However, no Government in recent times have more
enthusiastically and systematically destroyed local
Government than this one. The final coup de grace came
yesterday with the announcement of the long-expected
rate-capping legislation. Insidiously, the constitution has
been changed. Local government is now a hollow sham,
whose duties are little more than acting as a land agent for
Westminster. Meanwhile, Parliament has had to deal with
everything from the issue of dog licences to the declaration
of war. I remind hon. Members that not many weeks ago
we did just that. At 4 pm we talked about dog nuisances
and at 7 pm about cruise missiles. Meanwhile, the
bureaucracy, that fourth and perhaps most powerful estate
in the British constitution, has grown fatter and more
powerful on the fruits of institutional centralisation.

One belief forms the starting point for the political
beliefs of the Liberals and SDP colleagues alike. It is that
in any system of government it is the individual above all
who should come first and not the state. It is that principle
that forms the fountainhead of all our policies. It is a
principle that differentiates the Liberal party from the Tory
and Labour parties. The Tory party believes that the
individual is at his best only when led, and preferably by
someone who has had conferred upon him the divine right
to lead. The Labour party believes that the individual is
at his best only if he is incorporated in some lumpen
proletariat.

Mr. George Foulkes (Carrick, Cumnock and Doon
Valley): Rubbish.

Mr. Ashdown: We hold an unshakable belief that a
free society and a strong democracy can be created and
maintained only if it is founded on the principle that the
people have a right effectively to participate in the
decisions that shape their own lives. We hold that principle
in the workplace, in the operation of the ballot box and,
above all, in the process of government itself. Alone
among the parties in this place, we are prepared to say to




STATEMENT BY THE SECRETARY OF STATE FOR THE ENVIRONMENT

SELLAFIELD

WiTH PERMISSION, MR SPEAKER, [ WOULD LIKE TO MAKE A FURTHER
STATEMENT ABOUT THE RECENT DISCHARGES AT THE SELLAFIELD PLANT
IN CUMBRIA,

DURING THE S1X.DAYS FrRoM NoveMBerR 11 To NovemBER 16 A SERIES

OF ABNORMAL DISCHARGES WERE MADE FROM THE SELLAFIELD PLANT OF
BRiT1SH NucLEAR FUELS LTD THROUGH THE PIPELINE TO THE SEA., THE
DISCHARGES FOLLOWED THE WASHING OUT OF THE REPROCESSING PLANT

IN THE COURSE OF ANNUAL MAINTENANCE, FOLLOWING A MANAGEMENT

ERROR IN THE OPERATION OF THAT PLANT, RADIOACTIVE LIQUIDS INCLUDING

SOLVENT, AND PARTICULATE MATTER OF HIGHER THAN NORMAL ACTIVITY

WERE TRANSFERRED TO A SEA TANK. ATTEMPTS WERE MADE TO TRANSFER

THE MORE ACTIVE MATERIAL TO ANOTHER STORAGE TANK. THIS WAS ONLY
PARTIALLY SUCCESSFUL AND A SIGNIFICANT QUANTITY OF THE -RADIOACTIVITY
WAS DISCHARGED TO THE SEA.




THE RADIOCHEMICAL INSPECTORATE OF MY DEPARTMENT AND THE NUCLEAR
INSTALLATIONS INSPECTORATE OF THE HEALTH AND SAFETY EXECUTIVE
HAVE BEEN CARRYING OUT DETAILED INVESTIGATIONS INTO THE CAUSES
OF THE INCIDENT,- NEITHER [ NOR MY RT HON FRIEND THE SECRETARY
OF STATE FOR ENERGY HAVE YET RECEIVED FINAL REPORTS. WHILE IT
SEEMS CLEAR THAT THERE HAS BEEN NO BREACH OF THE AUTHORISED
QUARTERLY NUMERICAL LIMITS ON THE DISCHARGE OF RADIOACTIVITY,
THERE MAY WELL HAVE BEEN BREACHES OF OTHER CONDITIONS NAMELY
THOSE REQUIRING EXPOSURES FROM DISCHARGES TO BE KEPT AS LOW

AS REASONABLY ACHIEVABLE AND THOSE REQUIRING PROPER RECORDS

TO BE KEPT, IT IS ALSO POSSIBLE THAT THERE WERE SOME BREACHES
OF OTHER CONDITIONS OF THE NII SITE LICENCE., FOR THESE REASONS
THE MATTER HAS BEEN BROUGHT TO THE ATTENTION OF THE DIRECTOR

OF PuBLIC PROSECUTIONS WITH WHOM MY DEPARTMENT AND THE HEALTH

AND SAFETY EXECUTIVE ARE COOPERATING.,

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING 1S TO PREVENT ANY REPETITION OF SUCH

AN INCIDENT., BoTH NII AND MY DEPARTMENT HAVE NOTIFIED BNFL of
THE FURTHER MEASURES THEY WISH THE COMPANY TO TAKE., THE MEASURES
SO FAR TAKEN BY BNFL INCLUDE A BAN ON THE DISCHARGE OF FREE
SOLVENT AND AN AUTOMATIC CUT-OFF SYSTEM GOVERNING THE DISCHARGE

OF LIQUID FROM THE SEA TANKS. OTHER MEASURES ARE IN HAND,




EXTENSIVE AND CONTINUING MONITORING OF THE ENVIRONMENT HAS CONFIRMED
THAT THE RISK OF HARM TO THE PUBLIC WAS, AND REMAINS, EXTREMELY
sMALL, My Rt Hon FRIEND THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE FISHERIES

AND FOOD 1S TODAY ANSWERING A WRITTEN QUESTION ANNOUNCING THE
PUBLICATION OF A REPORT ON THE MARINE ENVIRONMENTAL AND AGRICULTURAL
CONSEQUENCES OF THE DISCHARGE. COPIES ARE IN THE LIBRARY OF

THE HousSe, THIS SHOWS THAT THERE HAS NOT BEEN ANY SIGNIFICANT

EFFECT ON FISH, SHELLFISH OR OTHER FOODS. THERE IS THEREFORE

NO REASON WHY PEOPLE SHOULD NOT EAT LOCAL CATCHES OR FARM PRODUCE,

ALSO PUBLISHED TODAY AND PLACED IN THE LIBRARY IS A REPORT BY

THE NATIONAL RADIOLOGICAL PROTECTION BOARD, PREPARED FOR MY
DEPARTMENT, ON THE DISTRIBUTION AND ANALYSIS OF SAMPLES OF SEAWEED
AND OTHER FLOTSAM COLLECTED FROM THE BEACH TEN MILES EITHER

SIDE OF THE PIPELINE, ONE CONCLUSION OF THE REPORT, CONFIRMED

BY SEPARATE ANALYSIS CARRIED ouUT BY MAFF, 1S THAT THE RADIOACTIVITY

IN THE SAMPLES WAS WELL BELOW THE LEVEL THAT WOULD CONSTITUTE

ANY HAZARD TO THE GENERAL POPULATION IN THE AREA. THE NRPB’s
MAIN CONCERN HOWEVER IS THAT ANYONE HANDLING THE MORE ACTIVE
SAMPLES TAKEN FROM THE BEACH COULD EXCEED THE ANNUAL DOSE LIMIT

FOR THE SKIN AFTER ONLY COMPARATIVELY BRIEF DIRECT CONTACT,




IT WAS FOR THAT REASON THAT, ON NoveMBER 30, MYy DEPARTMENT ADVISED
THE PUBLIC TO AVOID UNNECESSARY USE OF THE BEACHES ON THIS STRETCH
OF COAST FOR THE TIME BEING, | HAVE TO TELL THE HOUSE THAT
RADIOACTIVE FLOTSAM IS STILL OCCASIONALLY BEING FOUND, SO THAT

IT 1S NOT YET POSSIBLE TO WITHDRAW THAT ADVICE, [T REMAINS TRUE
THAT ANY RISK OF CONTAMINATION TO THE PUBLIC IS EXTREMELY SMALL,
PEOPLE SHOULD NONETHELESS CONTINUE TO AVOID UNNECESSARY USE

OF THE BEACHES BETWEEN ST BEES AND ESKMEALS AND SHOULD NOT HANDLE

OBJECTS WASHED UP BY THE SEA, MONITORING WILL CONTINUE AND MY

DEPARTMENT WILL KEEP THE PUBLIC FULLY INFORMED,

MR SPEAKER, THIS IS AN INTERIM REPORT WHICH [ HAVE THOUGHT IT

RIGHT TO MAKE TO THE HOUSE BEFORE WE ADJOURN FOR THE CHRISTMAS
RECESS. THE GOVERNMENT INTENDS THAT THE REPORTS BOTH FRoM DOE's
RADIOCHEMICAL INSPECTORATE AND FROM THE NUCLEAR INSTALLATIONS
INSPECTORATE SHOULD BE PUBLISHED AS SOON AS POSSIBLE AFTER THEY

ARE RECEIVED BY MINISTERS, PROVIDED THERE 1S NO RISK OF PREJUCIDING
ANY LEGAL PROCEEDINGS. WHEN WE HAVE THE FINAL REPORTS [ WILL

MAKE A FURTHER STATEMENT TO THE HOUSE.







10 DOWNING STREET

From the Private Secretary 20 December, 1983

Sellafield

The Prime Minister has noted the
report in your Secretary of State's minute
of 19 December and the proposal to make a
statement to the House before the recess.
She understands that this will now be an
Oral Statement.

I am copying this letter to the
Private Secretaries to the Home Secretary,
the Chancellor of the Exchequer, the Lord
President, the Foreign Secretary, the Secretaries

of State for Northern Ireland, Scotland, Wales,
Energy, Health and Social Security, the Lord
Privy Seal, the Minister of Agriculture,
Fisheries and Food, the Solicitor General

and Sir Robert Armstrong.

ANDREW TURNBULL

Ms. Lucy Robinson,
Department of the Environment




With the Compliments
of the

Lord Privy Seal




