
 

 
Memories of Bradwell A 
 
Introduction 
While collecting 10,000 signatures for its face-to-face Petition opposing new nuclear build and 
the long-term storage of highly radioactive wastes at Bradwell, the Blackwater Against New 
Nuclear Group (BANNG) talked to many members of the public of the Blackwater and its 
surroundings.  It became clear that many had lived in varying degrees of fear during the 
operations of Bradwell A.  We heard from people who felt sure that the station was 
responsible for a high incidence of breast cancer in their areas.  Others believed that their 
loved ones had died as a result of Bradwell A.  
 
None of this could, of course, be proven but it would be true to say the presence of Bradwell A 
so close to their communities raised fears of impacts on people’s health and few evinced 
happiness at the station’s existence.   And the fact that so many signed the BANNG Petition is 
evidence of the disquiet among Blackwater communities at the prospect of Bradwell B and the 
long-term, on-site storage of highly radioactive wastes. 
 
BANNG imagines, therefore, that for many people BRB’s request for memories of Bradwell A 
will be seen as a disingenuous exercise, designed to make the proposals to build new nuclear 
reactors at Bradwell seem acceptable. 
 
Memories of Bradwell A should not be skewed and incomplete  
BRB is asking for memories of something that is still very much with us; and it is no idyll now 
and never has been.  The Bradwell A site is now a radioactive waste dump, with the reactor 
halls containing the radioactive graphite cores and the on-site Intermediate-Level Waste 
(ILW) store that continues to take in wastes from Dungeness and Sizewell.  
 
BANNG imagines that in requesting memories, BRB had in mind that the public would furnish 
its online archive with positive remembrances of the former nuclear power station.  Those 
who worked there might understandably have happy memories of, for example, the work they 
did and the camaraderie they found there.   But for the many communities that lived in the 
shadow of Bradwell A, the cessation of operations at the old station in 2002 is probably the 
best memory of all. 
 
And, of course, many people recall with amusement the memory of the country being told that 
nuclear would be ‘too cheap to meter’!  
 
BANNG does not wish to deny that the Magnox operators generally did a good job in running 
the old station but it would give a skewed and incomplete impression if the archive of 
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memories concentrated only on giving the idea that all was always well at Bradwell A and did 
not mention some examples of things that went wrong.  
 
Some suggestions of what went wrong 
 
During operations:  

● In 1966 it was reported that twenty uranium fuel rods were stolen by a  
worker from the site.  Fortunately, the theft was not regarded as being  
‘sinister’, although it obviously raises serious questions about security. 

 
● Around September, 1985, an emergency shutdown occurred with ‘a release of steam 

and dark smoke and a noise like thunder’.  No explanation was given to the public 
 

● Although it started in 1976, a leak of radioactive Tritium (half life 12.3 years) into the 
ground was not revealed until 2004, 28 years later.  This was despite it being 
acknowledged as an embarrassment during the ‘70s when it seems Bradwell A was 
often known as the ‘Tritium Teabag’.  

 
In 2009 Magnox was fined £400,00 for causing the leak.  The company  
had also been fined £100,000 eight years earlier for a similar offence. 

 
● It is well known to the local fishermen that the sea-bed a mile and a half around 

Bradwell A was bleached and barren during the operating life of the power station (40 
years) and that it only became a living environment again once this ceased. 

 
During decommissioning:  
Decommissioning has not run entirely smoothly.  
 

● In January, 2011, a fire started at the station as a result of ‘hot’ cutting, instead of ‘cold’ 
cutting, titanium rods.  

 
● In June, 2016, the Office for Nuclear Regulation identified the asbestos management 

arrangements were inadequate and did not satisfy the regulations.  
 
Both of these incidents were very worryingly failures of working practices.  
 

● Then there was the ill-fated and expensive fuel element debris (FED) dissolution 
experiment.  

 
The public was informed that all the nuclear waste left at Bradwell was 100% ILW and that 

the dissolution process would shrink the volume of this making it easier to store, as 
well as save the taxpayer money.  There would be residual discharges into the 
Blackwater estuary from the process but, as the members of the Bradwell LCLC were 
told, these would be ‘benign’, ‘an aqueous discharge of a clean salt solution’.  

 
After the dissolution experiment experienced severe difficulties, it was discovered that 

two-thirds of the ILW was, in fact, Low-Level Waste (LLW) that could be transported to 
Drigg and that only one-third was ILW.  The ‘clean salt solution’ turned out to be 
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composed of radionuclides and heavy metals.  It is believed the whole, sorry mess cost 
the taxpayer at least £100M. 

 
Promise broken - only Bradwell Intermediate-Level Waste to be stored on the site 
In 2016, Magnox applied for permission to vary the condition placed on the original Planning 
Permission for the erection of the ILW store at Bradwell.  By applying for this variation 
Magnox was contradicting strategic policies and principles set down by the Nuclear 
Decommissioning Authority (NDA), i.e. that each site should deal only with their own wastes. 
By approving this variation, Essex County Council reversed a firmly established policy. 
 
Even though the Bradwell site is now in Care & Maintenance, the ILW store will require to be 
opened from time to time to take in ILW from Dungenness and Sizewell. 
 
 
Promise broken - Bradwell site to be returned to Greenfield 25 years after cessation of 
operations 
Sadly, many people around the Blackwater have a memory of being promised that the original 
plan was for the Bradwell A site to be returned to green field 25 years after the cessation of 
operations.  Completely the reverse has happened: the hulk of the former station will remain 
an ever-present memory on the Blackwater estuary for probably the next 100 years.  
 
The final memory?  
Only very small children alive today stand a chance of being around to witness the final 
memory of Bradwell A when (if) decommissioning is at last finished, the reactor halls are 
demolished and all the wastes are removed from the site – assuming, of course, a national 
repository exists to dispose of them.  
 
But at that time, Bradwell A could be very small beer compared to the Chinese-designed and 
-built nuclear reactors next door with their radioactive wastes that will require on-site 
storage for a further seven generations, i.e. towards the end of the 22nd century – but perhaps 
forever.  
 
 
Compiled on behalf of BANNG by 
Varrie Blowers, 
Secretary & Media Relations Officer October, 2019 
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