FURTHER REPLY TO ENQUIRES RE SEA DUMPING OF MUNITIONS

Thank you for your letter of…..concerning the historic sea dumping of munitions, and the present dumping activities conducted at sea in UK controlled waters.

It is important first of all to set the issue of marine munitions disposal in its historical context.  At the end of World War II, Britain was faced with the need to dispose of an enormous quantity of surplus munitions.  This process had to be completed quickly and safely. Given the technological limitations of the time, it soon became clear that sea dumping was likely to be the only practicable method of disposing of the bulk of the munitions.  Other nations arrived at the same conclusion and sea dumping became the internationally accepted method of munitions disposal during the 1940s.  

A number of dump sites have been used for the disposal of munitions, and a list of the explosives dumping grounds used for the sea disposal of conventional and chemical munitions is attached for your information. Beaufort's Dyke was the main disposal site for the United Kingdom and it is estimated that a million tons of conventional munitions ranging from small arms ammunition to heavy aircraft bombs were dumped there.  It is also known that some 14,000 tons of shells containing phosgene were dumped into the Dyke. After the 1940s, disposals to Beaufort’s Dyke continued on a much smaller scale until the 1970s.  

Chemical weapons disposed of in the Atlantic were packed into sealed drums which were then placed into redundant merchant ships. The merchant ships were then scuttled at the specific locations in the Atlantic quoted in the attached list.

Turning to the disposal of radioactive waste into sea dumpsites, the Ministry of Defence is not aware of any MOD-owned radioactive waste being dumped in Beaufort’s Dyke. However, the Government is aware of the dumping of small quantities of low or intermediate level radioactive waste into Beaufort’s Dyke between 1953 and 1957. This was prior to the making of any legislation controlling such disposal operations. The material was mainly contaminated laboratory waste and radioactive luminous paint. Levels of contamination from these disposals are likely to have been low, and monitoring by the then Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) (now part of the Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs (Defra)) has never detected any localised increase in radioactivity. 

Authorisation was granted to the Atomic Energy Authority (AEA – now the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority (UKAEA)) to dump radioactive waste at sea after World War Two. Dumping took place into two sites: Hurd Deep, which is located in the English Channel, and the Atlantic Deep, which is located off the UK continental shelf some 400 miles south west of Land’s End. 

Dumping of radioactive waste into Hurd Deep took place from 1946 until 1973.   Hurd Deep was used to dump up to 5,000 tons a year of low-activity waste. Between 1950 and 1963, approximately 61,550 containers of radioactive waste, with a gross weight of 16,300 tons, were dumped into Hurd Deep. 

Details of the disposal programme were contained in a Department of the Environment (DOE) report entitled “Report of the Independent Review of Disposal of Radioactive Waste in the Northeast Atlantic”. This report was published in 1984, and is available to members of the public. 

In 1972, the United Kingdom adopted the London Convention on the Disposal of Wastes at Sea and the Oslo Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution in the North East Atlantic.  These conventions ended munitions disposal on the United Kingdom continental shelf. The London Convention also introduced a global ban on the sea dumping of high level radioactive waste. From 1973 onwards, the sole approved dump site for the disposal of intermediate and low-level radioactive waste was the Atlantic Deep.

In 1993, the Ministry of Defence agreed to an indefinite ban on the disposal at sea of intermediate and low level radioactive waste, although, in practice, such dumpings had been discontinued by the UK in 1983.

Turning to the possible clean-up of sea dumpsites, the consensus of international scientific opinion indicates that dumped munitions on the sea bed represent no significant risk to safety, human health or the marine environment as long as they are left undisturbed.  The combined effects of dilution, dispersal, hydrolysis and low temperatures act to reduce the toxic potential of dumped munition materials.  In view of this advice, the Ministry of Defence has no plans to undertake the removal of munitions from sea dump sites. 

In late 1995 and mid 1996, the Scottish Office Marine Laboratory carried out two detailed surveys of Beaufort's Dyke to find out if the area has been polluted by the munitions which were dumped there.  Samples of sediment and the edible flesh of fish and shellfish taken from the area were examined for a range of contaminants but laboratory tests confirmed that none were present.  Laboratory tests of the samples also revealed no trace of explosives.

In addition to these surveys, Defra undertakes an extensive pollution monitoring programme throughout the UK marine environment.  Their analyses of fish and crustacea have shown that, where contaminants can be detected, the levels are well within EU limits and give no cause for concern. 

As to what is allowed to be dumped at sea at present, in Scotland the Fisheries Research Service (FRS) of the Scottish Executive acting on behalf of the Scottish Ministers has issued a licence under the Food and Environment Protection Act (FEPA) 1985 to QinetiQ Ltd (formerly part of the Defence and Evaluation Research Agency) on 21 December 2004 for a period of one calendar year in respect of the British Underwater Test and Evaluation Centre (BUTEC) within the Inner Sound of Raasay. This covers the deposit of:

Spearfish torpedoes


75 tonnes   

Stingray torpedoes


9 tonnes

Dummy TVT torpedoes

3 tonnes

Sonobuoys



4 tonnes

Targets and ancillary equipment
3 tonnes    

A further FEPA Licence was issued to QinetiQ on 31 March 2005 for 1 calendar year for the Outer Hebrides and Atlantic Ocean firing range. This covers the deposit of:

Metals




15 tonnes

Plastics



1 tonne

Fluids




1 tonne

Ancillary materials


2 tonnes

The above figures cover the maximum weight of materials that can be expended under the licences. However there is a clear understanding that, wherever possible, QinetiQ will recover from the sea or seabed the remains of any torpedoes or missiles fired. QinetiQ has agreed that all the above information can be held on the FRS public register which can be viewed at FRS Aberdeen or requested in photocopy format on payment of a small fee which may be waived if the costs are negligible.  

Also, FRS is the licensing authority for the deposit of other materials in the Scottish sector of UK waters. Such deposits cover the disposal of dredgings from harbours, inert materials associated with marine construction projects such as harbour walls, wind turbines, artificial reefs and sea outfalls, bulky wastes of natural origin, approved chemical dispersants produced for the purpose of treating oil and chemical spills at sea but only in ‘shallow waters’ and waste arising from industrial fish processing operations.                              

There is also a wide range of minor marine construction projects in the Western Isles, usually involving short lengths of pipe connected to septic tanks serving houses in remote locations. In recent years FRS has licensed the creation of an artificial reef in the Lynn of Lorne using specifically manufacture concrete blocks as part of a research project undertaken by the Dunstaffnage Marine Laboratory at Oban. Regarding sea disposal operations of processed fish waste, it should be noted that sites for this type of operation have not yet been identified in the North Minch. In respect of dredgings from harbours listed below are six designated sea disposal sites in the North Minch that include the dates and volumes of the last disposal operations to have occurred at each site.

Stornoway

(2003, 21,000 cubic metres)

Leverburgh

(1997, 21,820 cubic metres)

Lochmaddy

(pre 1991- quantity not known)

Loch Inchard

(2004, 25,000 cubic metres)

Ullapool

(2003, 5000 cubic metres)

Loch Inver

(2004, 592 cubic metres)

The natural siltation of sediments in harbours needs to be kept in check by dredging operations to ensure safe navigational access for boats and ships. The dredged sediment of marine origin is disposed at designated sea disposal sites. The frequency and scale of the disposal operations will vary from one harbour to another because of differences in siltation rates, harbour size and modifications to harbour use.
R.Bowles

MOD DSC-Env1

09/08/2005

