
 1

NUCLEAR INFORMATION SHEET: 
 

DEVONPORT ROYAL DOCKYARD AND 
THE NAVAL BASE 

 
Prepared by the Office of Linda Gilroy MP 

 
This sheet provides information on the important work undertaken at 
Devonport Dockyard and Naval Base on the defence of the United Kingdom 
and what measures are in place to ensure public safety in Plymouth. 
 

      
 

The Devonport Site 
 
The Devonport Site encompasses an operational base for the Fleet run by the 
Ministry of Defence (‘The Naval Base’) and an area where a commercial 
company, Babcock Marine, conduct refitting and maintenance and other 
support activities (‘The Dockyard’). Together they comprise the total 
Devonport operational and support operation, which includes the Devonport 
Nuclear Site.   
 

About the Nuclear Submarines in Plymouth 
 
There are two types of submarine in service with the Royal Navy today: the 
nuclear powered and nuclear armed ‘SSBNs’ and the smaller ‘SSNs’, which 
are nuclear powered, but are conventionally armed. The SSBNs are always 
disarmed on the Clyde and their missiles off-loaded in the USA before coming 
to Devonport for refit – refits being the only occasions when SSBNs are in 
Devonport for maintenance. 
 
All of the Royal Navy’s submarines are nuclear powered, because unlike 
conventionally powered submarines, nuclear submarines can remain 
submerged for almost indefinite periods, meaning they are much harder for 
the enemy to detect. 
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Devonport Naval Base is the operational home to six Trafalgar class SSNs 
while Devonport Dockyard is the only site in the country capable of refitting 
and refuelling either SSNs or SSBNs. Additionally, there are also a number of 
laid up SSNs at Devonport awaiting disposal.  
 

How does the Government regulate the 
Devonport Site? 
 
Plymouth Sound and its associated estuaries form an area of international 
marine conservation importance, and the Tamar Estuaries complex supports 
wintering and passage wildfowl.  A number of regulations are in place to 
ensure future generations continue to enjoy the marine and estuarine 
environments of the Plymouth area and reduce any risks associated with 
nuclear activities that take place on the Devonport Site. 
 
Nuclear Site Licence: 
 
Unlike civil nuclear reactors, which operate at a fixed location, nuclear 
powered submarines are mobile. This factor, together with the dual 
occupation of the site by MoD and Babcock Marine, has led to the 
development of a unique regulatory regime at Devonport. The area of 
Devonport concerned with the handling, storage and movement of radioactive 
materials is designated as a Nuclear Licensed Site.  The Nuclear Installations 
Inspectorate (NII), under the Nuclear Installations Act (NIA 1956 & 1969), 
regulates the nuclear activities conducted on the Licensed Site.  The 
authorisation aligns the naval method of regulation with civil requirements 
allowing common safety standards to be applied and demonstration that MoD 
reactor plants are at least as safe as civil plants. 
 
Environmental Monitoring: 
 
Environmental Monitoring is completed by a number of different agencies, 
including the Environment Agency, the Food Standards Agency, Dstl 
Radiological Protection Services (DRPS), Southern England Radiation 
Monitoring Group Programme (SERMG) and Babcock Marine themselves.  
These monitoring results are all available through the Babcock Marine 
website http://www.devonport.co.uk 
 

Safety Measures 
 
Devonport Public Safety Scheme: 
 
The primary function of the Devonport Nuclear Accident Response 
Organisation (NARO) is to safeguard the Naval Base and Dockyard workforce 
and the local population in the event of a reactor accident from a nuclear 
powered warship at the Devonport Site.  The plan was developed by the 
Ministry of Defence in conjunction with the local council and relevant 
emergency agencies, such as the Devon Fire & Rescue, Police and public 
health authorities.  There are annual exercises to simulate what the 
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emergency response would be in the event of a nuclear accident in 
Devonport.  These are monitored and reports on the major tri-annual exercise 
are produced which are available for public viewing.  The results of the other 
annual exercises are summarised and explained at the Local Liaison 
Committee meetings. 
 
The Radiation Emergency Preparedness and Public Information Regulations 
2001 (REPPIR)  
 
The Regulations set out the basic safety standards for the protection of the 
health of workers and the public against any possible risk arising from 
radiation. 
 
The REPPIR establishes a framework of emergency preparedness measures 
to ensure that members of the public are: 
 

• Properly informed and prepared, in advance, about what to do in the 
unlikely event of a radiation emergency occurring, and  

• Provided with information if a radiation emergency actually occurs. 
 
These regulations build on previous years’ experience and are reflected in the 
Devonport Off-site Emergency Plan – a local Plymouth area Public Safety 
Scheme. The City Council have local responsibility of REPPIR, with support 
from the MoD, Babcock and the emergency services. 
 

How is nuclear waste from the Devonport 
Royal Dockyard disposed of? 
 
In order for the nuclear submarines to operate efficiently and safely, they must 
undergo regular refitting and refuelling.  However, as with modern cars, this is 
now carried at longer intervals.  This requires the removal of used fuel and its 
consequent replacement with new fuel within the submarines.  However, the 
current Vanguard class submarines after their first refit, and next generation of 
nuclear submarines are fitted with reactor cores (fuel) that will last the lifetime 
of the submarine, without the need to refuel, thereby reducing the amount of 
radioactive material arising from a refit. 
 
Used nuclear fuel 
 
After use, the used fuel from submarines is transported to Sellafield in 
Cumbria. The fuel itself is not classified as waste. 
 
Radioactive waste 
 
Radioactive waste is generated during refuelling, refitting and maintenance 
work on the submarines. Radioactive waste requires disposal. This can only 
be done under an authorisation granted by the Environment Agency to ensure 
proper protection of people and the environment. Devonport Royal Dockyard 
Limited (DRDL), part of the Babcock Marine Group, holds such an 
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authorisation to dispose of radioactive waste via a number of routes. DRDL 
also have a Nuclear Site License issued by the Nuclear Installations 
Inspectorate (NII). The Environment Agency authorisation sets out limits and 
conditions on disposals which DRDL must comply with when discharging and 
disposing of radioactive waste from the Devonport site. 
 
DRDL discharge very small quantities of gaseous waste to atmosphere and 
aqueous liquid waste to the Tamar Estuary and to sewer. The authorisation 
places limits on the discharges and requires that “Best Practicable Means” are 
used to further minimise them. 
 
This table, which also takes account of the similarly regulated but extremely 
small discharges to atmosphere and sewer from HM Naval Base, puts the 
discharges in context: 
 

Source of radiation Radiation dose in 
microSieverts per year (units 
that put different sources 
and types of radiation on a 
“level playing field”) 

Radiation dose to the most exposed people if 
Devonport discharges are made at the legal 
limits (in practice, discharges are below the 
limits), using cautious assumptions. 

10 

Legal limit for radiation dose from all man-
made sources except medical 

1000 

Background radiation (average UK) 2200 

Background radiation (Cornwall) 7400 

 
Environmental monitoring is carried out by the Environment Agency and Food 
Standards Agency and is independent from the monitoring programme 
undertaken by the site operators. The results are published in an annual 
report. Monitoring demonstrates that the radiological significance of 
discharges into the environment at Devonport from both DRDL and MoD 
operations is very low, especially when compared to that of natural and other 
man-made radiation. 
 
DRDL’s authorisation also allows for the transfer of solid radioactive waste to 
the Low Level Waste Repository near Drigg in Cumbria and the disposal of 
waste with very low levels of radioactive contamination (Very Low Level 
Waste) to licensed landfill sites. 
 
DRDL’s current authorisation came into effect in 2002, following extended 
public consultation which included public meetings and formal opportunities 
for public opinion to be heard. The Environment Agency has recently changed 
DRDL’s authorisation to permit additional transfers of radioactive waste from 
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Devonport to other sites for treatment or disposal. These changes involved 
consultation with Local Authorities and presentation at the Devonport Local 
Liaison Committee. There was no wider public consultation because 
discharges into the environment were not involved. 
 
Aside from the nuclear work, Devonport is a large industrial site amid a 
sensitive environment. The Environment Agency therefore has extensive 
regulatory involvement beyond its role in radioactive waste regulation. 
 
 

What is the Submarine Dismantling 
Project? 
 
The Submarine Dismantling Project has been set up by the Ministry of 
Defence to consider the timely development and implementation of a solution 
for the dismantling of the UK’s de-fuelled nuclear powered submarines.  
It used to be called ISOLUS, which stands for Interim Storage of Laid Up 
Submarines. 
 
It is known that by 2040, all 27 of the current UK nuclear powered submarines 
will have come out of service. However, a “National Waste Management 
Facility” for radioactive wastes is not expected to be available until at least 
2040.  
 
The Submarine Dismantling Project exists to determine what happens to the 
submarines after they reach the end of their life and after they have been 
defuelled. Devonport may eventually have a role, but the potential locations 
for this work and the extent of the dismantling operations are still being 
studied by the MOD. 
 
More information can be found on the MoD’s website at this address: 
http://www.submarinedismantling.com/ 
 
Information on Linda Gilroy’s position on Plymouth’s potential involvement can 
be found at http://www.lindagilroy.org.uk/submarine-dismantling-project-sdp 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.submarinedismantling.com/
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Where can I go for further information? 
 
Devonport Royal Dockyard Environment Agency 
Plymouth  South West Office 
PL1 45G  Manley House   
[T] 01753 605665        Kestral Way 
[W] www.devonport.co.uk Exeter 
 EX2 7LQ  

[T] 01392 444000  
Plymouth City Council 
Civic Centre 
Plymouth 
PL1 2EW 
[T] 01752 668000 
[E] enquiries@plymouth.gov.uk 
[W] www.plymouth.gov.uk 

 
Members of Parliament 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Linda Gilroy MP Alison Seabeck MP 
Representing Plymouth Sutton Representing Plymouth Devonport 
 
House of Commons  House of Commons 
London  SW1A 0AA London SW1A 0AA   
 
01752 226626 01752 365617 
gilroyb@parliament.uk seabecka@parliament.uk  
www.lindagilroy.org.uk  http://www.alisonseabeckmp.org.uk  
 
As your MPs we have taken a close interest in safely issues at Devonport Dockyard 
for many years and place a high priority on understanding the scale of any risks 
which affect Plymouth residents.  
 
We maintain contact with all interested parties including the Trade Union Safety 
representatives, Babcock Marine, Naval Base Commander, Plymouth City Council 
and the Ministry of Defence.   

You can also book tours of the Naval 
Base. For further information see: 
 
http://www.royalnavy.mod.uk/server/sh
ow/nav.5517 
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