Windscale/Sellafield, UK

Europe’s largest civil and military nuclear complex is located in Sellafield.
It used to produce plutonium for the British nuclear weapons program
and now serves as a reprocessing site for nuclear waste. A fire in 1957, as
well as numerous accidents and radioactive leaks, have polluted the en-
vironment and exposed the population to increased levels of radiation.

In 1946, the UK began producing weapons-grade plutonium for nuclear warheads in Windscale. In order to gain a fresh
start in light of public scrutiny after numerous accidents, spills and leaks, the name was later changed to “Sellafield.”
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In 2004 and 2005, 83,000 liters of radioactive acid leaked into the North Sea, containing carcinogens such as strontium-90 and
cesium-137/. Through bioaccumulation in the marine food chain, these radioactive substances pose a grave threat to the fishing

regions around Great Britain, Norway and Ireland. Photo credit: Ashley Coates / creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0

History

In 1946, the British government commissioned the
“Windscale” nuclear facility near the town of Sellafield
in Northern England. The first nuclear reactors were
built to produce weapons-grade plutonium and the
first British nuclear bombs were produced in 1952.
Four years later, the world’s first commercial nuclear
power plant began producing electricity. Due to its de-
sign, however, the reactor’s graphite blocks stored too
much energy, which needed to be released at regular
intervals. During one such release on October 7, 1957,
faulty temperature gauges and gross misjudgment by
the staff caused an overheating of the core. As a re-
sult, nearly 10 tons of radioactive fuel inside the reac-
tor caught fire and burned uncontrollably for two days,
polluting the atmosphere with radionuclides such as
plutonium, cesium, strontium and iodine.! The water
that was used to extinguish the fire evaporated, ad-
ding to the radioactive emissions. Luckily, prevailing
wind patterns blew most of the radioactive plume out
to sea. The population was only informed about these
events on October 11 and was not evacuated, despite
the danger of nuclear fallout. Milk that had been radio-
actively contaminated with iodine-131 was banned in
the region for several weeks and two million liters were
dumped into the Irish sea.!

By the beginning of the 1980s, the name “Windscale”
had become tarnished by countless incidents, spills
and irresponsible handling of radioactive contaminants.
In order to gain a fresh start in light of public scrutiny,
the name of the nuclear complex was changed in 1981
to “Sellafield.” Over time, the function of the complex
changed to the reprocessing of used fuel rods and the
production of mixed oxide (MOX) fuel, a mixture of
uranium und plutonium. MOX-fuel production is being
criticized by many countries, as the increased availabi-
lity of plutonium also increases the danger of nuclear
weapons’ proliferation.?

Health and environmental effects

The Windscale fire and the ensuing fallout, are esti-
mated to have caused at least 190 cases of cancer,
more than half of which were fatal. The marine environ-
ment of the Irish Sea also suffered from the disaster,
as well as from countless other spills, leaks, incidents
and the deliberate or accidental discharge of radio-
active effluent.? In 2004 and 2005, 83,000 liters of
radioactive acid leaked into the North Sea, containing
carcinogens such as strontium-90 and cesium-137.

Through bioaccumulation in the marine food chain,
these substances pose a grave threat to the fishing re-
gions around Great Britain, Norway and Ireland.® Even
the pro-nuclear International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) has had to admit that Windscale was a ma-
jor contributor to radioactive pollution of the Atlantic
Ocean.® Increased levels of radionuclides, such as
cesium-137, cobalt-60 and americium-241 were also
found in soil samples around the complex, suggesting
radioactive contamination of agricultural products for
human consumption.” In 2002, a British study found
that children of Sellafield workers have a nearly dou-
bled risk of developing leukemia or lymphoma.®

Outlook

The U.S. Institute for Resource and Security Studies
has called Sellafield “one of the world’s most danger-
ous concentrations of long-lived radioactive materials.”
Sellafield is vulnerable to a variety of risks: natural ca-
tastrophes could compromise the cooling systems,
human error and negligence could cause fires, explo-
sions or other types of accidents. The compound could
be a target of a terrorist or a hacker attack, and even a
computer virus could potentially trigger a catastrophe.
Following the Fukushima nuclear meltdowns in 2011,
the British government decided to at least cease pro-
ducing MOX at Sellafield, but with no way of disposing
of the spent fuel, Sellafield is more and more turning
into a radioactive waste dump.’® The health concerns
of the local population, exposed for decades to high
levels of ionizing radiation, are continually being igno-
red by the government; meaningful scientific research
is not being undertaken. The people of Sellafield are
also casualties of the nuclear industry — their health
has been compromised in order to produce nuclear
weapons and fuel for nuclear reactors. They are also
Hibakusha.
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