
 

POLICY PAPER: THE BASIS OF ONR’S ADVICE IN RELATION TO LAND USE 
PLANNING APPLICATIONS 
 
Introduction and Purpose 
 
1. This paper proposes changes to the way in which ONR provides demographic 

information to local planning authorities to help implement the Government’s policy 
of managing population levels around nuclear installations. The aim is to avoid 
population levels around the site rising to undesirable levels. 

 
2. Nuclear Site Licensees are legally required to operate their nuclear installations in 

such a way that risks to employees and to the general public are As Low As 
Reasonably Practicable. ONR applies a range of regulatory procedures, including 
inspection and assessment to make judgements about the licensee’s compliance 
with the law, through their safety cases and licensing conditions. However, while 
Licensees put in place arrangements to minimise the chances of an accident leading 
to the release of radioactivity into the environment, the risk of an accident cannot be 
eliminated.  

 
3. In order to minimise the impact of a radiation emergency, the Government has 

applied a policy of siting new nuclear power plants in areas where the population 
density does not exceed certain thresholds, and where the growth of that population 
can be monitored and controlled. In addition, the Radiation (Emergency 
Preparedness and Public Information) Regulations 2001 (REPPIR) require effective 
emergency planning arrangements to be put in place to minimise the health 
consequences of any significant radiological release that might occur.  

 
 
Recommendations and timings 
 
4. There are a number of benefits to taking this approach: 
 

• It simplifies the basis on which ONR provides advice on land use planning 
applications; 

• This makes it much easier for ONR to explain risks and to defend its advice; and 

• It firmly places the responsibility for maintaining site demographic characteristics 
on local authorities. 

 
5. That the RSG agrees that: 
 

a) ONR should base its advice on land use planning applications on whether the 
proposed development represented an external hazard to a nuclear installation, 
or whether the development could be accommodated within local authority 
emergency planning arrangements; and 

 
b) That ONR should provide population projections at a strategic level rather 
than through its advice on individual land use planning applications.  

 
 



 

Detail and strategic context 
 
6. The Government’s policy on managing populations around nuclear installations is 

currently delivered by means of land use planning administrative arrangements, with 
ONR providing advice on land use planning applications on the basis of guideline 
population limits.  However, these are guideline limits only and ONR has no powers 
to prevent a development going ahead. 

 
7. In addition, basing land use planning advice on population limits does not provide a 

sound basis for advice or indeed for protecting communities around nuclear 
installations. This is because they do take account of vulnerable groups or the ability 
of local authority emergency planners to accommodate the development within their 
emergency planning arrangements.  

 
8. However, in providing advice land use planning applications, ONR also consults with 

local authority emergency planners. 
 
9. Local authority emergency planners are responsible for developing off-site 

emergency arrangements under the Radiation (Emergency Preparedness and 
Public Information) Regulations 2001 (REPPIR). Under the regulations nuclear site 
licensees are required to carry out hazard identification and risk evaluations, which 
ONR uses to define detailed emergency planning zones (DEPZ). Local authority 
emergency planners are then required to develop detailed off-site emergency plans 
covering the DEPZ. Under REPPIR, local authority emergency planners are also 
required to consider the extendibility of countermeasures beyond the DEPZ. 

 
10. Rather than using guideline population levels as part of land use planning advice, 

we propose basing it solely on whether the proposed development could be 
incorporated within the local emergency planning arrangements. Under this 
arrangement, ONR would only object to a development that: 

 
a) represented an external hazard to a nuclear installation. 
b) could not be adequately accommodated within the off-site emergency plan, or 
would have an impact on the extendibility of countermeasures beyond the DEPZ. 

 
11. This effectively places the onus on Local Authorities to demonstrate to us that any 

proposed development could be accommodated effectively within its emergency 
planning arrangements.  If we had concerns that the proposed development could 
not be adequately accommodated, then we would advise against the development. 
If we were satisfied that the proposed development could be accommodated, then 
we would have no grounds to object. However if that advice was not taken then we 
could take action under REPPIR.  

 
12. ONR would still have a role in advising on demographics, but would do so at a 

strategic level, rather than on a case by case basis.  Under this approach, HSL 
would prepare reports on demographics and population growth trends. Local 
authority planners could then use this information to inform their local development 
plans, and local authority emergency planners could use it to inform their emergency 
planning arrangements.  

 
 



 

Risks and mitigation 
 
The new approach represents an administrative change to the way we provide 
demographic information to local authorities.  The risks are therefore presentational 
(see below).  
 
Financial implications 
 
The suggested approach will not increase operational costs. Rather, it will provide a 
more robust basis for our advice on LUP applications, as well as a providing a clearer 
means of communicating the risks. It should therefore reduce the likelihood of a direct 
legal challenge and/or costly inquiry.  
 
Presentational implications 
 
There is a perception that ONR is responsible for managing population limits around 
nuclear installations and that the new approach may be seen as a relaxation of 
development controls.  The reality is that population limits are used as guidance only 
and that ONR has no powers to control developments around nuclear installations.  In 
addition, we will still be providing demographic date, just at a more strategic level. The 
challenge will be communicating that the new approach will strengthen the advice 
provided by ONR. 
 
Legal implications 
 
ONR has no legal powers to restrict developments around nuclear installations. As 
discussed above, the new approach is likely to reduce the prospect of legal challenge 
and costly planning inquiries. 
 
Next Steps 
 
If the RSG agrees with approach, the initiative should be discussed by the executive 
management team before we write to DECC setting out the proposal.  


