
RWE NPOWER AND ASH DISPOSAL 
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THE BACKGROUND 
 

RWE npower, owners of Didcot Power Station, 

have applied for planning permission to fill 

Thrupp Lake, one of the last two lakes at Radley, 

with flyash or PFA. The lake was dug out for 

gravel over 50 years ago and has naturalised into 

a beautiful landscape, bursting with wildlife and is  

much loved by the local population. 

 

There has been huge public anger about the 

proposal as ten other lakes have already been 

filled, the local landscape spoiled and the other 

surviving lake put at risk. 

11,500 signatures were delivered to Didcot Power 

Station by Save Radley Lakes and over 3,000 

objections sent to Oxfordshire County Council. 

 

OXFORDSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL - OCC   

 
As the planning application violates OCC’s own 

planning policies, planning rules say that RWE 

npower have to show that there is no alternative to  

Thrupp Lake - an over-riding need!  That being so, 

and given the huge public anger aroused by the 

proposals, OCC should have carefully explored 

every other option with RWE npower to make sure 

a valued local asset is not needlessly destroyed. 

 

They do not seem to have done so!  Minutes of 

meetings between OCC planning officers and 

RWE npower to discuss the application, obtained 

under the Freedom of Information Act, show: 
 

• The proposed scheme was suggested by the 

OCC officers themselves. 

• They did not require RWE npower to 

investigate other disposal options first. 

 

It would appear that local people have been 

exhausting themselves fighting an application 

whose outcome was almost a foregone conclusion! 

 

RWE NPOWER’S STATEMENT OF NEED  
 

• RWE npower’s Statement of Need’ (SN) 

insists there is no alternative to Thrupp Lake and 

threatens closure of Didcot A without it. Their 

Environmental Statement states that the lake will 

store only 20 % of annual ash output until the 

Power Station closes in 2015. Are we really 

supposed to believe: 

 

a. Such a relatively small percentage of output 

would cause the closure of such a profitable 

operation as Didcot A? 

b.Management of a major power station do not 

have contingency plans if they are refused 

permission? 
 

• The SN also implies that  the alternative to 

Thrupp Lake is transport by road. Their usual 

exaggeration to the press is 500 lorry loads a 

week, a rate of ash generation that would fill 

Thrupp Lake in a year! There are at least two 

disposal options that would need no transport by 

road at all. One they dismiss on the grounds of 

cost, the other isn’t mentioned. See Alternatives. 

 

• The SN states that Didcot is at the forefront of  

PFA recycling in the UK, implying that they have 

made great efforts to dispose of their ash 

beneficially and that restricted sales are due to 

limitations in the market. Why then, in the same 

market, does Drax Power Station recycle some 

67% of their flyash and Didcot less than 40%?  

 

The difference is due to the fact that Drax 

produces high quality ash because it has newer 

boilers that are more efficient at removing the 

carbon it contains. Low carbon ash is more 

saleable to the concrete industry.  

 

As management plan to shut Didcot A in 2015, 

they are not prepared to invest money in the new 

boilers that would make their ash more saleable. 

Fair enough, but they cannot then run the power 

station on the cheap and still expect a cheap 

disposal facility for the un-saleable ash generated.  

 

THEY CAN’T HAVE IT BOTH WAYS! 



ALTERNATIVES TO THRUPP LAKE 
  

There is no over-riding need to use Thrupp Lake. 

The Planning Officer’s report identified a number 

of disposal options but essentially dismissed 

them.  Some are of these discussed below: 

 

1. Wet storage. 

  

At Didcot, PFA is mixed with water, pumped to 

Radley and stored in clay lined pits - previously 

destroyed lakes. The clay lining stops pollutants 

leaching into the ground water but will trap the 

water, so it may take many years for the ash to 

stabilise and for public access to be restored.  

 

Practical alternatives for wet storage are at Sutton 

Courtenay Landfill site. PFA is already being 

disposed of here at a rate of 100,000 tonnes a 

year. The ash pipeline already passes through this 

site so it would provide the 24/7 facility needed.  

 

 
Sutton Courtenay gravel pit.   David Guyoncourt                                                                                                                         

 

The gravel pit above is 50 metres from the Power 

Station, with little vegetation and wildlife and has 

planning permission for waste disposal. Unlike 

Thrupp Lake it is big enough to last the life of the 

Power Station.  

 

 
Thrupp Lake.                               Basil Crowley 

 

The gravel pit is a clear alternative to Thrupp 

Lake. Its drawback? It will cost a little more as it 

will compete with other forms of waste! 

2. Storage above ground 

 

 
www.apl.ncl.ac.uk/coursework/IThompson/barlow 

The Barlow Mound 

 

Some power stations store their PFA dry, above 

ground. This storage method means it is easier to 

recover if needed for sale. Dry ash is much less 

polluting than wet ash as it is less likely to leach 

effluent into ground water. Consequently, 1 metre 

thick clay linings are not needed to contain it. 

 
Drax Power Station stores PFA in the Barlow 

Mound (above). It has been restored to agriculture 

and woodland and even won awards for planning 

and nature conservation. 

 

It is used both by wildlife and local schools for 

educational purposes and acts as a screen to hide 

the power station from local communities. It is 

some eighty times bigger than the ash mound 

Didcot Power Station would need to build to save 

Thrupp Lake.  

 

This well managed site does not represent a dust 

nuisance to the local population. The PFA is first  

moistened, them bulldozed firm and then covered 

with sealant. 

 
The OCC Planning Officer’s report mentions land 

east of the power station and adjacent to it where 

the ash could be stored above ground. It implies 

that no detailed investigation has been made. If 

this is the case, one must ask why not, given the  

controversy surrounding the planning application 

and the benefits of storage above ground!                                                                                                                                                                           

 
RWE npower themselves have said the PFA 

destined to fill Thrupp Lake could be used to fill 

the massive hole under Didcot A when it is 

decommissioned! It could also be used to build 

the embankments for the proposed reservoir. 

Temporary storage above ground would therefore 

seem an ideal solution. 



3. Recycling 

The very best option for dealing with PFA is to 

recycle it, not dump it! This would mean less 

waste going to landfill, less unsightly quarrying 

and fewer CO2 emissions! Its disposal would then 

be in accordance with both local and national 

planning policies. 

Environmental benefits of using PFA 

a) Less unsightly quarrying. Technology exists to 

turn all Didcot’s PFA into usable products for the 

building trade.  

 

 Aerial photograph of Gilwern Hill Quarry, Clydach, 

Breconshire, 1992          National Library of Wales 

 

Using PFA instead of limestone means less 

unsightly quarrying, protects sensitive sites that 

might be next in line for quarrying and does not 

waste a finite natural resource. 

  

Each tonne of cement produced requires 1.7 

tonnes of limestone to be quarried. Using PFA 

instead of limestone would mean fewer scars on 

the landscape like the Clydach limestone quarry 

in the picture above. 

 

b) Fewer CO2 emissions.  Using PFA instead of 

limestone would also mean a reduction in the CO2 

emissions, a major cause of global warming, as 

there would be then be no need for limestone 

kilning or the other energy costs of quarrying.  
Every tonne of PFA reused in cement products 

saves nearly a tonne of CO2.  

 

It is estimated that using Didcot’s PFA to produce 

cement would reduce CO2 emissions by 250,000 

tonnes a year - equivalent to 100 giant wind 

turbines. Substituting fly ash products for cement 

can therefore have a substantial impact on the  

emissions of CO2 and help to reduce our 

contribution to global warming!                                       

c) Less dumping of waste material. Another 

major environmental benefit is, of course, a 

reduction in the huge amount of material being 

dumped in landfill sites every year. We are a 

small and overcrowded island, we cannot go on 

generating waste and dumping it in holes in the 

ground with no concern for future generations. 

SOME OF THE MANY USES OF PFA 

Recycling options for PFA include bricks, blocks, 

cement, concrete and aggregates. In virtually all 

cases, the PFA-derived product is stronger and 

more durable than its conventional counterpart. It 

can also be used for land reclamation, 

embankment building, as a grout to stabilize old 

mine workings and even for soil conditioning.  

Some developing applications include use in 

bituminous products replacing limestone, 

manufacture of aerated ceramics and filler 

application in paints, plastic and rubber, a 

significant potential market. 

• Bulk poured concrete containing PFA is  

more suitable than conventional concrete for the 

foundations of large solid structures like wind 

turbines (below).  Wind farms built in the Scottish 

Highlands use PFA based cement from Scotash. 

 

 
FreeFoto.com                                                       Ian Britton 

 

• PFA can be also be used to stabilise old  

mine workings. Drax Power Station uses trains to 

transport PFA to the Northwich salt mines. 

Centuries of salt mining under the town had led to 

a situation where it was threatened by subsidence. 

A grout made  with 97% PFA is now being 

pumped into the mine and then the mine shafts 

will be sealed 

 

• The proposed new reservoir at Steventon   

will need massive embankments 15 to 20 metres 

high - a use for which PFA is eminently suitable. 



• PFA can replace 50% or more of cement  in  

concrete. Globally, making cement accounts for 

some 6% of man made CO2 emissions, so use of 

PFA could cause a substantial reduction. Concrete 

in the green building below contains 25% PFA. 

 

 
Lewis and Clarke Building -  Missouri State University 

 

• 800,000 tonnes was used recently to build the   

Llanelli millennium coastal path. More than 2000 

acres of industrial wasteland were remediated  

into a stunning 22km coastal path (below).  

 

 
Llanelli Millenium Coastal Path    Caron Promotions Ltd 

 

POTENTIAL NEW MARKETS  
 

There will be massive new markets for building 

materials in the near future. The government is 

planning a huge house building programme in the 

South East. An estimated 2-3 million tonnes of 

"bricks and mortar" per year will be required to 

meet the demand for house construction; roads 

and other infrastructure could easily double this 

figure. There is also the huge amount of 

construction materials needed for the London 

Olympics. Where will it all come from?  

 

Digging up our country side, importing materials 

and dredging the sea bed are all environmentally 

very unfriendly options. So is dumping ash in a 

pristine wildlife site. Using PFA in construction 

materials could provide society with a win-win 

solution to both these problems, as long as the 

government provides incentives for its use! 

NEW TECHNOLOGIES 
 

As previously stated, Didcot’s ash is too high in 

carbon to be attractive to the concrete industry. 

Luckily, new technologies now available can 

recycle ash even if the carbon content is high. 

They can use wet or dry ash, even ash that has 

been previously dumped for long periods of time.  
 

• Australian researchers have created bricks 

made completely out of PFA that are stronger and 

lighter than conventional bricks and so would be 

cheaper to transport. Brick manufacture could 

take virtually all PFA production in the UK. 
 

• In Britain, the Rocktron  Benefication Process,  

is a well established technology that recovers 

saleable products from any fly ash with no waste! 

  

WHY HAS RECYCLING CONSTRUCTION 

MATERIALS  LOW PRIORITY IN THE UK? 
 

The Power Station has clearly invested too little, 

too late in recycling ash. Their ash beneficiation 

plant, to make PFA more saleable, can only 

process, at most 125,000 tonnes a year. However, 

the company is doing what companies are set up 

to do - make profit for its shareholders! 
 

Much of the blame for the Radley Lakes debacle 

lies with the government, whose lack of political 

will means that very little priority is given to 

using recycled materials for construction.  
 

Why does: 
 

• the South East plan give aspirations about 

using recycled material for construction but no 

incentives to meet targets? 

• the government not copy certain states in 

America and give companies tax credits for 

‘green’ building? 

• clay excavation (used for brick making) get 

exempt from the aggregates tax? 

• PFA incur a landfill tax of only £2 a tonne, 

much less than domestic waste? 

• the UK interpret the European Waste 

Framework more strictly than the rest of 

Europe? Anyone storing, transporting or 

reprocessing PFA in the UK has to comply 

with 11 separate pieces of legislation!  

 

For further information:                                                    
tel: 01235 530174 OR 01235 559752.  

 

www.radleyvillage.org.uk                  

www.saveradleylakes.org.uk 


