
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Dear , 
 
Further to our email of 29th July 2022 regarding your request for the following information: 

 
I am writing to seek information you may hold in relation to the former military test site at Orford Ness, 
Suffolk. The is located approximately at Ordnance Survey Grid Refence (645290 Easting 250680 Northing), 
see figure below (extract from Google Earth, July 2022), herein referred to as ‘the site’. The information is 
required in order to manage health and safety during the development of the Norfolk Boreas and Vanguard 
Offshore Wind Farm (OWF) a Lesser Black-backed Gull (LBBG) compensation project. A review of public 
domain information indicates that the site was used as a military test site during the World Wars and up until 
the Cold War.  
Royal HaskoningDHV are undertaking an desk based contaminated land assessment. We would be grateful if 
you could search the military archive records associated with the site and a 250 m buffer around the site, so 
that we can further inform our contaminated land assessment and manage health and safety on site. 
Information of interest would include and is not limited to details on the following: 

• Any historical contaminated land assessments and unexploded ordnance (UXO) surveys or clearance 
certificates. 

• Areas of historical land infilling/waste disposal, including burning grounds. 

• What was tested on the site, with particular respect to contaminants which may be within the site, 
which could include and are not limited to: radiological, chemical weapons or explosive residues. 

• Historical site usage and inventory of building usages and activities undertaken on site, such as 
manufacturing or engineering workshops. 

• Details regarding building construction. 

• Historical plans of the test site. 

• Historical photographs of the former military test site (including aerial) and this area in particular. 
 
As this request is for environmental information, your request has been handled as a request for information 
under the Environmental Information Regulations 2004 (the Regulations). The Regulations are broadly 
similar to the FOI Act, but specifically apply to environmental information.  
 
We can confirm that the Atomic Weapons Establishment (AWE) holds part of the information in scope of 
your request, some of which we can release, while some is withheld due to its classification. 
 
Annex A contains a document which provides information pertaining to the first of your specific points:  

 
• Any historical contaminated land assessments and unexploded ordnance (UXO) surveys or clearance 

certificates.  
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This document has been redacted in line with Regulations 12(5)(a), which provides that a public authority 
may refuse to disclose information to the extent that its disclosure would adversely affect international 
relations, defence, national security or public safety, and 13(1), in which the Atomic Weapons Establishment 
(AWE) are obliged to comply with the Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR and as such are prohibited 
from disclosing personal data to third parties where doing so would breach the data protection principles set 
out in the UK GDPR.  
 
Regulation 12(5)(a) is subject to the Public Interest Test (PIT) which has been conducted and has on balance 
fallen in favour of applying the exception and providing a redacted copy of the document. Building numbers 
are routinely redacted from documents as it is deemed that providing this level of detail could assist our 
adversaries in building up a picture of the sites’ layouts and potentially allowing them to target specific areas 
of the sites. Any disruption to the activities undertaken at AWE would ultimately impact on the ability to 
safeguard the defence of the nation.  
 
We can confirm that AWE holds several other documents in scope of your request, however these are being 
withheld, also under Regulation 12(5)(a) of the EIR. The PIT has been conducted and has fallen in favour of 
applying the exception and as such withholding the information contained in these documents in full. 
 
AWE recognises that the Regulations make a presumption in favour of disclosure wherever possible, and 
that there is some public interest in transparency around the historical use of the site at Orford Ness, 
especially because it is now a publicly accessible nature reserve. However, there is a strong compelling 
public interest in safeguarding national security and in withholding any information that might prejudice it.  
 
The retained information has been considered previously and again for this request, and it is still considered 
highly classified.  
 
Details of the build standards of AWRE trials at Orfordness remain classified because specifics of the 
components and design of previous nuclear weapons would still be useful to adversaries or third-party 
states trying to create their own nuclear weapons or trying to find flaws in the UK’s deterrent. Details of 
previous tests may also inadvertently provide information about the UK’s current warhead, which would 
give adversaries crucial details about the deterrent and consequently allow them to build up a picture of the 
UK’s overall capabilities. This would reduce the effectiveness of the deterrent and impinge on the defence of 
the United Kingdom. 
 
On balance it is considered that although there is an argument for transparency and release, this is 
outweighed by the high likelihood that the information contained in the documents would be useful to 
adversaries to create their own nuclear weapon; with the consequence that the UK’s national security would 
be prejudiced. As releasing information about previous and current nuclear weapons programmes would 
also breach the UK’s legal obligations and interests under Article 1 of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of 
Nuclear Weapons, the information is being withheld. 
  
Under EIR Regulation 9, the duty to advise and assist, we’d like to point you to several sources of 
information that are available within the public domain. 
One is an article which can be found at this location: 
https://historicengland.org.uk/research/results/reports/8603/TheAtomicWeaponsResearchEstablishmentOr
fordNessSuffolk ColdWarResearchandDevelopmentSiteSurveyReport 



 

 

And one is a book, which can be purchased here: https://www.amazon.co.uk/Orfordness-Secret-Gordon-K-
Kinsey/dp/0861380061  
 
The Ministry of Defence may also hold information of interest to you regarding historical plans of the site, 
you can contact them at: cio-foi@mod.uk or by writing to them at MOD Information Rights Team, Ground 
floor, Zone D, Main Building, Whitehall, London SW1A 2HB. 
 
Please remember to quote the reference number above in any future communications. If you have any 

queries regarding the content of this letter, please contact this office in the first instance. 

If you are unhappy with the way your request has been handled you have a right to request an internal 
review within 40 days of receiving this letter, by writing to information.requests@awe.co.uk or our postal 
address: Information Requests Team, AWE Aldermaston, Reading, RG7 4PR. If you are still unhappy after an 
internal review has been completed, under the provisions of Section 50 of the Freedom of Information Act 
2000 you have the right to take your complaint to the Information Commissioner’s Office. Please note the 
Commissioner will generally not consider a complaint until you have exhausted AWE’s internal complaints 
process. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
AWE Information Requests Team 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





































     
        

   
  

        
         
          

  
            

             
         

            
    

           
     

            
            

         
             

           
             

             
  

           
 
         

              
            

             
            

         





























     
    

 
 

 





              
     

 

























   

   
     
    

     
      

     
      












































































