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The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State, Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Lab)
My Lords, these regulations were laid before the House on 3 June. They will give effect to the Secretary of State’s decision that power generation using the Rolls-Royce small modular reactor is justified in the UK under the UK’s regulatory framework for practices involving ionising radiation. This decision has been taken within that regulatory framework. It is a step towards enabling a new form of reliable, low-carbon power generation in the UK, supporting our energy security, reducing carbon emissions and delivering economic opportunities, including for UK jobs and supply chains. It also has the potential to provide dependable baseload power for a more resilient electricity system, while supporting the development of a domestic nuclear supply chain.
The statutory framework, in place since 2004, requires that any new class or type of practice involving ionising radiation is assessed before it can be introduced. The key question is whether the benefits outweigh the potential risks to health from radiation exposure. In this case, the Secretary of State has concluded that they do.
It is important to be clear what this decision does and does not do. This is a generic, non-site-specific decision. It does not authorise the construction or operation of any reactor. Any future project would be subject to the UK’s independent system of scrutiny, including the need to secure environmental permitting, nuclear site licensing and planning consent before it could proceed. These processes involve detailed assessment by independent regulators, including bodies such as the Office for Nuclear Regulation and the relevant environmental regulators, to ensure that safety, security and environmental protection requirements are met.
The decision underpinning the instrument follows a thorough and proportionate evidence-based process. It draws on advice from independent regulators, statutory consultees and a public consultation, which was held in late 2025 and received 50 responses. Most respondents agreed that the Rolls-Royce SMR represents a new class of practice and that sufficient information had been provided to inform a decision. Taken together, the evidence provided a proportionate and transparent basis to support the Secretary of State’s conclusion.
The issues raised, including safety, radioactive waste, environmental impacts, cost and energy security, were considered alongside expert advice before the Secretary of State reached her decision. The assessment found that the Rolls-Royce SMR is expected to result in a low level of potential radiological health detriment, that the design can meet the UK’s requirements on safety, security and safeguards, and that radioactive waste can be managed within existing UK arrangements. Environmental impacts are considered manageable within established regulatory frameworks. Taken together, this provides a clear evidence base for concluding that the benefits, including reliable low-carbon power and support for energy security, outweigh the potential risk to health and radiation exposure.
Finally, I emphasise that this is only one part of a wider regulatory system. Any proposal to construct or operate a reactor would remain subject to detailed scrutiny by independent regulators at every stage. The instrument will give legal effect to a decision required by the statutory framework, while leaving decisions on siting, design and operation to the UK’s regulatory, planning and wider governmental processes. It is a proportionate step within a well-established system of independent regulation. I beg to move.

Baroness Grender
My Lords, I welcome these regulations. This is the right thing to do, and it is the right time to do it, because our energy security is under real pressure. We need every credible part of the low-carbon mix working as hard as it can.
This order will give legal effect to the decision that the Rolls-Royce small modular reactor is justified under the 2004 regulations. It is a generic and non-site-specific decision. It does not authorise a single spade in the ground, still less the construction or operation of the reactor. All the real-world hurdles remain: environmental permits, a nuclear site licence, planning consent and all the other approvals that any serious project must secure. It was good to hear the reassurances on that front from the Minister.
That matters, because this Committee should be clear about what is being decided and what is not, as the Minister said. We are not approving a reactor to be built tomorrow; we are saying that, in principle, the design has passed the justification test. That is sensible, and we support it. But it is not the same thing as delivery, and we are clear that we do not want it to be confused with a regulatory green light, with progress on the ground.
Our central point is that we believe the best way to cut bills for everyone is to invest in home-grown renewable power, electricity storage and the infrastructure that gets clean electricity to where it is needed. That is where the quickest gains are, where the biggest jobs dividend is and where the strongest long-term energy security will come from. So we support SMRs and we support this justification decision, but we should not let the enthusiasm for emerging nuclear technology become an excuse to drift back into the bad old habits of overpromising on nuclear while underdelivering on renewables. Large-scale, expensive and slow-to-deliver nuclear projects have had years to demonstrate their value. Too often, they have done the opposite; they have tied up time, money and political attention that could have been used more productively and more proactively elsewhere.
That is why the balance matters. SMRs may well have a role to play, and this design may contribute to a more secure decarbonised grid, but the Government must be absolutely clear that the priority is not to deepen our dependence on the old model of nuclear development. The priority is to accelerate renewables generation, storage and the modern grid that can support them.
It will astonish the Minister to hear that I have only one question regarding this SI. How will the Government make sure that support for Rolls-Royce SMR does not slow down the pace of renewables and storage, so that we ensure that this is genuinely complementary rather than competitive with the faster deployment of the clean power that is already available? How will the Government avoid the familiar pattern in which nuclear projects absorb the oxygen while more agile solutions are left waiting in the wings?
We support this instrument but we do so on all those clear understandings—that it is part of a wider energy strategy, not a substitute one. I look forward to hearing the Minister’s response.

Lord Roborough
My Lords, I am grateful to the Minister for this statutory instrument following the Government’s consultation on the application for the Rolls-Royce small modular reactor. The decision obviously confirms that the small modular reactor is justified in principle, and we support that. This is an encouraging step in the right direction to enable the UK’s first small modular reactors and ensure that new nuclear reactor technologies form part of our future energy system.
Our domestic nuclear reactor industry needs a supportive Government in order to be globally competitive. There are many rivals around the world that benefit from such a situation, and we must not handicap our own. This is a strategic industry where the research and manufacturing capabilities are critical, not just to our energy security but to our national security. That support is critical also to the export success for Rolls-Royce SMRs in Sweden and the Czech Republic and its current European leadership. Rolls-Royce itself describes the need for volume to drive industrialisation and reduce unit costs.
As the Minister and the noble Baroness, Lady Grender, have pointed out, this is just a first step. The construction or operation of a reactor still has to go through all the hurdles of environmental permits, a nuclear site licence and planning consent. The Government must be consistent in their backing, and I would be grateful if the Minister could set out a timeline for the delivery of the first UK SMRs.
I have a few further questions related to the issues in this SI, which may well be outside the brief that the Minister and I usually inhabit so I will be completely happy with replies in writing. There is considerable evidence of the favourable carbon emissions intensity of SMRs, but what assessment have the Government made in coming to this decision about the cost of this electricity and how that will compare to other electricity generation sources? We appreciate the importance of this project but we would welcome the publication of more information on the impact of future electricity costs in the UK.
When making these calculations, can the Minister confirm whether they rely to a greater or lesser extent on the Government’s internal calculation of current carbon emissions, last published at a central cost of £273 per tonne? By contrast, the UK Woodland Carbon Code units trade at £30 to £40 and our own ETS price is £60 per tonne. I asked the noble Baroness’s colleague in the debate on the carbon orders two weeks ago whether this really was an appropriate cost and whether this leads to faulty decision-making about the appropriate energy investments in this country to create an affordable energy transition; I am yet to receive an answer. I should also, in that context, declare my interest as a developer of Woodland Carbon Code forests.
When we debated the creation of GB Energy in your Lordships’ House, we were assured that it would not crowd out private sector investment. Now, it has been selected as preferred bidder for the Wylfa SMRs. How can we be confident that it has not done that by using the UK’s low sovereign cost of borrowing to out-compete the private sector? How can we be confident that this government body has priced risk effectively when competing with the private sector?
Furthermore, this Government scrapped the previous Government’s plan for two SMR projects and have refused to honour the commitment for 24 gigawatts of electricity to be generated from nuclear by 2050. We are all aware of the need for energy infrastructure, as well as the economic opportunities it brings. Can the Minister give any indication of whether the incoming Prime Minister will be more ambitious and may at least match the ambitions of our previous Conservative Government? I look forward to hearing her response.

Baroness Hayman of Ullock
My Lords, I thank noble Lords who took part in the debate. As was said earlier, it is important to point out that the matter before the Committee is this particular instrument, which is narrow in what it does. It gives legal effect to the Secretary of State’s decision that this class or type of practice—power generation using the Rolls-Royce SMR—meets the statutory test. A few questions were broader than that, particularly the noble Lord’s on woodland carbon capture and so on. I will focus on the questions on the statutory instrument, and we can perhaps pick up some questions more broadly. Quite a lot of work is going on in that area within the department and in other Ministers’ portfolios, and it might be easier for us to pick up some of those particular questions around carbon capture and so forth on another occasion.
The noble Baroness, Lady Grender, and the noble Lord, Lord Roborough, talked about the time it takes to bring in a new nuclear build. I understand why there is nervousness about timescales when we talk about building new nuclear energy, in whatever form. I have the scars on my back from working on the Hinkley Point C project—we initially had it coming online in 2019—so it is very problematic sometimes with these really big nuclear power stations.
I will make two comments on that. First, SMRs are a lot smaller and quicker to build. They can be more flexible in what they are, what they look like, how much they supply and so on. So it is an approach that is different from the traditional large power stations that we are used to seeing built. We fairly recently did the Planning and Infrastructure Act, which looks at bringing in nationally significant infrastructure projects—NSIPs—of which nuclear is part. So we are doing what we can to speed up the planning process to ensure that we can build these smaller and smarter nuclear power stations more quickly.
I reassure the noble Baroness that renewable energy is an absolute priority. I do not think anyone here would think that the Secretary of State for DESNZ does not have renewable energy as a priority. But we need a proper energy mix in this country, particularly if we are to meet our carbon targets, and nuclear energy plays an important role in that. As the noble Lord said, we want to move as quickly as we can on this, but that is not the purpose of the statutory instrument; it enables Rolls-Royce to take those SMR projects forward. As the noble Lord said, Wylfa is likely to be the first.
On the economy around this, one thing that Rolls-Royce SMRs have the potential to do is provide reliable and always-on low-carbon power, with a view to complementing renewables—you do not have to worry about the wind not blowing and so on. So it supports our energy security and it supports UK jobs, manufacturing and supply chains. We have some really skilled people in the nuclear sector here, and we need to support them as well.
On cost and value for money, which was raised by the noble Lord, Lord Roborough, we assessed the economic aspects of this, and that assessment considered economic and socioeconomic factors and concluded that the benefits outweigh any potential detriments.
On the public funding for Rolls-Royce’s SMR, the assessment also concluded that the socioeconomic benefits would outweigh the public funding associated with the delivery. But further decisions around funding for the Rolls-Royce SMR are taken separately from this justification decision; as I say, this is a very narrow statutory instrument.
Cost effectiveness is not determined through the process we are looking at today; that is considered separately as part of wider government decisions on energy policy and investment and what the priorities are.
On carbon reduction in particular, the assessment found that the Rolls-Royce SMR would provide low-carbon electricity across its lifecycle, and by doing that it would make a significant contribution to reducing greenhouse gas emissions and thereby supporting the UK’s net-zero targets.
When bringing in this kind of legislation, you have to look at safety, waste, environmental impact and wider policy. Taking all that together, the evidence provided a clear basis for concluding that this class or type of practice meets the statutory test of justification. I therefore very much thank noble Lords for their support in bringing this forward so that we can move forward and build some SMRs, I hope in the very near future, because this has been an awfully long time coming.
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