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VISIT TO DUNGENESS ON 14 JULY 1999
TWO MEMBERS DESCRIBE THEIR DAY

REPORT FROM STEVE PETERS

Dungeness N uclear Power S tation is set 
on  the  tip  of a rem ote, triangular-shaped 

p rom onto ry  of 12,000 acres of shingle - the 
largest such area in  Europe an d  possibly 
the world. The sea has taken  a t least 5000 
years to bu ild  up the shingle ridges w hich 
form  it an d  the  waves still wash m ore th a n  
100,000 cubic m etres each year round  the 
p o in t to the  eastern  shore, from  w here it is 
transpo rted  daily  back  to the  sou thern  
shore by a fleet of lo rries so th a t the  Power 
Station is p rotected  from  the sea.

Rainwater falling on  D ungeness filters 
th rough  the top layers of shingle to be 
conserved a t dep th  allow ing a un ique  
wildlife hab ita t to develop, w hich hosts a 
variety  of p la n t an d  insect life. Sea kale, 
lichen  heath , broom , N ottingham  catchfly, 
sea cam pion  and  other grasses a ttract rare 
invertebrates and  insects an d  depend on 
the la tte r for th e ir  po llination . English

Nature has designated the area as a site of 
Special Scientific In terest (SSSI) w hich 
also inc ludes la n d  w ith in  th e  Power 
Station perim eter.

2000 acres form  a RSPB reserve m uch  
used by m igrating  birds as well as the 
resident b ird  popu la tion  and  visitors to 
the centre and  hides can watch great 
variety  of swans, geese, gulls, te rn s and  
waders. The pow er s ta tio n  b u ild ings 
provide substitute sea cliffs w ith roosting 
areas for gulls an d  breeding  sites for 
kestrels and  b lack redstarts.

Since the fifteenth  cen tury  there have 
been  wooden fisherm an 's hu ts w ith n e t 
stores above on  th e  m ore p ro tec ted  
eastern  shore . These are now  over a m ile 
from  the sea because of the  shingle bu ild ­
up, and  since the late eighties fisherm en 
have tended  to live away from  the  area 
an d  drive in  to work.

In  1986 D erek Jarm an , an  artis t and



1 0  film-maker, bought one of the  cottages 
an d  lived there u n til 1994. He m ade a 
m odern  hom e of the in te rio r an d  created 
an  eccentric garden from  flotsam  and  
je tsam  an d  from  p lan ts growing on the 
shingle.

Visitors to the ness stop outside the 
cottage, as we did, an d  th is m ust irrita te  
the residen t occupant as he has stuck the 
following notice on the door.

Prospect Cottage 
DEREK JARMAN used to live here, he 
doesn't any longer.
Prospect Cottage is a private residence, 
Please don't look through the windows- 
as there is only an irate fisherman to see. 

The notice also states th a t consen t m ust 
be obtained for com m ercial photography 
or video. Some m em bers of our p arty  said 
they had  recen tly  seen a film  on T. V. 
abou t th e  cottage an d  th e  area. 
A pparently  Ja rm a n  set a trend, for m ost 
of the cottages are now  owned as second 
hom es, or owned by retired  people, or 
those of an  artistic natu re  requ iring  peace 
an d  solitude.

In  1961 a new  
ligh thouse  was bu ilt, 
closer to th e  ea ste rn  
shore at the  end  of the 
ness, to prevent it being 
obscured by the  power 
s ta tio n  w hen  th a t was 
b u ilt nearby. Some 
m em bers clim bed to the 
top an d  were rewarded 
w ith  w onderful views.

As an  added bonus we 
were able to see, a t th is 
sou thern  te rm in u s of the 
Rom ney, H ythe an d  
D ym church Railway, the 
arrival of a tra in  w hich 
h ad  travelled  th ir te e n  
an d  a h a lf  m iles by steam  
from  Hythe. The lin e  is 
said to be the  world's sm allest public 
railway.

Then  it was tim e for the  power station  
w hich we had  seen from  m iles away.

There are, in  fact, two nuclear power 
stations on th is site. The first, Dungeness
A, was opened  in  1965 and  is cooled by 
w ater d raw n from  th e  sea, w h ich  is 
re tu rned , ju s t offshore, twelve degrees 
warmer. The areas w here it re-enters the 
sea channel are visible and  are called 
patches. The w ater does n o t com e in to  
contact w ith  nuclear m ateria l so it is 
com pletely safe. F requent sam ples are 
taken  of the  w ater and  the ad jo in ing  
beach  to te s t for rad ia tio n  levels. 
Incidentally, these patches of w arm  w ater 
occasionally  a ttract m igrating  b irds and  
beaches are used as roosts for nesting  
birds. The RSPB has erected hides for 
observing them .

The second power station, Dungeness
B, is gas cooled an d  began  production  in  
1983, providing 30 m illion  K.W. hours of 
electricity, enough for the whole of south­
east England. Like all nuclear reactors 
b o th  are fuelled by u ran ium , a na tu ra l 
resource for w hich there is no o ther day- 
to-day use. A pparently, n uc lea r power 
contributes n e ith e r to global w arm ing

n o r acid ra in  an d  is the largest source of 
c lean  e lec tric ity  th a t we have an d  
provides the  U.K. w ith 30% of its power. 

We were issued w ith yellow helm ets

The Society members welcome the arrival of the miniature steam train to the 
Dungeness terminal. In the background can be seen some of the rows of 
fishermen's shacks and the new lighthouse.



an d  ear m ufflers to visit the p lan t. Most of 
the tim e inside the generating  room s we 
saw no one; the m ach inery  appeared  to be 
opera ting  w ithou t visible superv ision . 
Occasionally som e one walked th rough  
an d  clocked th e ir  p e rso n a l rad ia tio n  
cards in to  a reg is te r on  th e  wall. 
A pparently  th is is linked  to a com puter 
w hich keeps an  individual ta lly  on  each 
person 's rad ia tion  absorption.

REPORT BY SHEILA COPE
"It was a day for m agic", sa id  the  
C hairm an  at the end  of the day and  the 
firs t spell was th e  tra n sfo rm a tio n  of 
th irte en  Dover Society m em bers in to  sea 
cadets as we fitted ourselves in to  the 
S.Lynx m in ibus ably driven by M alcolm 
Liggett who had  sacrificed h is day off for 
the purpose.

We experienced a gradual change in  
landscape from  fam iliar cliff and  down 
la n d  to the  g reen  yet holiday-coastal 
aspect o f Rom ney M arsh w hich  
im perceptib ly  becom es shingle and  pond  
as one reaches Dungeness. This area is 
b o th  o u tlan d ish  an d  ex traord inary . 
A lthough  fo rm er converted  railw ay 
carriages have now  gone, p e rh ap s  
absorbed in to  m ore p e rm a n en t dwellings, 
m an y  ch a rac te ris tic  f ish e rm a n 's  hu ts  
rem ain , linked  by overhead w ires and  
w ith boats beached nearby

As we drove we talked of the late Derek 
Ja rm an , film  producer, and  of w atching a 
TV p ro g ram m e fea tu rin g  h is  garden, 
w hen, ano ther piece of magic, there  it 
was! Prospect Cottage, m ade from  b lack 
w eather board ing  w ith yellow door and  
w indow  frames, is surrounded  by shingle 
w ith  open access to visitors provided they 
respec t its new  ow ner's privacy. 
B eautifully  m ain ta ined , the  garden  is 
un ique , fash ioned  from  flo tsam  an d  
je tsam  w hich includes railway sleepers, 
sections of groyne, floats, rusted  barbed  
w ire suppo rts  an d  p a rts  from  farm  
im plem ents. M any of these have been  
d riven  vertica lly  in to  th e  pebbles 
p roviding contrast and  fram ew ork for the

plants, m ost of w hich grow straight out of \  \  
apparen tly  hostile te rra in . The effect of 
gold, g reen  an d  grey a t first appears 
random  b u t is actually  careful designed 
an d  inc ludes d rough t-to leran t species 
such as dw arf broom , sea- kale, poppies, 
santolina, yucca, small-leaved roses, sage, 
rue, acanthus an d  even a fig in  the shelter 
of the house,. This strange place exceeded 
m y expectations and  I was re luc tan t to 
leave.

Next, to the lighthouse, the fourth  in  
th e  area  an d  now  p riv a te ly  owned. 
Erected in  1904 w hen its predecessors had  
becom e redundan t as the receding sea 
had  left them  too far in land, th is oil- 
pow ered ligh thouse  h ad  itse lf  b een  
m asked  by th e  pow er s ta tio n  and  
succeeded by the latest fully-autom ated 
one in  1960.

We clim bed 169 steps, eased by  4 
landings on the way and  by the  need  to 
wait for a p a rty  of p rim ary  ch ild ren  using 
th e ir  voices to dem onstrate echo effect. 
Looking in lan d  from  the top balcony it 
was possible to see how the shingle had  
accum ulated  in  ridges ra th e r like sm all 
fields w ith  straight furrows in  one section 
and  curved in  another. After the descent 
we enjoyed a cup of tea in  the cafe w hich 
ad jo ins the  te rm in u s  of the  Romney, 
H ythe an d  D ym church Light Railway.
H alf our p arty  were already walking 2 
m iles to ou r lu n c h  stop b u t before 
boarding the m in ibus we watched a tra in  
arrive. As passengers stretched th e ir  legs I 
rem em bered  m aking  th a t m onotonous 
jo u rn ey  across the  m arsh  as a child, 
cram ped inside a carriage.

Fish an d  chips are the speciality  of 
The Pilot and  the quality  excellent. The 
m agic there was th a t we m anaged to eat 
th e  generous q u an titie s  provided. 
Battered skate p resen ted  a challenge b u t 
fo rtu n a te ly  th e re  was p le n ty  of tim e  
before our final venue at 3 pm ..

First we w atched an  in troductory  film  
at the power station  visitor centre and  
learned  th a t all power stations produce 
electricity  by the sam e basic m ethod; th a t



is they create steam  w hich u n d er h igh  
p ressu re  drives tu rb in e s  w hich  move 
electrom agnets inside hundreds of tonnes 
of coiled w ire However, nuclear power 
stations are fuelled by u ran iu m  instead  of 
fossil fuels. W hen an  atom  of u ran iu m  is 
sp lit two th in g s h ap p en : it  creates 
trem endous am ounts of h ea t ( w hich 
enables the production  of steam ) and  it 
releases neutrons. These neu trons collide 
in to  o th e r atom s sp littin g  th e m  an d  
releasing m ore neutrons. H ence the te rm  
'c h a in  reaction '. Thus far, n u c lea r  
generated  fuel is clean and  green.

It is radioactive waste produced 
by th e  n u c lea r  p rocess w hich  is 
harm fu l and  th is is classified at th ree 
levels :- 1) low level - equivalent to 3 
footballs in  a person 's lifetim e if 
on ly  n u clea r produced elec tricity  
were used. This is inc inerated  and  
the ash sealed in  drum s at Drigg in  
Cum bria.
2) intermediate level - equivalent to 

h a lf  a football in  a person 's lifetim e 
housed at power stations in  concrete 
vaults and
3) high level - a cupful in  a person 's 

lifetim e, sent in  special flasks by 
road  an d  ra il for reprocessing at 
Sellafield.

Reassured maybe, we chose our 
hard  hats, gave up our bags and  were 
conducted by our two w om an guides 
th rough  the security  tu rn stile  in to  
D ungeness B, ru n  by British Energy.

A lthough  it was carefu lly  
explained to us I did n o t understand  
th e  process tak in g  p lace  in  the  
cathedral-sized build ing  we entered. 
W earing a h a rd  h a t w ith  ea r 
protectors an d  clim bing m etal stairs 
w hich vibrated  w ith the  m ach inery  was a 
novel experience. We were surrounded  by 
huge silver pipes, valves, wheels an d  vast 
cy lin d rica l shapes. It was 
im personal,.noisy  an d  overw helm ing as 
one im agines a space-station m igh t be, 
b u t safety  an d  secu rity  seem ed 
p a ra m o u n t. Later, we looked  a t th e

massive gan try  w hich can be moved in to  
p osition  to facilita te  the  exchange of 
u ran iu m  rods housed in  graphite sleeves 
w ith in  the  pressure vessel of pre-stressed 
concrete lin ed  w ith  steel. We observed 
in take an d  outflow po in ts of seawater 
used as a coolant for the pure w ater 
w ith in  the bo ile r system. It would require 
ano ther visit before I could begin  to fully 
com prehend  the  production  sequence b u t 
our use of electricity  proves that, however 
com plex, it  works. A no ther p iece  of 
magic!

We re tu rn e d  ho m e v ia th e  
com paratively  peaceful A lkham  Valley 
afte r a full an d  fasc inating  day. O ur 
th a n k s  go to  M uriel G oulding for 
suggesting th e  venue and  especially to 
Joan  our Social Secretary and  h e r  son 
M alcolm for organising and  leading the 
visit.

The fully kitted-out Society party in the generating room.


