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      UK & Ireland Nuclear Free Local Authorities Secretariat 
              Nuclear Policy Unit, c/o Policy, Partnerships & Research,  
                                                                    Level 5, Town Hall Extension, Manchester, M60 2LA                                                                       

                                                                      Website: http://www.nuclearpolicy.info   
 

Rt Hon Michael Fallon MP 
Secretary of State for Defence 
Ministry of Defence  
c/o MOD Ministerial Correspondence Unit  
5th Floor, Zone A  
Main Building, Whitehall  
London, SW1A 2HB                                                                                 17th June 2015 
 
Dear Secretary of State, 
 
Trident whistleblower claims and the safety and security of nuclear weapon road convoys  
 
As Chair of the UK and Ireland Nuclear Free Local Authorities (NFLA), I am writing to you to seek 
clarification on your statement to Parliament over the recent allegations made by Able Seaman 
William McNeilly, which were recently published in the Sunday Herald newspaper.  
 
Able Seaman McNeilly made a whole series of very serious allegations about the safety and 
security of Trident submarines, following his training on HMS Vanguard and a three month tour on 
HMS Victorious from January – March 2015. 
 
These allegations include: 
 HMS Victorious was dogged by equipment failures throughout the January – April patrol. 
 30 safety and security flaws occurred during this four month patrol. 
 Safety procedures were disregarded, security procedures were casual and secret information 

was available to unauthorised personnel. 
 HMS Vanguard failed to pass two critical tests intended to confirm whether it could have 

performed a successful Trident missile launch while on patrol.   
 Problems caused by seawater entering the submarine's hydraulic system prevented a test to 

ensure that the submarine's missile hatches would open correctly and a 'missile compensation 
test' was failed three out of three times.   

 “Billions upon billions of tax papers money is being spent on a system so broke it can‟t even do 
the tests that prove it works.” 

 The faults are so severe to question the UK‟s ability to successfully launch a Trident nuclear 
weapon strike. 

 Lax security on the Faslane site – “it is easier to get into some nightclubs than it is to get into 
the Green Area (which controls access to Trident submarines). 

 Regular problems with the submarine‟s atmosphere, drinking water and electrical equipment. 
 Alarms that went off on the „Control and Monitoring Position‟ were regularly ignored or muted. 
 There was high risk of fire in a compartment which contains torpedoes. 
 At other times the compartment was flooded. 
 Rubbish was stored in unsuitable locations, creating a serious fire hazard. 
 
McNeilly argued many of these failings were due to a chronic shortage of skilled and suitable 
manpower. McNeilly also witnessed quite serious and disturbing personality traits amongst many 
staff on board, including threats of violence and over-aggressive mannerisms. 
 
McNeilly also claimed he had raised concerns about the safety and security of the Trident weapon 
system through the chain of command on “multiple occasions” but “not once did someone even 
attempt to make a change.” As such, he feels the only choice open to him is to make these 
concerns public and risk the severe threats that this would entail, which included a lengthy period 
of imprisonment. 
 
Following such detailed allegations, NFLA are both surprised and disappointed with the limited and 
inadequate official response to Parliament and the general public to McNeilly‟s allegations. As was 
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noted in the House of Commons by Alex Salmond MP, the statement goes into no detail 
whatsoever to publicly rebut the allegations. It has been noted subsequently that McNeilly faces no 
charges under the Official Secrets Act. It surprises NFLA that the Ministry of Defence (MOD) is 
seemingly taking these allegations so lightly. 
 
The substance of your response to Parliament on McNeilly‟s allegation (attached as Appendix 1 of 
this letter) is very limited in detail and provides the public with no clear understanding of how Mr 
McNeilly is actually so wrong in his conclusions. NFLA requests for a much fuller response from 
the Ministry of Defence to be provided both to Parliament and placed on the MOD website, 
providing as much information as is possible and practical.  
 
NFLA notes the public comments of the nuclear security expert Dr John Borrie, from the Chatham 
House think tank, who was quoted in the Sunday Herald saying: 
“McNeilly‟s allegations are troubling and as yet unverified, yet line up plausibly with what we know 
historically has occurred in national nuclear weapon complexes. There is no such thing as an 
inherently safe nuclear arsenal - this includes the UK.” 
 
Dr Borrie also pointed to evidence of 16 collisions and groundings involving British nuclear-
powered submarines since 1979, and hundreds of submarine fires and other safety problems. “A 
serious accident one day in port or a mislaunch resulting in detonation could have catastrophic 
humanitarian impacts,” he was quoted in the article. NFLA shares such concern. 
 
NFLA have been particularly concerned around the lack of suitably qualified defence nuclear 
security staff working on Trident nuclear submarines for some time now. For example, NFLA note 
a MOD Parliamentary answer (again quoted in the Sunday Herald) that they were short of 165 
suitably qualified engineering personnel as of March 31st 2014. 67 vacancies existed at the 
Defence Equipment and Support facility at Abbey Wood in Bristol, with a further 60 vacancies 
relating to nuclear submarine activities and 26 vacancies at Faslane and Coulport. These figures 
showed that over 10% of nuclear safety posts at the Bases were now vacant, a figure that had 
risen over the past two years. NFLA now inquires as to whether such large levels of vacancies still 
exist? How is the MOD seeking to deal with this serious problem? What do you think are the 
constraints from recruiting and training suitably qualified staff? 
 
Furthermore, NFLA is also aware of a MOD response to a Freedom of Information request to the 
Nuclear Information Service around the number of nuclear safety events at Faslane. The MOD 
response noted in the period 2009 – 13 that there had been 316 nuclear safety events, 2044 fire 
alarm incidents, and 71 fires at the facility. The information provided by the MOD noted that 
between 2011-12 and 2012-13 the number of incidents involving nuclear weapons rose from 7 to 
11, while those involving submarine reactors rose from 52 to 57.  The 2012-13 report for the base 
highlights an “overall increase” in nuclear incidents, which was “reflected by a corresponding 
increase in the number of category D (little or no prospect of radioactive contamination to occur), 
category C (the potential to cause radioactive contamination) and category B (serious potential to 
cause radioactive contamination) events.”  The report offered no explanation for the increase other 
than to comment that it was “counter to the general falling trend for annual figures that we have 
previously seen." For NFLA these figures at the very least highlight a growing trend for nuclear 
safety incidents at Faslane, and this coincides with McNeilly‟s allegations. 
 
NFLA also feel there is a real and urgent need to bring the civil nuclear regulator, the Office for 
Nuclear Regulation, fully into a consideration of defence nuclear safety matters, merging the 
Defence Nuclear Safety Regulator into it. This would increase openness and transparency within 
the defence nuclear sector and convince groups like the NFLA that the Ministry of Defence is being 
adequately regulated to ensure the safe discharge of its functions for nuclear safety matters. 
 
Finally, at our most recent NFLA meeting in Paisley, at which we heard further about McNeilly‟s 
allegations, we also heard from Nukewatch Scotland of two nuclear weapon road convoys that 
took place earlier this year during periods of snowfall, icy road conditions and high winds. The 
meeting has asked me to clarify why the MOD permits such convoys to take place during periods 
of inclement weather, and particularly when there is a yellow or red severe weather warning from 
the Met Office. Though the convoys may include robust vehicles, the potential for an accident 
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involving non-military vehicles is significant. NFLA urges MOD to reconsider its policy in such 
periods of severe weather and calls on it to remain such vehicles in barracks when severe weather 
warnings are issued. I would be keen to hear of your views on this safety matter. 
 
I, and NFLA officials, would be more than happy to meet with you and / or your officials to discuss 
these matters in more detail at your convenience. In the NFLA‟s view, these very serious safety 
and security matters need to be dealt with in a more open and transparent manner than through a 
short Parliamentary statement. 
 
Should you require any further clarification as to the content of this letter please use the contact 
details at the top of this letter. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
Councillor Mark Hackett 
NFLA Steering Committee Chair 
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Appendix 1 
House of Commons: Written Statement (HCWS4) 
 
Ministry of Defence - Written Statement made by Secretary of State for Defence (Michael Fallon) 
on 28 May 2015. 
 
Safety at HM Naval Base Clyde:  

 

I am informing the House at the earliest opportunity on the investigation of each of the claims made 
by Able Seaman William McNeilly about the operational effectiveness, safety and security of our 
nuclear deterrent. 
 
Having now completed our investigation, and having consulted with the appropriate regulatory and 
operating authorities, I can assure the House that neither the operational effectiveness of our 
Continuous at Sea Deterrent nor the safety of our submariners or members of the public have 
been compromised. 
 
The Naval Service operates its submarine fleet under the most stringent safety regime, which is 
subject to independent scrutiny. The Naval Service does not put a submarine to sea unless it is 
safe to do so, and there are appropriate procedures in place to deal with any issues that may arise 
during its deployment. There are robust regulatory mechanisms, both within the Ministry of 
Defence (MOD) but independent of the Royal Navy and, externally with the Office of Nuclear 
Regulation, to ensure this. The MOD is also held to wider account by Parliament. 
 
Able Seaman McNeilly published his comments following his first submarine deployment. He was 
under training, and his access and exposure to activities and material on board were appropriate to 
his security clearance. We have found no evidence that he raised any concerns with colleagues on 
board or with the Chain of Command: had he done so, the more senior and experienced 
submariners would have been able to explain how the boat operated and why McNeilly‟s concerns 
were unfounded. A number of the issues he raised did not occur during his patrol. 
 
Most of McNeilly‟s concerns proved to be either factually incorrect or the result of mis- or partial 
understanding; some drew on historic, previously known, events none of which had compromised 
our deterrent capability and, where appropriate, from which lessons had been learned to develop 
our procedures as part of a continuous improvement programme. Only one of the allegations 
remains to be fully examined – the allegation that e-cigarettes were being used within the 
submarine. No independent corroboration of this has been found but even if it were true, there is 
clear evidence that their use did not put the safety of the boat at risk. 
 
Able Seaman McNeilly was arrested having not reported for duty after a period of leave. He was 
released the next day, but confined to a specified location in Portsmouth while interviews were 
conducted. He is being afforded the duty of care that we give all our personnel, is in contact with 
his family, and is still in the employ of the Royal Navy. 


