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Name of Engagement: The Official Opening of the 
Rhydymwyn Tunnels 

Date of Engagement: Saturday, 22 April 2017 

Time of attendance: Arrive 1:30pm for 2pm 

Location: Rhydymwyn Valley Site, 17, Nant Alyn 
Road, Rhydymwyn, CH7 5HQ 

Purpose of visit: To officially open the Rhydymwyn 
Tunnel for public access.  Organisers 
also want to thank all those who helped 
them to achieve this and to encourage 
others present to support them in future. 

 

Accompanying official(s) & Mobile 
number: 

You have indicated that an official is not 
required. 

Who will greet the Minister on arrival: Colin Barber, Chair of Rhydymwyn 
Valley History Society 

Contact at the organisation. Including 
mobile phone number for date of event: 

Colin Barber  
Tel: 01352 781129 

Which entrance should the Minister 
use? 

Rhydymwyn Valley Site - please see 
document 8. 

Has a parking space been reserved? Yes 

Will the Minister take part in a Q&A 
session? 

No 

Is the Minister speaking? Yes – only a few minutes. 

 

Itinerary / Agenda: Doc 1 

Speaking note: Doc 2 

Briefing: Doc 3 

Lines to take: Doc 4 

Attendees: Doc 5 

Pen Pictures: Doc 6 

Original Invitation: Doc 7 

Map / directions (street view of location 
is helpful) 

Doc 8 

 

Any media/photography arrangements? There is likely to be media coverage and 
the Rhydymwyn Valley History Society 
will be taking its own pictures. 

Other AMs / MPs attending: David Hanson MP 
Mark Isherwood AM 
Hannah Blythyn AM 

Will a press notice be issued by the 
organisers / WG? 

Press are likely to be present at the 
event. 

Any other information you need to bring 
to the Minister or Private Office’s 
attention? 

A hard hat, head torch and hi-viz jacket 
will be provided for the Cabinet 
Secretary for the tour of the tunnels. 
There will also be a form to complete 
and guests will be checked for suitable 
robust waterproof footwear by their 
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tunnel guides who will then take them to 
the tunnel entrance for their tour. 

 
 

Drafting official: WG official 5 

Division / Branch: Cadw, ESNR 
Telephone number: 03000 256045 

Cleared by: CADW official 2 
CC list (the people listed should be 
copied into all DC’s it is your 
responsibility to add anybody else 
you feel may be relevant) 

WG officials and internal mailboxes 
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Document 1 
 

 
SPEAKING NOTES 

 

Prynhawn da / Good afternoon 

 

I am delighted to be here today for this celebration of 

the official opening for the managed public access to 

the historic Rhydymwyn tunnels. I am very excited 

about being allowed to see inside such a fascinating 

and remarkable site which is steeped in secrecy and 

such thought-provoking but often uncomfortable history.   

 

The Rhydymwyn Valley History Society, DEFRA and 

the Land Trust have done an amazing job to get this 

important site to the point where we can have managed 

access. 

 

What a story this place has - a former World War II 

chemical weapons factory which also was involved in 
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the Tube Alloys development of the Atomic Bomb. This 

is a sadly topical subject given recent events taking 

place elsewhere in the world. Fascinatingly, Building 45 

is the only remaining building in the world of the 

gaseous diffusion era. It is a unique and extremely 

important building. We pride ourselves on being an 

open society and we must no longer hide from the 

sometimes difficult secrets of the past. 

 

I understand that the site covers nearly 90 acres and 

has been fenced and guarded since 1939. This has 

remained in place because there are a number of 

unidentified buried features making the site uninsurable.  

 

I am aware that there has already been an arrangement 

between the landlord DEFRA and other stakeholders, 

such as the Rhydymwyn Valley History Society, that 
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has allowed some limited access to visitors on site.  

However, I am pleased to learn of the further advanced 

negotiations taking place with the Land Trust with a 

Treasury Dowry involved to make this site even more 

accessible to the public. 

 

This combined with other activities which the society 

has planned such as - the opening up of further areas, 

a funded oral history program and the storing of 

recovery vehicles – suggests that the site has a vibrant 

future. 

 

The opening of the tunnels is hopefully the first step of 

getting more public access to everyone irrespective of 

their age or interest.   
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Heritage for all and access to all is important to me and 

getting those perhaps not always that captivated in the 

past and their heritage involved and interested is 

essential if sites like Rhydymwyn are to survive into the 

future.  It could be argued that this unique site – more 

than any other site - will surely be a significant draw 

given its mysterious, enigmatic and sometimes 

controversial past.  

 

I wish everyone involved in this exciting venture all the 

very best and I declare the tunnels open!  

 
Diolch / Thank you 

(3 ½ minutes) 
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Document 2 

Itinerary 
 
 
 

   1:30pm – on arrival cars will be guided to parking spaces adjacent to Building 
P4 where you will be met and escorted into the building at 1:30 for 2:00 pm 

 
 

 2pm - There will be a short presentation depicting the history of the tunnels 
and the efforts needed to achieve public access. 

 

    Visitors will be escorted on a short walk to the tunnel portal where you will 
officially open the tunnels for managed public access by cutting a ribbon and 
saying a few words. You are the only one speaking apart from Colin Barber, 
Chair of the Rhydymwyn Valley History Society. 

 

 You and the other guests will then be issued with a hardhat, head torch and 
a Hi-Viz jacket which are necessary for tunnel entry. Tunnel guides will take 
you to the tunnel entrance for your tour. 

 

 At the completion of the tours you will return and remove your equipment and 
return to Building P4 and then be directed to the Visitor Centre where a buffet 
will be provided. There will be no further speeches but photographs are 
likely. 

 

 The event is scheduled to finish at around 4pm. 
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Document 3 
 

Background briefing 
 

On the day 

 
You have been invited to the official opening of the historic tunnels at the former 
Ministry of Supply Works at Rhydymwyn on Saturday 22nd April 2017 at 2 pm.  

 

You will be met at the gates at 1:30pm and directed to a car parking space. 

 

You will speak at a short ceremony and this will be followed by a tour of the central 
tunnel and a buffet lunch in the Visitor Centre. 

 

After many years of work Rhydmwyn Valley History Society (RVHS) now has an 
agreed process that supports an agenda of future tunnel openings with managed 
public access, a significant joint success for RVHS and DEFRA. 

 

This event is part of the policy, established by DEFRA over 10 years ago, to make 
the site readily available to the general public in a controlled manner whilst 
recognising the inherent risks.  
 
There will be a short presentation depicting the history of the tunnels and the efforts 
needed to achieve public access. 
 

History 

 
The former Ministry of Supply Factory, Valley site at Rhydymwyn occupies a special 
place in the history of Wales, because of its controversial but vital role in British 
wartime strategy.  The British developed and maintained a viable stock of 
weaponised mustard gas to utilise as a last ditch area denial tool in case of a Nazi 
German invasion and following D-Day when the capability was used to counter the 
perceived threat of dirty uranium warhead-equipped V rockets. 
 
It was the sole known location for the production and weaponisation of mustard gas 
in Wales and has important links with British attempts to develop a viable atomic 
bomb through the Tube Alloys project.  In the immediate post-War period it was 
used to store German nerve gas, but became redundant when the UK Government 
undertook to relinquish its chemical weapons capability.  Subsequently the site was 
used as a Cold War era buffer store for foodstuffs and emergency rations, finally 
closing in 1994. Recent disclosures at the National Archives also point to the site 
being designated as an emergency NATO control centre (Plan Wellbright), an 
emergency reserve site for the UK gold reserve held at the Bank of England (Plan 
Mallard) and a safe haven in case of nuclear attack (Plan Trojan). 
 
The complex of surface buildings and tunnels was completed and subjected to 
alterations dependent on functional need, but a programme of demolition removed 
some of the original buildings, primarily those involved in the production and 
weaponisation of the vesicants. 
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In 2008 the surviving collection of twenty-one buildings within the Danger Area and 
the complex of storage tunnels were scheduled as a monument of national 
importance.  The surviving runcol and pyro production buildings were listed as 
Grade II historic buildings at the same time.  Valley also has powerful symbolic 
significance both as a tangible expression of the extent to which Governments were 
prepared to go in order to protect their sovereignty during the Second World War 
and the Cold War era and also as a deeply contested site that highlights the 
pervasive and pernicious nature of much of the twentieth century military 
experience. 
 
Proposal from DEFRA for Cadw to acquire the Rhydymwyn Valley Site 

 
DEFRA owns 400 sites in the UK, only a few of them are former chemical weapons 
factories and DEFRA has been given special dispensation to return 3 of their sites 
(including Rhydymwyn) to public use.  DRFRA has been looking at ways to offload 
the site, including to Welsh Government. Owing to anomalies of the site (which in 
the RVHS’ view are probably benign), the land is uninsurable.   
 
In 2014 DEFRA put forward a proposal for Cadw to take on the Rhydymwyn Valley 
site.  After some deliberation it was concluded that the management and long term 
strategic development of the site would need specialist skills that Cadw does not 
have.   
 
DEFRA has therefore entered into an agreement with the Land Trust – which is a 
trust which takes “difficult” sites and recovers them for public use – to take on the 
site. DEFRA is therefore providing a dowry of an undisclosed amount, and handing 
its obligations for Rhydymwyn to the Land Trust.  As the dowry is of a significant 
amount it is being administered through the Treasury. 
 

Work of the Rhydymwyn Valley History Society 

 

The Rhydymwyn Valley History Society was founded in May 2008 and its core 
interest is the operation of the Valley Works at Rhydymwyn and the involvement of 
Tube Alloys in the site.  

 

It is a story of wartime directed labour and billeting, the enfranchisement of female 
labour, the involvement of common people in a worthy, but distasteful, duty. It is not, 
in any way, an attempt to glorify war or to condone militarism.  The Society currently 
has over 1100 members. The driving forces are the following people and foremost, 
Colin Barber, the Chairman: 

 Chairman: Colin Barber 
 Vice Chairmen: Terry Jeffery; Peter Lightfoot; Ray Rogers; David Smith 
 Treasurer: Lyn Tinkler 
 Secretary: Tom Leach 

The Society has ambitious plans which need funding. Its sole income, except for 
occasional grants, depends on donations (most of which come from Open Days and 
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guided tours). The residue comes from initial subscriptions and annual donations 
from members.  

 
Welsh Government involvement  
 
Whilst Cadw has listed and/or scheduled parts of the site, it has not provided any 
grant funding to this project.  Cadw has however produced successive management 
plans for the site and is currently negotiating another one. The Clwyd Powys 
Archaeological Trust has also been working on the site looking at undesignated 
structures. 
 
Colleagues in Environment Division have advised that there has been an issue with 
bats at the Rhydymwyn site. The key point is that all the buildings on the site were 
scheduled for demolition in 2003. However, some were found to support bat activity 
and were retained in order to continue that function.   
 
More recently, the Rhydymwyn Valley History Society has sought to develop the 
historical interest of these buildings to the public, in particular building number 45 
which in summer contains a very significant maternity roost of lesser horseshoe 
bats.  Public access is acceptable in winter (when the bats are not there). However 
the interior of the building is an undivided shell so access in summer would disturb 
the maternity roost.  There has been some discussion about dividing the space, but 
without conclusion. There is no indication that bats use the tunnels and it is the 
tunnels that are being opened to the public.  If they were to do so, it would be for 
winter hibernation when tourism interest would be low or non-existent. The Bat 
Protocol for Rhydymwyn is in the process of being updated by DEFRA as they are 
owners of the site and as such it is a matter for them.  
 
In common with many military legacy sites it is a nature reserve (e.g. Greenham 
Common).  DEFRA seems to favour this approach as it minimises disturbance and 
controls public access to any unknown legacy features such as unexploded 
ordinance.  Rhydymwyn is considered ‘safe’ but our Radiation and Pollution 
colleagues suggest that appraisal be treated with caution.  However, no funding 
was awarded to the site from Welsh Government from the Contaminated Land 
Funding Scheme.   
 
Heritage Lottery Fund 
 

In January this year, the Heritage Lottery Fund awarded the Rhydymwyn History 
Society with grant of £8,400 towards its Managed Public Access to the Rhydymwyn 
Tunnels. Dr Malcolm Smith, HLF Member of the Committee for Wales will be 
present at the event. 
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Document 4 
 

Lines to take 

 
 

 I am very pleased that managed public access to the tunnels at Rhydymwyn 
Valley Site has come to fruition. 

 

 These fascinating tunnels, steeped in such interesting history are a must-see 
entity and I am thrilled to be part of the official opening celebrations.  
 

  Pleased that the Welsh Government through Cadw and its other 
departments has helped play its part in supporting the site over the years 
through protecting important buildings through listing and scheduling and 
assisting with management plans for the site. 
 

 
If asked about bats 
 

 The issue of bats at the Rhydymwyn Site is a matter for DEFRA as owner of 
the site and as such it has a protocol in place for the site. 

 
 

 I understand that there is no indication that bats use the tunnels and it is the 
tunnels that are being opened to the public in managed way. 
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Document 5 

 

Attendance 

Rt. Hon. David Hanson MP 

Mark Isherwood AM 

Hannah Blythyn AM 

Anthony Parry + 1 (Mayor of Mold) 

Peter Curtis (Leader of Flintshire County Council) 

Julian Cruickshank (Serco Sellafield) 

Ann Wood, June Brady. (Flintshire Local Voluntary Services). 

Grant Webberley, John Hives (Ex DEFRA) 

Mike Craig (Grosvenor Caving) 

Alison Whitehead + 1, John Anderson. (Land Trust) 

Aidan McGuffie, Michael Garrod (DEFRA) 

Caroline Bellis (Centenarian former site worker and her daughter Moira Owen) 

Gareth Hughes  (Chair, Cilcain Community Council) 

Stan Moore (North East Wales Wildlife) 

Sophie Mckeand (Young People’s Laureate Wales) 

Stuart France, Peter Smith, Andrew Tyson (CCC) 

Neil Morley, Denis McDaid and Simon Piercy (Interserve) 

Richard Jones (Flintshire Tourism) 

Jeff Spencer (Clwyd Powys Architectural Trust) 

Malcolm Smith (Heritage Lottery Fund) 
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Document 6 
 
 

Pen Pictures 
 
Colin Barber – Chair of the Rhydymwyn Valley History Society 

 
Colin Barber is a former analyst in the computer industry and over the years has 
worked for IBM, Controlled Data and Memorex.  He became an independent broker 
and sold all over the world.  He became involved in mainframe security systems for 
international organisations including the Swiss Bank and several Swedish defence 
installations.  During work at Los Alamos National Laboratory in America he 
became fascinated with the history of the Manhattan Project/ A Bomb. About 25 
years ago he “discovered” Rhydymwyn and its close association with the Manhattan 
Project and the history society sprang from there.  Colin ensures that the story of 
Rhydymwyn is told world-wide through various networks – for example, it has 
several pages on the Atomic Heritage Foundation site in Washington. 
 
Incidentally, Colin’s 3 (now grown-up) children all attended Mold Alyn School which 
was also the school you attended. 
 
Dr Malcolm Smith – Heritage Lottery Fund - Member of the Committee for 
Wales 

Dr Malcolm Smith is a biologist and former Chief Scientist and Deputy Chief 
Executive at the former Countryside Council for Wales. He has been a Member of 
the Board of The Environment Agency, Europe’s largest environmental regulator 
where he represented Welsh interests, and a Board Member of the Welsh 
Consumer Council and Consumer Focus Wales. 

He has published numerous features on environment, wildlife and heritage over 
many years in a wide variety of publications in the UK such as The Guardian, The 
Daily Telegraph and The Independent newspapers and elsewhere. He has 
published three books and is currently working on a book on farming and wildlife in 
the UK, in particular looking at ways in which our farming industry can be made 
much more wildlife-friendly. 
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Document 7 

 

Original Invitation 
 
 

From: Colin  
Sent: 05 January 2017 12:22 
To: Correspondence mail - KS; David Hanson; High Sheriff Clwyd; Mayor of Mold; Correspondence 
mail - LG; Chairman FCC; Mark Isherwood 

Subject: The Official Opening of the Rhydymwyn Tunnels on April 22nd 2017 at 2 p.m. 
  

We would like to invite you to the official opening of the historic tunnels at the former 
Ministry of Supply Works at Rhydymwyn on Saturday 22nd April 2017 at 2 p.m.  

The short ceremony will be followed by a tour of the central tunnel and a buffet 
lunch in the Visitor Centre. 

After many years of work RVHS now has an agreed process that supports an 
agenda of future tunnel openings with managed public access, a significant joint 
success for RVHS and DEFRA. 

This event is part of the policy, established by DEFRA over 10 years ago, to make 
the site readily available to the general public in a controlled manner whilst 
recognising the inherent risks. This has been facilitated by Interserve on site.  

RSVP to the above email address 

  

Best Regards 

  

Colin Barber 

CHAIRMAN 

Rhydymwyn Valley History Society 
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Document 8 
 
 

Map / directions  
 
 

From the main A541 Mold-Denbigh road, turn into Nant Alyn Road, opposite the 
Rhydymwyn Service Station 

 
 


