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The Silos Maintenance Facility (SMF) has been 
affectionately referred to as the ‘Formula 1 Pit Lane’  
for Sellafield, given the role the facility and its teams  
will play in supporting the remediation and 
decommissioning activities at the west Cumbria site.

Located adjacent to the Calder Hall power station and its 
Magnox reactors, the SMF is a fundamentally important facility. 
Essentially, the SMF is a purpose-built workshop where the 
equipment used to empty the two most hazardous silos - 
Magnox Swarf Storage Silo (MSSS) and the Pile Fuel Cladding 
Silo (PFCS), both priorities for the Nuclear Decommissioning 
Authority - is maintained and stored. 

At a cost of £250 million and taking nine years to complete, the 
project has been hailed a resounding success by collaboration 
partners Cavendish Nuclear and Balfour Beatty, along with 
client and co-collaborators Sellafield Ltd.

Highly dependent upon the ability of personnel from the three 
partners to work cohesively, the SMF project was completed on 
budget, to the agreed time-scale and also able to boast an 
impressive safety record throughout. 

Keith Longney, Founder of Acorn Coaching & Development: 
“Acorn have extensive experience of working on a number of 
nuclear sites including Sellafield. The senior lead team, who we 
had worked with previously, brought us in to support the three 
collaboration partners in 2013 at a stage in the project where 
construction was commencing in earnest.”

Programme objectives
 
Although progressing at a satisfactory pace, the SMF project 
was at the time experiencing a number of delays and 
frustrations, with teams siloed and KPIs in danger of being 
missed. This set three programme objectives for Acorn:

• Deliver a common culture to be cascaded throughout  
the project

• Create a single unifying purpose as a senior leadership 
team (SLT)

• Creating the right behavioural environment for the project 
to be successful

Approach
 
The initial task for Acorn was to get a better understanding, a 
complete picture of what had occurred previously and the 
whole operational environment surrounding the project.

To begin, Acorn’s Team Coaching Questionnaire was used as a 
tool to build a picture of the SMF project at that particular point 
in time; it would highlight any disparity within the team and to 
help identify areas of performance, both strong and any in need 
of developmental improvement.

The Questionnaire was also used towards the end of Acorn’s 
involvement to measure progress against the identified 
performance targets and demonstrate movement towards these 
goals.

Face-to-face conversations were facilitated with the Cavendish 
Nuclear, Balfour Beatty and Sellafield team leads with initial 
recommendations made and an initial roadmap for the project 
ahead.

“All three teams knew that performance wasn’t at the level 
envisaged and that there were a number of causal issues 
running throughout the project. Shared commonality would 
highlight what needed improving and how this could be 
implemented.”

The challenges of working at any level on the Sellafield site are 
well known for their complexity, being highly regulated (for 
obvious environmental purposes) and scrutinised by many 
stakeholders given the financial value of projects funded by the 
public purse.

“Understandably, Sellafield is a highly procedural organisation 
but there are very real instances in large organisations where 
procedures can act as a brake on project delivery or hinder the 
adoption of new approaches and ways of working.” 

The key was to gain a real understanding of the procedures 
which would have a bearing on the SMF project teams and 
initiate a ‘proportionate procedural’ approach which allowed the 
project’s senior management team (SMT) to be more 
pragmatic.

“In Acorn’s experience, when the SMT act as coaches instead 
of enforcers the teams under their command are more effective, 
and projects run better.” Adds Keith. “Working with the senior 
project leads, we were able to start cascading responsibilities 
down the line, interrogating causal issues and devising 
resolutions in partnership.”
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High expectation was placed on the leadership team from  
the outset with Acorn’s Team Coaching Model helping to  
unify the collaborators with purpose and focus, utilising a 
three-strand approach: integration, interdependence and 
perception management.

#1 Integration

Three separate organisations working on a project of this  
scale for nearly a decade dictates that a large number of 
personnel would need to be engaged and embraced. 

Many of these were on the periphery or seconded in and  
out of the project, but their role was just as important on the 
ultimate success.

The integration of personnel – knowing their role in the  
project, the impact of their performance – helped everyone take 
ownership, and the challenges became their shared challenges.

#2 Interdependence

Although sub-teams may have been working with a degree  
of independence, this could not be allowed to facilitate a silo 
mindset. Having clear sight of the bigger picture was a good 
start but the need to step above the minutiae and ensure that  
all were cognoscente to the issues, creating solutions that  
were cross discipline between teams, was crucial.

Team coaching defined the cultural expectation of responsibility: 
no one wanted to be the weak link and potentially see part  
of the project fail. The result was that any early indicators  
of decline in project performance were quickly identified  
and resolved.

#3 Perception Management

With the project gathering pace, communicating progress  
and celebrating successes on a regular basis enabled 
momentum to be maintained. 

This could easily be dismissed as flag-waving for small  
gains but regular communication (to commissioners, partners, 
stakeholders and crucially to personnel on the ground) was  
a key activity in successful project delivery and maintaining  
the intensity levels required.

The unity and clarity of this messaging cannot also be 
underestimated, with a consistent voice communicated  
by all three delivery partners.

One-to-one coaching

All three strands of the approach were firmly placed under the 
ownership of the SMT, with key individuals engaged in periodic 
one-to-one coaching with Acorn’s Keith Longney. 

“The SMT were strongly committed to regular re-benchmarking 
on a regular basis to ensure project focus was maintained.” 
comments Keith. 

“Although they were at the top of the organisational tree, they 
were keen to ensure that they built teams of leaders where 
everyone would perform at their best and also support those 
around them.”

“A clear indicator for us that this approach was working was  
the fact that Acorn’s involvement started to decrease, yet the 
teams were still hitting the project KPIs.” 
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The Acorn Team Coaching Model©

A proven approach which builds on team leader’s style, the 
Acorn Team Coaching Model© helps reduce the time needed  
to create a high performing team. 

On the SMF Project, all team members would take responsibility 
for the collective achievements with everyone united on the 
shared purpose, fostering genuine commitment and confidence 
through clear expectations outlined by the SMT.

Team coaching with purpose and focus supports:

• Clarity of expectation;

• Vision and strategy;

• Shared understanding;

• Engagement;

• And, ultimately, output.

Team leaders unite their cohort through their:

• Role and contribution;

• Style and impact;

• Clarity of expectation;

• And drawing on relative history and experiences.

Completion of an award-winning project

March 2019 saw the SMF Project completed at Sellafield, on 
budget and ahead of schedule but with the huge achievement 
of zero lost time accidents throughout the project lifespan. 

To put this into context, the SMF Project accrued 3 million 
man-hours with, at times, a workforce in excess of 250 people 
involved. 

This impressive record has in large been attributed to the 
actions of the high-performing teams and their commitment to 
the project and each other. 

No less than 23 awards have been won by the SMF Project over 
its lifespan, most notably being the most ‘Outstanding Project’ 
and the prestigious ‘Chairman’s Award’ at the Safety and 
Wellbeing Awards, held by the Nuclear Decommissioning 
Authority (NDA) in Manchester.

Client testimonial

“The most important thing for the success of this project has 
been the level of collaboration between Cavendish Nuclear  
and Balfour Beatty, and the client. We really have worked 
together as a fully integrated team.”

Paul Furness, SMF Project Director, Cavendish Nuclear
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