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1. At what time and date was ONR first informed of the incident by Sellafield Ltd? 
 

Sellafield first contacted the ONR/HSE at 6.09 am on Friday 31/01/2014.  The ONR 
Sellafield Programme delivery lead was contacted by the Sellafield duty officer straight 
away and the press office shortly afterwards.  It was stated that increased levels of alpha-
in-air had been detected at the site boundary at the north gate and the site had gone to 
essential manning levels. 
 
2. What immediate action (detail) was taken by ONR and when? 
 
The response to this next question outlines the timeline of events as recorded by ONR on 
the day of the event and as such reflects understanding of the event at that time. 
 
The ONR Sellafield Programme delivery lead informed the ONR Programme Director 
explaining that he believed that the levels of radioactivity were low.  It was agreed that the 
best course of action was to convene as soon as possible in the ONR offices in Redgrave 
Court in Bootle.  On arrival, the decision was made to ask the Redgrave Court Incident 
Suite (RCIS) to be put on stand-by.  The RCIS was available for use by 8.00 am but the 
decision was made not to put it into full operation.  Confirmation was also received that 
the Environment Agency were also aware of the situation. 
 
At 8.15 am the ONR Director of the Sellafield programme was contacted by the CEO from 
Sellafield.  It was confirmed that one detector near the north gate of the site had detected 
radioactivity and that the isotopic content would be known in approximately two hours.  At 
8.30 am ONR used a standing Friday morning telecom with Sellafield management to 
confirm this information. 
 
At 8.41 am Sellafield issued a press statement reporting “detection of elevated levels of 
radioactivity” and that as a result of prudent decision making the site would operate with 
reduced manning levels with only essential workers reporting to work.  It was stated that 
the levels were well below that which would call for any actions to be taken by the 
workforce on or off site.  It was also noted that all facilities had positively confirmed there 
are no abnormal conditions and that they were operating normally.  
 
At 9.00 am ONR made the decision to route all external stakeholder enquiries through the 
ONR communications team.  At 9.15 am there was a communications brief to the 
Sellafield Programme.  At 9.20 am the Radiological Protection Institute of Ireland was 
briefed by the Sellafield Programme delivery lead.  At 9.30 am the French nuclear safety 
regulator (ASN) was also informed.  At 9.35 am the rolling brief was shared with the ONR 
Safeguards Programme in case there was contact from Euratom.  The communications 
team also kept DECC informed about events throughout the day. 
 
At 10.20 am the ONR Nominated Site Inspector for Sellafield contacted the Chief 
Operating Officer for Sellafield.  ONR were informed that the isotopic fingerprinting 
showed no Americium or Uranium.  It was also stated that the affected detector had 
undergone maintenance the day before. 
 
At 11.40 am the Chief Operating Officer from Sellafield contacted the ONR Nominated 
Site Inspector for Sellafield to inform him that it was almost certain that the event was a 
false alarm due to a failure of Radon compensation on the relevant detector.  The isotopic 
fingerprinting was consistent with Radon. 
 
At 1.00 pm the Chief Operating Officer from Sellafield again contacted the ONR 
Nominated Sellafield Site Inspector to inform him that the event was now over and the 
site was returning to normal.  However, the Sellafield Emergency Control Centre was 
remaining in operation until a secondary monitoring system was installed next to the 
faulty monitor. 

 



 

 

 
At 2.43 pm Sellafield issued an official ONR Incident Notification Form (INF-1) informing 
ONR about the incident and confirming that the source of the activity was natural in origin.  
In response the ONR site inspector for Infrastructure telephoned site to confirm the initial 
scope of the management investigation proposed by Sellafield and to confirm that there 
had been no radiological release.  On the basis of the information provided it was decided 
that ONR would wait to review the management investigation report when it becomes 
available. 
 
3. When did ONR first visit site of incident? 
 
ONR has not and does not intend to visit the location of the specific alpha-in-air monitor 
that generated the false alarm as this would not serve any useful purpose.  It should also 
be noted that in accordance with its arrangements, Sellafield has not declared this event 
as a site incident. 

 
4. Exactly what “elevated levels” were discovered – figures and radio-isotopes 

please? 
 
There were no elevated levels of radiation discovered.  There was a malfunction of one of 
the more than twenty alpha-in-air monitors at the site boundary due to a failure of its 
radon discrimination circuit that resulted in a false alarm being generated.  The faulty 
detector went into “abnormal” airborne alarm at 09:34 pm on Thursday 30th January.  This 
is the lowest level alarm and is set at 1 Bq/m3.  The value continued to climb, peaking at 
1.3 Bq/m3 at 02.28 am on Friday 31st January.  Such variations in the level of natural 
background radiation due to radon are to be expected as the precise levels depend very 
much on the local ambient weather conditions.  If the detector had been working correctly, 
these background counts due to natural radiation would have been compensated and the 
detector would not have gone into alarm.  

 
A list of the radio-isotopes that are daughter products of Radon is already available in the 
public domain on the website of Public Health England in the animation to be found under 
the icon “What is Radon?” at: 
 
http://www.ukradon.org/information/radonataglance 

 
5. What subsequent action/inquiry has been undertaken by ONR? 
 
ONR are monitoring the results of the investigations being carried out by the licensee 
under the arrangements that Sellafield has in place to comply with Licence Condition 7.  
These cover the notification, recording, investigation, and reporting of incidents at site.  
The main management investigation is likely to be completed by the end of March 2014. 
 
Once Sellafield Limited has completed its investigation, the ONR site inspector will 
arrange a meeting at site to review the findings and to decide whether a formal ONR 
investigation is required.   

 
6. When will results of such action/inquiry be placed in public domain? 
 
The meeting at site will be recorded in an intervention report and the Executive Summary 
of the report will be made available on the website in 2 to 3 months time. 

http://www.ukradon.org/information/radonataglance

