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LESSONS FROM THE JAPANESE EARTHQUAKE FOR THE UK NUCLEAR 
PROGRAMME 

As you know one of the key activities for us in the Environment Agency is regulating 
the UK's nuclear Industry and assisting them In preparing for any nuclear IlEIW build 
that there may be In the UK. The prospects for UK nuclear new build will be affected 
by the terrible earthquake and Tsunami which happened in Japan on 11 March. 
Through the government I wish to express my sincere condolences and sympathy to 
the people of Japan over their suffering and loss of life. Caroline Spelman has 
written to the Japanese ambassador to say that we stand ready 10 offer our 
assistance at this time of need , in any way that we can. 

I welcome your statement that the UK government takes this incident extremely 
seriously even though there is no reason to expect a similar scale of seismic activity 
in the UK. In particular, it Is entirely appropriate that you have requested that the 
Chief Nuclear Inspector In the Health and Safety Executive, Or. Mike Weightman, 
prepares a thorough report on the Implications of the situation In Japan and the 
lessons to be learned for the UK, so that we understand the full facts and their 
implications, both for existing nuclear reactors and any new nuclear build 
programme. 

We and the Health and Safety Executive have been woriling very closely together on 
Generic Design Assessment of 2 modem types of nuclear reactors. We will be 
working together, and with other bodies, on the site related developments of any 
future new build In England and Wales. Through our woril, we Inlend that any new 
reactors built in our country will have better environmental protection than the 
existing reactor fleet in the UK. We are contributing our expertise on radioactive 
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discharges and radioactive waste, on flood risk assessments and the wider 
environmental implications of new nuclear build. 

We are very willing to contribute to Or Weightman's review and report as it is taken fOlward . 

In our view, particular issues that should be addressed are: 

• a review of Tsunami protection at nuclear sites. recognising that Tsunami 
frequency in the UK Is very low 

• resilience of nuclear sites including Grid Connections, from a flooding 
perspective 

• siting and vulnerabi lity of back up/emergency generation supplies 
• availability of cooling water 
• the resilience to extreme natural events of the UK's existing nuclear facilities and in particular Sellafield where there are some very high hazards 
• more general ly, consideration of the wider infrastructure on which the industry is reliant and its resilience to climate change. 

Please let me know if there is any other way in which we can assist in learn ing the lessons from th is devastating event in Japan. 

I am copying this letter to Or Weightman at the Health and Safety Executive. 

RT HON LORD SMtTH OF FINSBURY 
CHAtRMAN 

cc: Dr Weightman 



 
 

 
 

 FUKUSHIMA ACCIDENT: INTERIM RESPONSE TO THE CHIEF 
NUCLEAR INSPECTOR’S REQUEST FOR SUBMISSION ON ISSUES 

TO BE CONSIDERED IN THE LESSONS  
TO BE LEARNT FOR THE UK 

 
1.0 SUMMARY 
 
1.1  The Environment Agency welcomes the invitation to contribute to the Chief 

Nuclear Inspector’s (CNI’s) report on the lessons learned for the UK from the 
accident at Fukushima Daiichi in Japan.  The Environment Agency has a 
number of regulatory and advisory roles that are relevant to this work.  We are 
already working with the Office for Nuclear Regulation’s (ONR’s) Fukushima 
Report Team to ensure that all relevant matters relating to the initiation, 
progression and mitigation of the events in Japan are understood and 
assessed, and any lessons for the UK are learned. 

 
1.2 This response addresses the request for information about major issues for 

consideration in the CNI’s interim report to be published in mid May 2011.  The 
Environment Agency will provide a further, more detailed, submission by 15 
June 2011.  At this stage we highlight the following issues – which we have 
elaborated in Section 3, below - for further consideration in a UK context: 
• tsunami protection; 
• resilience of sites to flooding and coastal erosion; 
• resilience of existing nuclear facilities to other extreme events; 
• siting and vulnerability of back up and emergency generation supplies; 
• availability of cooling water supplies; and 
• the wider infrastructure on which the industry is reliant and its resilience to 

natural hazards and climate change. 
We will continue to work in partnership with ONR and identify further issues 
for consideration as part of our further submission on 15 June. 

 
2.0 THE ROLE OF THE ENVIRONMENT AGENCY 
 
2.1 As the main environmental regulator for nuclear licensed sites in England and 

Wales, we regulate: 
• discharges and disposals of radioactive wastes on and from these sites; 
• disposals of non-radioactive wastes; 
• combustion processes such as standby generation and incinerators; 
• abstraction of water, for example cooling water, from controlled waters;   

and 
• discharges into controlled waters, for example of cooling and waste 

waters. 
We and HSE are jointly the competent authority under the COMAH (Control of 
Major Accidents and Hazards) regulations.  In regulating flood risks, we decide 
whether to allow works carried out in, or adjacent to, main rivers and sea/tidal 
defences.  In all our work relating to nuclear sites, we work very closely with 
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the Office for Nuclear Regulation (ONR) according to a Memorandum of 
Understanding, and we are working together, through our joint Generic Design 
Assessment process, to assess two new designs of nuclear power stations. 

 
2.2 We are also a statutory consultee on certain matters relating to nuclear sites, 

including potential new nuclear sites and associated infrastructure. This 
includes providing advice and responding to consultations on: 
• Strategic Siting Assessment; 
• National Policy Statements; 
• Regulatory Justification; 
• Funded Decommissioning Programmes; 
• Nuclear site Licensing; 
• Environmental Impact Assessments for development projects;  and 
• Development Control Order applications for national infrastructure. 

 
2.3 We prepare for, and respond to, accidents at nuclear licensed sites with the 

potential for off-site impacts, as part of the local and national multi-agency 
arrangements.  This includes supporting local authorities during the recovery 
phase of an accident by advising on the management and disposal of 
radioactive wastes with the aim of protecting people and the environment. 

 
2.4 More generally we respond to many different types of incident affecting the 

natural environment, people or property - for example, flooding from rivers and 
the sea, or incidents where pollutants are released into the environment.  We 
are a Category 1 responder under the Civil Contingencies Act 2004.   

 
2.5 We maintain a strategic overview of the management of all sources of flooding 

and coastal erosion in England.  We set down strategic plans, provide 
evidence and advice to inform Government policy and deliver flood warning 
and forecasting services.  We operate and maintain assets which manage 
flood risk from main rivers and the sea, and we are a coastal erosion risk 
management authority. 

 
3.0 MAJOR ISSUES AND IMMEDIATE LESSONS 
 
3.1 The key initiators for the events at Fukushima were clearly the combined 

impact of the major seismic event and ensuing tsunami leading to loss of grid 
and on-site backup power supplies.  While the risk of this type of accident in 
the UK may be very small we need to consider if there are other potential 
initiators which might result in similar loss of power supplies and learn any 
relevant lessons.  The UK has robust and resilient regulatory arrangements in 
place to assure the operational and environmental safety of nuclear sites.  
Nevertheless it will be important to review those arrangements and ensure 
that people and the environment are properly protected from all potentially 
significant hazards. 

 
3.2 Our initial suggestions focus on off-site factors and the potential impact of 

natural and other hazards (including those related to climate change) on 
infrastructure resilience.  We will provide more details on these and other 
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issues, including greater consideration of on-site factors, in our further 
submission. 

 
3.3 The Environment Agency’s Chairman wrote to the Secretary of State on 22 

March 2011 (copied to Dr Weightman and attached to this submission) 
identifying the following issues: 

 
A review of tsunami protection at UK nuclear sites 
 
3.4 There is evidence that the frequency of tsunami in the UK is very low and that 

the raised water level associated with a tsunami in the UK is unlikely to be 
greater than that associated with the worst meteorological storm 
water conditions. Nevertheless, recent research commissioned by Defra has 
indicated that the UK is not completely immune to the possibility of tsunami-
type events.    Therefore we suggest a review of the tsunami risks in the UK 
and the measures in place (including warning systems) to protect existing 
nuclear sites, and those proposed for new sites, from such events and the 
need to consider combinations of events. 

 
Resilience of nuclear sites to flooding and coastal erosion 
 
3.5 In the event of a major flooding or coastal erosion event, whatever the cause 

or combination of causes e.g. tsunami, storm surge, extreme rainfall, fluvial or 
surface water, there is a potential risk, both to the facility and of ‘islanding’ of a 
site or a number of sites in the same area.  This would potentially isolate the 
site from the national grid and other essential supplies and services, including 
the site’s workforce and emergency responders - particularly if this were 
combined with other extreme weather conditions as indicated below. 

 
Siting and vulnerability of back up and emergency generation supplies 
 
3.6 The loss of off-site power, possibly for a prolonged period, would place total 

reliance on site-based emergency generation equipment and its supplies such 
as fuel.  The events at Fukushima have emphasized the need to design and 
operate these backup systems with the necessary levels of protection, 
diversity and redundancy for the appropriate duration. 

 
Availability of cooling water 
 
3.7 Extreme weather or coastal/estuarine conditions have the potential to disrupt 

sources of cooling water or the means by which this cooling water is 
transported and used in the power station.  This would include potential 
disruption to cooling water intake pipelines.  The security of cooling water 
supply in the event of the total loss of the primary cooling source under 
extreme conditions should be reviewed. 

 
Resilience of existing nuclear facilities to extreme natural events  
 
3.8 In addition to our existing operational nuclear power stations we have a 

number of decommissioning power stations and a range of other established 
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nuclear sites, some of which support the nuclear fuel cycle and infrastructure.   
Although these installations will not generally have the stored energy hazard 
that can exist at operational power stations, they should also be reviewed.  
The highest radiological hazards are associated with some of the ageing 
‘legacy’ fuel pond and waste silo facilities at Sellafield, which were not built to 
modern standards and therefore remain at risk from extreme natural events 
such as earthquakes.  The events in Japan have emphasised that the 
reduction of these radiological hazards at Sellafield should remain a national 
priority.  We support the work of the Nuclear Decommissioning Authority and 
Sellafield Ltd in accelerating the reduction of hazards as far as practicable.  
We will continue to work with the ONR and others to help achieve this. 

 
Wider infrastructure on which the industry is reliant and its resilience to natural 
hazards and climate change 
 
3.9 The nuclear industry in the UK will exist for at least the next two centuries.  It 

is therefore vital to consider the long-term resilience of the industry and its 
wider infrastructure to take account of natural hazards associated with climate 
change.  We are pleased that progress is being made to secure a geological 
disposal facility aimed at the safe and timely disposal of the most hazardous 
radioactive wastes.   

 
4.0 WAY FORWARD  
 
4.1 We will continue to work in partnership with ONR and identify additional issues 

for consideration as part of our further submission on 15 June.  These may 
include: 
• Off-site emergency planning and response arrangements; 
• Managing radioactive waste, including spent fuel; 
• Further implications for the Strategic Siting Assessments already carried out 

for the proposed new nuclear build sites and any associated impact on the 
national policy statements for nuclear energy; 

• Implications not only for existing and proposed nuclear power stations but 
also for other sites which support the nuclear fuel cycle - such as Sellafield 
and disposal sites including the Low-Level Waste Repository and the 
proposed geological disposal facility; 

• Implications for the current nuclear regulatory framework including 
regulatory standards; and 

• Environmental protection issues relating to plant integrity, including 
groundwater and coastal waters protection. 

 
FURTHER INFORMATION 
 
For further information on this response please contact our National Customer 
Contact Centre on 08708 506506 or email enquiries@environment-agency.gov.uk. 
 
April 2011 
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