
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Mr Weightman, 

I believe you have been tasked with producing a report on the lessons to be learnt 
within the UK nuclear industry following the accident which occurred at Fukushima in 
Japan. I understand the scope of these lessons to be: 

A comparison of UK nuclear power station designs with those at Fukushima;  

Natural hazards and other potential threats to UK nuclear facilities  

Potential lessons for the UK; and  

Any recommendations regarding the lessons learnt.  

Whilst I am sure that the international nuclear community must now question the 
wisdom of building nuclear plant in areas of high seismic activity, we remain 
supportive of nuclear power and can accept that this particular risk must be regarded 
as low within the UK.  

The primary lesson to be learnt is that the unthinkable can happen, so it is equally 
clear that the scope of your review must include the threat posed by large aircraft 
crashing onto a nuclear site, whether by accident or executed with intent.  

In particular the ONR must re-assess its position in relation to the proposed 
expansion of Lydd Airport which would introduce a step change in the probability of a 
major nuclear accident at Dungeness in going from the current baseline1 of only 220 
small and large transport aircraft movements per year to over 10,000 such 
movements in the first phase and rising to a projected 30,000 such movements if 
LAA were to achieve its master plan.  

                                            

1 LAA has signed a common ground statement confirming this to be the current activity for small and 
large transport aircraft which are the only ones ONR considers as having the potential to cause a 
significant radiological release. The ESRT 2009 report suggests that Lydd Airport misled ONR on this 
issue by grossly overstating its current level of activity.  
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The reports which the NII commissioned from ESR Technology in 2007 and 2009 
confirm that none of the available mathematical models are able to estimate the 
probability of an aircraft crash derived from LAA traffic because they are unable to 
deal with airports which have constrained access, non-aligned or curved flight paths.  
Therefore ONR cannot claim that its regulation is robust in this area, as even its own 
consultant cautions that the existing methodology is inadequate and that there is 
need for a new approach.  

I have just submitted evidence to the Lydd Airport Public Inquiry which demonstrates 
that:   

*The standard methodology grossly underestimates the probability of a nuclear 
accident derived from Lydd based traffic. In particular, the ESRT reports shows that 
the majority of landings at LAA were not included because the model didn’t stretch 
as far as the nuclear power stations which it was intended to assess. It ‘runs out’ 
somewhere over the bird reserve where aircraft would be facing the added threat of 
birdstrike in an area where hazardous birds are protected rather than discouraged.  

* A failure to assess the exceptional birdstrike risk. No mention is made of the 
wetland reserve or the fact that the whole area is under one of the largest migratory 
bird routes within the Southern England. ONR cannot claim that birdstrike is implicit 
in the modelling because its model artificially puts all of the relevant landings to zero.  

*The model, equally and for the same reason, fails to take account of the increased 
‘go around’ activity which ESRT admits would increase the probability of a large 
aircraft crashing onto the power stations. Our evidence includes a letter from the 
CAA’s Group Director of Safety Regulations confirming that the combination of an 
offset approach, steeper than normal descent path and a tailwind which prevails for 
upto 30% of the time, is conducive to a high number of these manoeuvres which 
have the potential to carry large aircraft in the general direction of the nuclear site.  

*The NII’s assertion that the risk to the nuclear power stations is dominated by that 
posed by aircraft flying overhead is wrong. To suggest that there is a greater chance 
of aircraft dropping out of the sky onto Dungeness than those which are undertaking 
complex take off, landing and low level flight manoeuvres through a bird 
conservation area located next to the nuclear site is not credible. We prove an 
inherent bias in the model which led to this implausible suggestion as well as 
inadequate and incorrect assignments within the aircraft crash rate data base.  

Most of all we demonstrate that the only way in which the aircraft crash risk can be 
robustly and safely managed is by implementation of a minimum separation policy.  

The ESRT reports and the Lydd Inquiry process demonstrate that there is no 
practical way of managing operational and ornithological changes which will impact 
nuclear safety into the future because there is no forum for ongoing review. We 
already have a situation where ESRT acknowledged, in its report, that the offset 

2 
 



approach to the main runway will increase the probability of an nuclear accident but 
then postulates that this angle is unlikely to increase. In fact LAA subsequently 
increased the angle threefold with the installation of a new guidance system, this 
being done without recourse to the NII. 

Even during the inquiry, operational changes are being proposed which will impact 
nuclear safety, such as abandoning the stabilisation provided by the ILS in the last 
stages of approach in order to make full use of the runway. This action would serve 
to further increase the number of missed approaches which ESRT has stressed are 
a fundamental risk in this case for which there is no mitigation2. Yet these 
operational compromises are being debated in the forum of a public inquiry without 
any consideration being given to the extent to which they would increase the 
probability of a nuclear accident because those proposing them do not understand 
the interdependencies involved.  

In summary, the lesson to be learnt from Fukushima is:  

Major nuclear accidents can happen therefore the ONR cannot continue in a frame 
of mind which dismisses or underplays this possibility. 

Recommendations Regarding The Lessons Learnt 

a) That ONR should review its methodology for assessing the risk posed by large 
aircraft crashing onto nuclear installations. This requirement has been confirmed by 
its own consultant, ESRT. 

b) Other countries, such as Germany, have recognised the need to re-assess aircraft 
crash risk. In light of the evidence submitted it would be inexcusable if ONR did not 
follow suit.  

c) On the specific proposal to expand Lydd Airport, ONR should revise its position 
and recommend refusal. The drivers which underpin these proposals are 
fundamentally wrong. Approving these expansion plans would introduce large 
aircraft which ESRT admits are capable of causing a major nuclear accident. They 
would be taking off, landing and performing low level manoeuvres close to the 
nuclear power stations in an area which supports a high concentrations of geese, 
swans and duck; the species which present the greatest hazard to aircraft 
operations.  

                                            

2 The ESRT report confirms the point that we have been trying to make over the last four years, which 
is that the probability of an aircraft crash at Dungeness is fundamentally driven by its close proximity 
to the airport.  Exclusion zones offer no physical protection and there is no mitigation which can 
address this basic fact. ESRT states...’Given the location and orientation of the runway relative to the 
nuclear site there are practical limits to the separation achievable during take off and landing 
operations.’ After a discussion of the various scenarios which could lead to a nuclear accident it 
concludes ‘In summary we identify no obvious scope for operational procedures that would mitigate 
the risk of an aircraft crash at the Dungeness nuclear site’.   
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The entire focus of the Public Inquiry is on how to protect these birds in the area 
which lies between the airport and the Dungeness power stations. This is 
diametrically opposed to the need to remove them from the path of any aircraft which 
has missed its approach and is heading towards the nuclear site.  

The nation would choke on its early morning toast if it discovered that the 
government had knowingly approved these plans given these fundamental conflicts, 
the uncertainties of the assessment and the enormity of getting it wrong.  

d) Looking at the general situation, ONR must now realise that the interactive 
variables associated with aircraft take off and landing are too complex to model with 
any degree of certainty. We restate our recommendation that the only robust way of 
managing this risk is to screen out the uncertainty by imposing a minimum 
separation policy; as proposed to the Secretary of State, Mr Huhne, last year. You 
say that you are not considering policy issues, however these will be the outcome of 
‘ lessons learned’ and so cannot be divorced from your assessment. I have copied 
this letter to Mr Higson at DECC who is responsible for nuclear safety policy so that 
you can have appropriate discussion on how to carry this recommendation forward.  

In the meantime I note that you are looking for experts to assist in your review. I 
believe it is important that these include independent representatives who are not 
ingrained with the current safety culture. Having spent four years trying to bringing 
these matters to DECC/ HSE’s attention I must be frank and say my impression is 
that all roads lead back to those who originally conceived the methodology. This is 
unhealthy and does not lead to objective assessment.  

I sincerely hope you find this input useful and stand by for advice on how I can 
assist, for now 

 

Kind Regards 

 

Trudy Auty 

 

 

 

 




