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REPORT ON THE FUKUSHIMA DAIICHI INCIDENT 7 – LESSONS TO BE 
LEARNED 
 

 Dear Dr Weightman, 
 
I was very glad to learn that you have been asked by HM government to report on the current 
nuclear accident taking place in Japan and that you wish to hear about the issues which need 
consideration.  I am not a nuclear engineer, my qualifications are in radioactivity in the 
environment and would wish you to consider the following issues: 
 

 Timing and gathering evidence: The Three Mile Island accident took 5 years to be 
thoroughly examined and, when access could be gained, a rather different picture 
emerged of the extent of the damage.  I am concerned that 3 months for an interim 
report and 6 months for a full report will not enable you to learn the lessons.  See 
attached note on health effects following TMI. 

 Emergency planning – the Japanese populations which have been affected seemed 
remarkably informed and drilled.  Large numbers were evacuated and put up in 
temporary accommodation where they remain, iodine tablets were distributed where 
they were needed and some, not all, information given such as build-up of 
radioactivity in food stuffs such as spinach was given out by the media.  I am not 
convinced that if such an accident were to happen which affected the UK more 
directly, whether it occurred here or in Europe, that the local population would be so 
prepared?  At a meeting of NGOs with the Department of Energy and Climate Change 
(DECC) chaired by Hergen Haye of the Office for Nuclear Development on March 
29th the issue of iodine tablets was raised.  Hergen Haye was of the opinion these were 
readily available and known about.  Someone attending the meeting from the local 
opposition group at Hinkley Point in Somerset had tried to obtain iodine tables from 
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the local chemist that week.  Initially she was told to come back the next day and then 
she was informed there were NONE in the country.  They can’t both have been right.  
This raises concerns that national information may not represent what is happening on 
the ground. 

 Information dissemination: At the time of the Chernobyl accident – the 25th 
anniversary of which occurs shortly – there were not enough people within the then 
National Radiological Protection Board to answer questions from the general public 
and the phone lines jammed with the result that the then Friends of the Earth 
campaign was inundated.  I know that the Health Protection Agency (HPA) which 
assimilated the NRPB is about to be taken within the Dept of Health as one of the 
casualties of the “bonfire of the Quangoes”.  I consider this to be a retrograde step and 
wrote to the Minister to say so at the time.  I was a member of staff at the statutory 
advisor to government on wildlife, English Nature, which along with two other 
organisations was amalgamated in Oct 2007 to form the organisation now known as 
Natural England. I would suggest that wildlife conservation has become more 
marginalised within it.  The top echelons do not have wildlife knowledge.  Those that 
did have been “moved out” eg Tom Tew former Chief Scientist who was replaced by 
a social scientist.  I would suggest that funding and the requisite skills base with 
regard to radioactivity would best be served by retaining the HPA with a strong 
radiation unit within it.  Otherwise, the expertise gets diluted/lost. 

 The Research Council (NERC): has already declared that there is not enough 
radioecological expertise in the UK.   

 
The scientific directions taken in Radioecology have been drastically 
influenced in the past by the Chernobyl accident, which forced a 
focus on environmental transfers through the environment to feed human 
radioprotection needs 

Integrating env protection, a new challenge: strategy of the International 
Union of Radioecology, Brechignac F et al, (undated by 2007 or after) 

 
            Environmental Radioactivity   

 
"While the country is on the verge of a major expansion of electricity-generating 
capacity from nuclear energy, in the view of experts the national skills base in areas 
such as radioecology and radiobiology has been run down to a dangerously low level. 

 
“This has implications not only for civil nuclear power but also for the country’s 
ability to manage terrorist releases of radioactive materials.  Consequently, the 
action recommended a review of research needs in the field. The delivery of this 
action has only recently commenced and the recommendations from the study will be 
dealt with in the 2010 TAP." 

 
NERC Environment, Pollution and Human Health Theme Action Plan 2009 

 
At a recent review it was also concluded that they were not funding enough research 
into the issues of nuclear waste. 

 
 Interdisciplinary research:  One of the things that attracted me to studying 

radioactivity was the need to learn a range of subjects – biology, chemistry, ecology, 
epidemiology, health, non-targeted effects, physics, risk assessment et al …which is 
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why I didn’t get into the engineering side as well!  However, it is clear that the 
methods of evaluating courses and the output of peer-reviewed literature has served 
the integrated, combined, interdisciplinary approaches badly and hence the reviews 
have favoured single subject courses to the detriment of the integrated approaches.  I 
could cite Imperial College as one example where this happened. 

 
 Knowledge transfer: It is vitally important that members of the public can 

understand the issues as an accident unfolds and, as we have seen from Japan, they 
find they cannot trust the authorities who have been economical with the truth in the 
past whether or not that is the nuclear company or the government officials.  I was 
invited as a “worldwide expert” by Miroslav Pinak on loan to the OECD to participate 
in an Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) second 
workshop on Radiological Protection, Science and Values in 2009.  I recommended 
setting up a means of translating scientific information accurately but accessibly to the 
wider community (not forgetting scientists themselves if the topic/discipline is not 
their own) via a Knowledge Transfer process and this was enthusiastically taken up 
by the organisers.  Web contact addresses for both workshops 1 (Helsinki) and 2 
(Vaulx de Cernay, nr Paris Nov 30-Dec 2, 2009) are given below:   
 
SVRP2 Vaulx de Cernay: 
http://www.nea.fr/html/rp/vaulx_de_cernay09/welcome.html 

  SVRP1 Helsinki: http://www.nea.fr/html/rp/helsinki08/welcome.html 
 

 New radiation paradigm: The NOTE workshop (EU funded) was due to report in 
October and was then delayed to March 2011.  Top health researchers have been 
examining a proposition that a new paradigm is needed for understanding the impacts 
of radiation, one that takes into account Non Targeted Effects namely those which 
occur in cells adjacent to those which are being affected by radiation - Genomic 
Instability and Bystander Effects work done by Prof Eric Wright (Dundee) in this 
country and by Prof Carmel Mothersill (formerly at the Radiation Institute in Dublin 
and now at McMaster University in Canada).  The work is being led by Prof Sisko 
Salomma, Helsinki, Finland. 

 
 Changes in limits: One philosophical issue is how the operation of a nuclear power 

station/uranium  mine set to meet certain dose limit targets with its emissions can then 
respond when these limits are lowered?  And they have been lowered 5 times already 
and recent work indicates the need to lower them further given the connection 
between X-rays, strokes and heart attacks (being considered by ICRP Working Gp No 
1 chaired by Dr Claire Cousins). 

 
 

Best wishes for your task. 
Yours faithfully, 
 
Jill 
 
Dr Jill Sutcliffe 
Secretariat Low Level Radiation and Health Conference 
Tel: 01403 700395 


