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Opening Remarks 
 
First of all, I would like to thank you, Cathaoirleach, for the opportunity for the EPA to attend the 

meeting of this Committee today and to assist you with your deliberations in relation to the Hinkley 

Point C Nuclear Power Plant.   I am joined by my colleague Dr Ciara McMahon, who was lead author of 

the 2013 report on the potential radiological implications for Ireland of the proposed nuclear power 

plants in the UK.  

 
Dr McMahon and I will be happy to answer any questions that you might have in relation to this 

matter. I am also very happy to make any additional information that I can available to your 

committee and to follow up with the Committee, if necessary, on any issues that may arise from 

today’s meeting. 

 

As you are aware, the EPA is an independent statutory body, established in 1993 with a wide range of 

responsibilities including regulation of large scale industrial and waste facilities, monitoring and 

reporting on the state of the environment, overseeing local authorities’ environmental responsibilities 

and coordinating environmental protection research in Ireland. Since 2014, the EPA also has 

responsibilities in relation to radiological protection, following its merger with the Radiological 

Protection Institute of Ireland.  These responsibilities include:   

 

 provision of advice to the Government, the Minister for Communications, Climate Action and 

Environment and other Ministers on matters relating to radiological safety;   

 monitoring developments abroad relating to nuclear installations and radiological safety 

generally, and keeping the Government informed of their implications for Ireland;   

 maintenance and development of a national laboratory for the measurements of levels of 

radioactivity in the environment and food, and assessment of the significance of these levels 

for the Irish population;   

 assisting in the development of national plans for emergencies arising from nuclear accidents 

and acting in support of such plans;   

 control by licence of the custody, use, manufacture, importation, transportation, distribution, 

exportation and disposal of radioactive substances, irradiating apparatus and other sources of 

ionising radiation;   

 acting as competent authority for Ireland under International Conventions on nuclear matters.   

 
In the context of Committee’s discussions today, I think it is worthwhile outlining some of the work 

that the EPA undertakes in meeting a number of these responsibilities.  
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Provision of Advice to Government 
One of the roles for the EPA is to monitor scientific and technological developments abroad in relation 

to nuclear installations and radiological safety, and to advise Government on their implications for 

Ireland.  The focus of EPA’s activities supporting the work of the Department of Communications, 

Climate Action & Environment (DCCAE) in this area is through the provision of scientific and technical 

advice. This is largely delivered by review of documents such as consultation papers on nuclear policy 

issues, preparation of briefing notes for the DCCAE and DFA&T, tracking of the status of certain key 

issues (e.g., stored volumes of High Activity Liquor at Sellafield), reviewing and preparing reports for 

the international conventions and provision of technical support to DCCAE officials at international 

meetings.  

Specific areas of work in the last number of years have included: 

 Review of the new nuclear build plans in the UK, including following progress on the UK’s 

Generic Design Assessment (GDA) Process for reactor designs to be built in the UK 

 Preparation of national reports and review of reports to the Convention on Nuclear Safety and 

the Joint Convention on the Safe Management of Spent fuel and the Safe Management of 

Radioactive Waste review meetings 

 Provision of briefing notes for the DCCAE as issues arise and provision of technical support at 

meetings of the UK-Ireland Contact Group on Radiological Matters 

 

The EPA also meets annually with the UK nuclear regulators.  It also represents Ireland on European 

and international forums on issues relating to nuclear safety. In particular, the EPA is actively involved 

in the work of the European Nuclear Safety Regulators Group (ENSREG) and inputs directly to the 

development of nuclear safety and radioactive waste regulations and standards.  

 

Monitoring Radioactivity Levels in the Environment 
Each year, the EPA carries out a programme to monitor environmental radioactivity in air, food and 

water.  The primary focus of this programme is the assessment of human exposure and the protection 

of human health.  The programme aims to meet Irish and European Union legal requirements, other 

national and international commitments and to support the EPA’s advisory and information provision 

functions. There are a number of different routes or pathways by which the public can be exposed to 

radiation. These include: 

 Exposure by inhalation (when radioactive material is breathed into the lungs); 

 Exposure through ingestion (when radioactive material is consumed with food and drink);  

 Direct or external exposure to radioactive material in the environment. 

 

The exposure of the Irish population to radioactivity in the environment is assessed by measuring the 

concentrations of radioactivity in food and the environment and by combining these results with food 

consumption rates and other data on habits.  

 



 

Page 4 of 8 
 

The EPA’s monitoring of the environment confirms that while the levels of artificial radioactivity in the 

Irish environment are detectable, they are low. They do not pose a risk to the human health of the 

Irish population and do not warrant any modification of the habits of the people in Ireland. 

 

On average, a person in Ireland receives an annual dose of 4037 microsieverts from all sources of 

radiation. By far the largest contribution of approximately 86% comes from natural sources, mainly 

from the accumulation of radon gas in homes. Man-made radiation contributes approximately 14%, 

largely from the beneficial use of radiation in medicine. Radiation doses from other man-made 

sources, including discharges from nuclear sites, account for less than 1%.  

 

Emergency Preparedness and Response 
The National Emergency Plan for Nuclear Accidents (NEPNA) was put in place in 1992, following the 

Chernobyl accident. As the national response to a widespread radiation emergency or crisis is likely to 

involve mobilisation of the resources and expertise from a broad range of public authorities/agencies 

within the State, the plan represents a whole-of-Government response. The EPA has a number of key 

roles under NEPNA, both in relation to preparedness and response, including to:  

 Maintain arrangements for early warning and operation of an on-call duty officer system and 

act as National Competent Authority for the EC and International Atomic Energy Agency Early 

Notification and Assistance Conventions. 

 Maintain the National Radiation Monitoring Network. 

 Develop and maintain the capabilities necessary to make technical assessments of potential 

accidents and their radiological consequences for Ireland including long-range atmospheric 

dispersion modelling for tracking radioactive plumes  

 Maintain a national laboratory for the measurement of levels of radioactivity in the 

environment and food. 

 Assist the Government Information Service and the National Emergency Coordination Group 

in the preparation of information to be provided to the public and media. 

 Provide advice to the National Emergency Coordination Group and Government Departments 

on possible protective actions to minimise radiation doses to the Irish population. 

 

One the key tasks in preparedness is to prepare hazard assessments to assess the potential 

consequences of local radiological incidents and nuclear accidents abroad. As part of this, the EPA has 

completed hazard assessments for the closest nuclear installations to Ireland (namely, Wylfa nuclear 

power plant, Sellafield nuclear fuel reprocessing plant and the eight proposed new nuclear power 

plants in the UK). These assessments have considered the radiological risks to people and the food 

chain from potential releases to air and sea from severe nuclear accident scenarios. In addition, EPA 

provided scientific support to the ESRI in their assessment of the potential economic costs to Ireland 

of a severe nuclear accident in NW Europe.  
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Assessment of the Potential Radiological Implications of Hinkley Point 

C for Ireland  
 

In 2010, the then RPII, given its statutory advisory role to the Government, was asked to carry out an 

assessment of the potential radiological impacts on Ireland from the programme of new nuclear 

power plants in the UK (see map below of proposed sites). A comprehensive assessment project was 

developed to consider the radiological impacts of all aspects of the nuclear fuel cycle, in particular 

from discharges to air and sea from the eight proposed sites (both planned discharges and potential 

severe accident scenarios). The assessment was carried out by RPII staff with support from 

atmospheric and marine modelling experts from the US (NOAA) and NUIG. The project design and 

findings were subject to ongoing review by an international peer review group.  

 

 
 

The report of the 3-year assessment was published in 2013. The findings of this report show that the 

routine operation of the proposed new nuclear power plants would have no measurable radiological 

impact on Ireland or the Irish marine environment. In event of a nuclear accident at any of the plants, 

severe radiological effects in Ireland are unlikely, but food controls or agricultural protective measures 

would likely be required to mitigate against long-term health effects and a socio-economic impact 

would be expected.  

A summary of the report is attached to this Opening Statement. The full report is available on: 

http://www.epa.ie/pubs/reports/radiation/RPII_Proposed_Nuc_Power_Plants_UK_13.pdf  
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The report was made publicly available online with briefings provided to the media, TDs and Senators 

at Leinster House and to key interest groups. Subsequently, the RPII was invited to present the report 

and specific information on the Hinkley Point C site to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Environment 

in 2013.   

 

With regards to the Hinkley Point C site, the key points from the assessment are outlined below:  

 

Impact from day to day operations 

The operation of the proposed nuclear power plant at Hinkley Point would result in the discharge of 

radioactivity to the air and sea. The radioactivity discharged would be transported and dispersed in 

the environment by normal environmental processes (such as sea currents, air mixing, etc). 

Environmental prediction models, combined with 21 years of historical meteorological data to allow 

for varying weather patterns and averaged Irish Sea currents, were used to calculate the transfer of 

radioactivity to Ireland via the air or sea. Detailed assessments were then carried out to determine all 

the possible ways that people living in Ireland could be exposed to the radioactivity.  

The resulting radiation doses calculated for the Hinkley Point nuclear power plant were 250,000 times 

lower than the annual radiation dose limit for a member of the public. It was therefore concluded that 

the routine discharges from the proposed nuclear power plant would be of no radiological significance 

for people living in Ireland.  

 

Other aspects of the UK’s proposed programme were also reviewed including: the process for 

selecting the sites; plans for fabrication of the nuclear fuel to be used; UK arrangements for 

radioactive and nuclear waste; and other activities associated with the proposed nuclear power plants. 

While there may be radioactive discharges associated with some of these activities; they would be less 

than those associated with the routine operation of the nuclear power plants themselves and thus 

would be of no radiological significance to people in Ireland.  

 

Potential severe nuclear accidents  

Five potential accident scenarios were assessed. All involved severe nuclear accident scenarios and the 

corresponding potential radioactive releases to the environment. Based on a study by the US Nuclear 

Regulatory Commission, the probabilities of such accidents ranged from 1 in 50,000 to 1 in 33 million 

per year. The data were used to model the impact of each of the five scenarios at a reference location 

on the east coast of Ireland (Dublin) over timescales ranging from 48 hours to one year after a release.  

 

Apart from the amount of radioactivity released, weather was found to be the most significant factor 

in estimating the impact on Ireland. Ninety per cent of the time, during the 48 hours after a potential 

accident scenario, radioactivity was not transported by wind over the reference location. On those 

occasions when the wind was blowing the radioactivity directly towards Ireland, the predicted levels of 

radioactive contamination and radiation doses to people varied significantly depending on rainfall 

levels and on the amount of radioactivity released in the particular accident scenario.  

 

The potential radiological impact on Ireland was found to be higher for the lower probability 

accidents. At one end of the scale where the chance of an accident was estimated to be 1 in 50,000, 



 

Page 7 of 8 
 

the impact on Ireland was predicted to be relatively small. The radioactivity levels would not be high 

enough to warrant short-term measures in the immediate aftermath of the accident, but food controls 

and/or temporary agricultural protective actions would be required for a period of days to weeks 

following the accident.  

 

On the other end of the scale, for the least probable but most severe accident studied,short-term 

measures, such as sheltering, may be warranted in the immediate aftermath of the accident to reduce 

exposure of the population and so mitigate long-term health effects. Food and agricultural produce 

would be heavily contaminated and food controls and protective actions would be required for many 

years to reduce radiation doses from consumption of contaminated food. The timely introduction of 

appropriate agricultural management actions and food controls would substantially reduce the 

radiation dose. While these controls have been shown to be very effective in controlling radioactivity 

levels in foods for sale, and hence radiation doses to people, they do have significant socio-economic 

implications and costs. These effects could last for months or years following an accident, depending 

on the severity of the accident.  

 

Non-routine discharges to the Irish Sea 

A study of discharges to the Irish Sea found that for a large release of radioactivity equivalent in size to 

that after the Fukushima accident, the resulting radiation dose to people in Ireland who eat very large 

quantities of fish and shellfish, would be less than the annual radiation dose limit for the public. Given 

the cautious assumptions underlying the assessment, it is concluded that, beyond enhanced 

monitoring of the marine environment, no protective actions would be required in Ireland. Of the five 

proposed nuclear power plant locations on the Irish Sea coast, marine releases from Hinkley Point 

(together with those from Oldbury) would have would have the lowest impact on Ireland due to the 

prevailing water circulation patterns in the Irish Sea. 

  

Economic Consequences 

A subsequent study by the ESRI, based on scenarios provided by EPA and the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and Marine, considered the potential economic impacts for Ireland of a severe 

accident. The costs to Ireland of a severe nuclear accident in NW Europe were estimated to be 

between 4 and 161 billion euro.  
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Attachment 1 
 

 

Proposed Nuclear Power Plants in the UK – Potential Radiological 

Implications for Ireland (Summary) 
 

The full report is available on: 

http://www.epa.ie/pubs/reports/radiation/RPII_Proposed_Nuc_Power_Plants_UK_13.pdf 
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