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Introduction 

 

Transport of radioactive materials by sea, road, rail and air is carried out all over the world in 

order to enable us to use such materials  or dispose of them. Many of these transports cross 

borders and many states are therefore involved; directly involved as the starting point or end 

point of the transport or indirectly involved as an “innocent” third party where the transport is 

carried out over, through or nearby its territory.  

 

International recommendations and regulations for safe transport of radioactive materials have 

been developed by UN organisations and have been adopted and included in the national legal 

framework of many states in order to ensure adequate safety during transport. These 

requirements have been established so that they are commensurate with the associated 

anticipated risk. Looking back, we recognise the good safety and security records for transport 

of nuclear and radioactive materials. 

 

In spite of the fact that international regulations are in place to ensure safety and security, we 

know that emergencies caused by accidents or malevolent acts may still happen. 

 

National objectives 

 

A state (Government and authorities) has the general objective to demonstrate to the public 

that they always have sufficient information and capabilities to efficiently and effectively 

respond to all kinds of events and to minimise the overall national costs from these events. 

This is necessary in order to maintain credibility and authority and includes  

 

– saving life 

– protecting health 

– protecting environment 

– minimizing economical and other consequences of society 

– fulfilling international obligations 

– providing the public with timely and adequate information 

 

It is clearly the responsibility of a state to respond within its own jurisdiction to an emergency 

within its territory as well as to emergencies abroad to protect the interests of the state. Every 

state should therefore establish emergency response plans and capabilities for different types 

of nuclear and radiological events based on risk assessments in accordance with international 

standards and recommendations taking an all hazards approach. Every state should therefore 

consider including emergencies during transport of nuclear and radioactive materials should 

into these processes. 



 

Challenges - nuclear and radiological emergencies and transport. 

 

When planning for emergencies in general, one recognizes that different scenarios have much 

in common and that many response elements are basically the same. When it comes to 

planning of response to emergencies during transport of nuclear and radioactive materials, 

there are certain aspects that need to be taken into account. 

 

Nuclear and radiological events tend to attract a lot of attention compared to other types of 

events and it is recognized that the perceived risk is often much higher than the ”scientific” 

risk. This is a major challenge for national authorities who should always work to ensure that 

perceived and “scientific” risks are the same. When it comes to public information, it is the 

public’s perceived risk that needs to be dealt with and response capabilities need to be 

established accordingly.   

 

Most transports of radioactive materials are carried out without the knowledge of national 

authorities. Therefore most states have established generic emergency response procedures 

and capabilities to respond to events involving different types of radioactive materials 

registered by national authorities. It is however recognized that transports of radioactive 

materials registered in another state may very well be carried out through or over a state’s 

territory without the authorities of that state having any knowledge about this. This poses an 

additional challenge for national authorities responding to radiological events. 

  

Transport of nuclear materials and some radioactive materials are subject to security measures 

and information about the transports is in general considered classified as a security measure. 

Therefore dissemination of information about these transports and what is being transported is 

usually very limited. For transports through the territory of another state, the local legal 

framework applies. However, if the transport goes near another states territory or as an 

innocent passage through its territorial waters, there is in general no obligation to notify. This 

poses a challenge for states that are responding to emergencies during such transports.  It is 

obvious that the effectiveness of the response to an emergency depends on the timeliness and 

amount of information available. A balance between the safety and security concerns needs to 

be found. 

 

Emergencies during transport pose some specific challenges for national authorities in terms 

of planning. The plans need to flexible as such an emergency may happen anywhere along the 

route of transport. Often the transport is unknown to national authorities before an emergency 

occurs and when it occurs, information about the transport necessary for timely and efficient 

response can only be found in another state. Emergencies during transport may also include 

scenarios that are unlikely for other types of emergencies and that may require specific 

technical capabilities, e.g. deep water salvage equipment. 

 

Adequate response to a severe emergency involving nuclear or other radioactive materials 

may require resources beyond the capabilities of a single state. A specific problem related to 

transports of dangerous goods in general, is that an emergency may happen in or near a state 

that has no or a very limited activities involving nuclear or radioactive materials and 

consequently may have no infrastructure, plans or capabilities in place in order to be able to 

adequately respond to such an event.  

 



We recognise that one state failing to respond in a timely and effective way to an emergency 

may affect the situation for other states. It is therefore a challenge for the international society 

to establish cooperative arrangements among states so that we can effectively make use of 

already existing resources worldwide.  

 

 

Recommendations 

 

There are ongoing efforts to strengthen national and international nuclear and radiological 

emergency preparedness and response capabilities. The IAEA Action Plan on Nuclear Safety 

was approved by the IAEA Board of Governors in September 2011 and the IAEA General 

Conference resolution GC(55)/RES/9 adopted in September 2011 both provide a basis for 

strengthening our emergency response capabilities. Response to events during transport of 

nuclear or radioactive materials is included in these documents and will be addressed. 

 

We all recognise the benefit from use of nuclear and radioactive materials for different 

purposes and that transport of these materials is necessary. We also recognise that 

emergencies may occur, also during transport of nuclear and radioactive materials. When they 

do, we recognize the benefit of having in place the best possible basis for timely and adequate 

response in terms of information, procedures and capabilities. It is therefore important that  

 

- States and international organisations continue their efforts to establish better 

information exchange mechanisms regarding international transports of nuclear and 

radioactive materials. It is especially important that states that might be affected 

should an emergency occur are provided with timely and adequate information as the 

basis for their response. Due attention should however be paid to the confidentiality 

issue to ensure that neither safety nor security is compromised. We also believe that 

better information exchange among States would in most cases also enhance security 

measures. 

 

- States and international organisations should enhance their efforts to improve 

international cooperation concerning response to different types of nuclear and 

radiological emergencies, including emergencies during transport. In particular they 

should further enhance international assistance capabilities for such events. We also 

believe that the establishment of capabilities to be called upon when an event occurs 

could contribute to a reduction in the number of denials of shipments. 

 

In order to achieve this, we all need to accept that this needs to be solved internationally and 

that we all need to contribute to the ongoing international work. 


