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WASHINGTON, DC The Department of Energy (DOE) has issued a Preliminary Notice of 
Violation to its Argonne National Laboratory-East in Argonne, Ill., for violations of the 
laboratory's procedures designed to protect workers from unplanned radiation exposures.  

The violations concern two incidents that caused several unplanned worker contaminations. 
While the contaminations resulted in radiation exposures that were well within regulatory 
limits, the department expressed its concern that, given the lack of adherence to radiological 
work controls and the amount of radioactive material potentially available for uptake in the 
body, the exposures could have been much greater.  

The Energy Department uncovered the first event in July 1999 while performing a routine 
review of the implementation of the laboratory's nuclear safety program. This event occurred 
in June 1998 when five laboratory personnel were contaminated while inspecting equipment 
that had been in storage for many years. The investigation found that work was not being 
conducted according to laboratory radiation safety requirements even though surveys had 
identified radioactive contamination. Violations included inadequate work planning, 
inadequate work controls such as protective clothing, failure to stop work once contamination 
was identified and inadequate radiological monitoring of personnel resulting in contaminated 
personnel leaving the area without detection.  

The second event, in June of 1999, involved three workers receiving uptakes of cesium-137 
during a leak test of a sealed source of radiation. Although the source was properly stored, 
there were a number of violations of the laboratory's protocols and procedures that led to the 
contaminations. These included failure to develop a work plan, failure to conduct proper 
surveys and failure to use appropriate protective clothing.  

DOE categorized each event's violations as a Severity Level II -- on a scale of Level I (most 
serious) to Level III (least serious). Because of the safety significance of the two 
contamination events, the department would have issued a civil penalty of $110,000. 
However, since Argonne is one of the department's laboratories exempt from civil penalties 
by statute, the fine will not be imposed.  

The department determined that no mitigation of the fine would have been warranted for self-
reporting or for implementing corrective actions. To the contrary, the investigation 
determined that laboratory management was reluctant to acknowledge the serious nature of 
the concerns and treated them as a series of individual personnel errors. "Of particular 
concern to me is evidence that suggests your radiation protection staff may lack adequate 
management support to exercise their stop-work authority when circumstances warrant it," 
wrote David Michaels, DOE Assistant Secretary for Environment, Safety and Health in a 
letter to the acting laboratory director.  

A third section of the notice cited numerous examples of the laboratory's failure to control 
radioactive material. Because the laboratory is developing a systematic survey of its facilities 



to assure that all radiological materials on site are identified and controlled, DOE exercised its 
discretion to classify these issues as Severity Level III problems and not impose a penalty at 
this time.  

The Preliminary Notice of Violation becomes final in 30 days unless the violations are denied 
with sufficient justification. As a result of the preliminary notice, the laboratory is required to 
document corrective actions to prevent recurrence of similar events and expected completion 
dates of such actions. As immediate steps, the laboratory is in the process of improving its 
pre-job planning process, expanding criteria for when to perform an ALARA (as-low-as-
reasonably-achievable) radiation safety review, improving controls of sealed sources of 
radiation and improving controls and surveys of items in uncontrolled areas prior to their 
movement or release.  

The University of Chicago operates Argonne National Laboratory for the Department of 
Energy.  

The Price Anderson Act directed the Department of Energy to develop and enforce nuclear 
safety rules with its contractors. The civil penalty was issued by DOE's enforcement office 
with support from DOE's Chicago Operations Office. The Preliminary Notice of Violation 
and additional information are available via the Internet at: http://www.eh.doe.gov/enforce.  
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