
How great is the risk
of contracting lung cancer
from radon?
The risk can be significant, depending on how high a radon
level one is exposed to and for how long, and whether or not
one smokes. Based on current knowledge, it is estimated
that in Ireland, for the population as a whole, a lifetime
exposure to radon in the home at the Reference Level of 200
Bq/m3 carries a risk of about 1 in 50 of contracting fatal lung
cancer. This is twice the risk of death in a road accident.

For people who smoke, there is growing evidence that the
risk from radon is considerably greater than this figure, and
of course adds to the lung cancer risk due to smoking itself.
For non-smokers, on the other hand, the risk from radon will
be less than the average figure for the population as a whole.

For both smokers and non-smokers, radon levels higher
than 200 Bq/m3 carry a correspondingly higher risk. For
everybody, it is recommended that long-term exposure
to radon concentrations above the Reference Level
should be avoided.

Can householders have radon
measurements carried out in their
homes?
Yes. Any householder can have a measurement carried out
by the Radiological Protection Institute of Ireland. The
result of the radon measurement is confidential.
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1. Cracks in Solid Floors

2. Construction Joints

3. Cracks in Walls below
Ground Level

4. Gaps in Suspended Floors

5. Cracks In Walls

6. Gaps around Service Pipes

7. Cavities in Walls

What is it?
What harm can it do?

What can be done about it?

if the radon concentration in a
building is high, can anything be
done to reduce it?
Yes. Techniques exist which enable a high radon
concentration in a building to be reduced. The Department of
the Environment has published a guide called "Radon in
Buildings", which gives information to building designers and
householders about measures they can take to reduce high
radon levels. This booklet (price £5) is available from ENFO,
The Environmental Information Service, 17 St. Andrew Street,
Dublin 2 (Tel: 01 679 3144, Fax: 01 679 5204).
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What is radon?
Radon is a naturally occurring radioactive gas. It is
colourless, odourless and can only be measured with
special equipment. It is formed in the ground by the
radioactive decay of uranium, which is present in small
quantities in rocks and soils. Because it is a gas, radon can
move freely through soil enabling it to enter the
atmosphere or seep into buildings. Radon which surfaces
in the open air is quickly diluted to harmless
concentrations, but when it enters an enclosed space it can
sometimes build up to unacceptably high concentrations.

How does radon
get into buildings?
Radon from the ground gets into buildings mainly through
cracks in floors or gaps around pipes or cables. Minor
amounts may also come from building materials and
domestic water and gas supplies.

What is the significance
of exposure to radon?
Once radon enters a house it quickly decays to produce
radioactive particles, some of which remain suspended in
the air. When inhaled, these particles can be deposited in
the airways and attach themselves to lung tissue. These
then give a radiation dose which may eventually lead to
lung cancer.

Does radon represent a large
proportion of the radiation dose
which Irish people receive?
Yes. It is estimated that more than half of the radiation dose
received by the average person in Ireland is due to radon.
Most of the remainder comes from other forms of natural
radioactivity, such as that present in all soils, building
materials and foodstuffs, and from medical exposures. Less
than 1% of our radiation exposure comes from the testing of
nuclear weapons in the atmosphere, which took place in the
1950s and 1960s, and from emissions from civil nuclear
installations abroad.

Does everybody receive the same
radiation dose from radon?
Mo. For the majority of people, the radiation dose they
receive from radon need not be a cause for concern. For a
small percentage of the population, however, long-term
exposure to the level of radon in their homes can cause a
significant health risk.

Can the radon concentration
in a house be measured?
Yes. It can be measured quite simply by placing a small
testing device in the house for a period of time. Because
radon levels in a building can vary considerably from day to
day due to changes in weather conditions, ventilation rates,
etc., it is generally considered that this period should not be
less than three months.

In what units is radon
concentration measured?
Radon concentration is measured in becquerels per cubic
metre of air (Bq/m3). The becquerel is a unit o f
radioactivity and corresponds to one radioactive
disintegration per second.

What level of radon in a house
should give cause for concern?
The Reference Level for long-term exposure to radon in a
house, above which the need for remedial action should be
considered, is 200 Bq/m3. Other countries have adopted
similar Reference Levels. A Reference Level is not, of
course, a rigid boundary between safety and danger. It
represents merely a guideline level at which one should
consider taking action to reduce the radon concentration.
The highest concentration found so far in a house in
Ireland is more than 20 times the Reference Level.

Are high radon levels found in
buildings other than houses?
Yes. As people generally spend more time in their homes
than in any other building, houses are considered the
most important type of building in which to measure and,
where necessary, reduce radon levels. However, people
can also receive a significant radiation dose from radon in
other buildings, and therefore, it is also important to
check radon levels in workplaces, Including schools.
Please contact the RPII for further information on radon
measurements in the workplace.


