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Nuclear Safety and Securtiy Programme

IAEA Roles and Responsibilities

There have been capabilities for emer-
gency preparedness and response 
(EPR) at the IAEA since the 1980s. 
These capabilities were streamlined 
in the aftermath of the accident at 
the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in 
the former USSR in 1986. In 2005, the 
IAEA established the Incident and 
Emergency Centre (IEC) in the De-
partment of Nuclear Safety and Secu-
rity, which serves as the global focal 
point for international preparedness 
and response for nuclear and radio-
logical safety or security related inci-
dents, emergencies, threats or events 
of media interest and for coordination 
of international assistance.

The Convention on Early Notification 
of a Nuclear Accident (Early Notifica-
tion Convention) and the Convention 
on Assistance in the Case of a Nuclear 
Accident or Radiological Emergency 
(Assistance Convention) are the pri-
mary legal instruments that establish 
an international framework to facili-
tate the exchange of information and 
the prompt provision of assistance in 
the event of a nuclear or radiological 
emergency, with the aim of mitigating 
any consequences. These are supple-
mented by a number of mechanisms 
and practical arrangements estab-
lished by the Secretariat, the IAEA’s 
policy making organs and the meet-
ings of competent authorities under 
the Early Notification and Assistance 
Conventions. Together, these instru-
ments establish the IAEA emergency 
preparedness and response frame-

work for nuclear and radiological inci-
dents and emergencies.

The IAEA’s role in response to a nucle-
ar or radiological incident and emer-
gency includes: prompt notification of
the emergency to Member States and
international organizations; exchange
and/or provision of official information 
to Member States and international 
organizations; coordination of inter-
national assistance, upon request of 
the State concerned; and provision 
and/or coordination of public infor-
mation that is timely, accurate and 
appropriate. The IAEA fulfils its role 
through its Incident and Emergency 
System (IES) consisting of a 24 hour a 
day contact point and an operational 
focal point — the IEC. 

Incident and Emergency Centre 
- IEC

The IEC develops safety standards 
and guidelines relating to prepared-
ness for, and response to, nuclear or 
radiological incidents and emergen-
cies, independently of the cause, and 
technical documents and training ma-
terials for the application of those stan-
dards. The IEC also provides train-
ing and services to assist Member 
States in strengthening and maintain-
ing their regional, national, local and 
on-site response capabilities. An extra 
resource to the IAEA’s response sys-
tem is foreseen through the Response 
and Assistance Network (RANET), 
which represents a network of regis-
tered national capabilities in different 
EPR areas. Its objectives are the pro-
vision of requested international as-
sistance, the harmonization of emer-
gency assistance capabilities and the 
relevant exchange of information and 
feedback of experience.

Important components of the global 
emergency response system are the 
notification and reporting arrange-
ments and secure and reliable com-
munication systems operated around 
the clock by the IEC. States and inter-
national organizations report events 
and submit requests for assistance to 
the IAEA through the Unified System 
for Information Exchange on Incidents 
and Emergencies (USIE) web site, by 
phone or by fax. Member States (and 
a few non-Member States) have nomi-
nated competent authorities and Na-
tional Warning Points who are able to 
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At 05:46 UTC (Coordinated Universal Time) on 11 March 2011, 
an earthquake of magnitude 9.0 occurred off the east coast of 
Honshu, Japan. At 06:42 UTC, the IAEA Incident and Emer-
gency System (IES) was activated following notification to the 
IAEA Incident and Emergency Centre (IEC) of the earthquake 
and of the potential for damage at four nuclear power plants 
on the north-east coast of Japan, as well as the potential for a 
tsunami.

At 07:21 UTC on 11 March 2011, the IEC established initial 
communication with the official contact point designated by 
Japan under the Convention on Early Notification of a Nuclear 
Accident and the Convention on Assistance in the Case of a 
Nuclear Accident or Radiological Emergency, namely, the Min-
istry of Economy, Trade and Industry/Nuclear and Industrial Safety Agency (METI–NISA). The IEC verified infor-
mation on the occurrence of the earthquake and the tsunami and commenced enquiries as to the safety of nuclear 
installations and Category I, II and III radioactive sources in the affected areas of Japan.

The IEC was promptly activated, starting operation in Full Response Mode. Regular IEC staff and other IAEA 
staff members who have been trained in the IES were called into the IEC to fulfil functions in the organizational 
response structure.
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receive, convey and quickly provide 
authoritative information on incidents 
and emergencies.

Emergency Preparedness and 
Response in Member States

The responsibility for response to 
a nuclear or radiological incident or 
emergency and for the protection of 
workers, the public, property and the 
environment rests with the operating 
organization at the level of the facil-
ity concerned, and with the affected 
State at the local and national levels.

Member States are encouraged to im-
plement and apply IAEA safety stan-
dards in the area of EPR. Application 
of EPR safety standards at national 
level improves national EPR, harmo-
nizes EPR capabilities between Mem-
ber States and facilitates communi-
cation. Member States can further 
strengthen their EPR programmes by 
requesting an Emergency Prepared-
ness Review (EPREV), conducting 
national training and exercises and 
participating in international Conven-
tions exercises (ConvEx). 

The EPREV is a service provided by 
the IEC to appraise preparedness for 
nuclear and radiological emergencies 
in Member States. EPREV covers all 
aspects of the emergency prepared-
ness arrangements in a requesting
Member State. Various types of ap-
praisals are available within the 
EPREV service: the scope and depth 
are decided during discussions be-
tween the requesting Member State 
and the IEC. It can cover arrange-
ments at a specific installation (on-
site) or at local and national level.

Inter-agency Emergency 
Preparedness and Response

The established system for inter-
agency cooperation in response to ra-
diation emergencies is based on the 
central coordinating role and respon-
sibilities of the IAEA and the Inter-
Agency Committee on Radiological 
and Nuclear Emergencies (IACRNE). 
IACRNE was established following 
the Chernobyl accident and currently 
includes 17 international entities.

One of the primary functions of 
IACRNE is to maintain the Joint Ra-
diation Emergency Management Plan 
of the International Organizations 
(the Joint Plan), which identifies the 
interagency framework for the EPR, 
provides a practical mechanism for 
coordination and clarifies the roles 
and capabilities of the participating 
international organizations.

IACRNE also provides an opportu-
nity to periodically exercise response 
arrangements in a coordinated man-
ner. In particular, the IAEA prepares 
and conducts regular communication 
drills and ConvEx exercises at three 
levels of complexity, the most com-
plex being ConvEx-3 exercises, cov-
ering the response in an early phase 
of a severe nuclear emergency. The 
ConvEx-3 exercise is conducted every 
three to five years to test the response 
of States and international organiza-
tions to a severe nuclear or radiologi-

cal emergency, including information 
exchange, provision of assistance and 
coordination of public information. 
IACRNE also conducts table top ex-
ercises at its regular meetings, using 
various scenarios to review arrange-
ments in the Joint Plan.

For Further Information:
Contact: iec-information@iaea.org
See: http://iec.iaea.org

Write to:
Incident and Emergency Centre
Department of Nuclear Safety and Security
International Atomic Energy Agency
Vienna International Centre, PO Box 100
1400 Vienna, Austria 



International Atomic Energy Agency
Vienna International Centre, PO Box 100
1400 Vienna, Austria
Telephone: (+431) 2600-0, Facsimile (+431) 2600-7
www.iaea.org
E-mail: Offi cial.Mail@iaea.org
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