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Folks,
 
Please see my attached comments on the recent media story of the Pu-239 exceedance at Hunters
Point.
 
Phil Rutherford Consulting
Mobile:  +1 818-912-1501
email@philrutherford.com
www.philrutherford.com
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Plutonium-239 Airborne Exceedance at Hunters Point Naval Shipyard, Parcel C 


On October 30, 2025, the San Francisco Chronicle reported airborne Pu-239 exceedance at twice 
the Action Level at the Former Hunters Point Naval Shipyard Parcel C. 


The response by the San Francisco Department of Public Health (SFDPH) appears to be a storm in a 
teacup. An 11-month delay in notifying the SFDPH of the airborne Pu-239 exceedance is 
unacceptable. Even accounting for the added time to request lab recounts and validation of the 
original result, it should not take so long. Note that the Parcel C air data for November 2024 is still 
not posted to the Navy’s Hunters Point website. 


No data is publicly available to assess the validity of the Pu-239 measurement. However, assuming 
that the data is valid, let’s look at the numbers. 


The Nuclear Regulatory Commission’s 10 CFR 20 Appendix B Table 2 Column 1 gives the permitted 
airborne effluent concentration for Pu-239 as 2 x 10-14 microcuries per milliliter (µCi/mL). This is the 
airborne concentration that if breathed continuously for a full year by a member of the public would 
give a 50 millirem (mrem) exposure. However, the NAVY’s Action Level is based on the EPA’s 
NESHAPs Subpart I limit for federal facilities of 10 mrem/y. Ratioing the NRC’s effluent limit by 5 
would result in an Action Level of 4 x 10-15 µCi/mL. 


The air samples are taken over a 24-hour (one day) duration. The frequency of air sampling during 
invasive earth-moving operations is approximately one week. Assuming that the prior and 
subsequent Pu-239 concentrations were nominal, we can estimate upper and lower potential 
exposures to someone breathing the Pu-239. 


Assuming the elevated concentration lasted for one day, the lower estimated exposure would be … 
 2 x 10 / 365 = 0.055 mrem 


Assuming the elevated concentration lasted for the full 2 weeks, between prior and subsequent 
sampling events, the upper estimated exposure would be … 
 2 x 10 /26 = 0.77 mrem 


BEIR VII (2007) gives the cancer risk of 1 mrem to be approximately 10-6.  Therefore the range of 
possible exposures from the Pu-239 at twice the Action Level would be … 


• less than the EPA’s Superfund 10-6 de minimus risk level 
• less than the NRC’s annual dose limit for members of the public of 100 mrem 
• less than the EPA’s annual NESHAPs Subpart I limit of 10 mrem 
• less than the approximate average annual U.S. background of 300 mrem 


In summary, the City of San Francisco is right to be “concerned by the failure to provide timely 
notification” but should not be “concerned by the magnitude of the exceedance.”  
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Plutonium-239 Airborne Exceedance at Hunters Point Naval Shipyard, Parcel C


On October 30, 2025, the San Francisco Chronicle reported airborne Pu-239 exceedance at twice the Action Level at the Former Hunters Point Naval Shipyard Parcel C.


The response by the San Francisco Department of Public Health (SFDPH) appears to be a storm in a teacup. An 11-month delay in notifying the SFDPH of the airborne Pu-239 exceedance is unacceptable. Even accounting for the added time to request lab recounts and validation of the original result, it should not take so long. Note that the Parcel C air data for November 2024 is still not posted to the Navy’s Hunters Point website.


No data is publicly available to assess the validity of the Pu-239 measurement. However, assuming that the data is valid, let’s look at the numbers.


The Nuclear Regulatory Commission’s 10 CFR 20 Appendix B Table 2 Column 1 gives the permitted airborne effluent concentration for Pu-239 as 2 x 10-14 microcuries per milliliter (mCi/mL). This is the airborne concentration that if breathed continuously for a full year by a member of the public would give a 50 millirem (mrem) exposure. However, the NAVY’s Action Level is based on the EPA’s NESHAPs Subpart I limit for federal facilities of 10 mrem/y. Ratioing the NRC’s effluent limit by 5 would result in an Action Level of 4 x 10-15 mCi/mL.


The air samples are taken over a 24-hour (one day) duration. The frequency of air sampling during invasive earth-moving operations is approximately one week. Assuming that the prior and subsequent Pu-239 concentrations were nominal, we can estimate upper and lower potential exposures to someone breathing the Pu-239.


Assuming the elevated concentration lasted for one day, the lower estimated exposure would be …
	2 x 10 / 365 = 0.055 mrem


Assuming the elevated concentration lasted for the full 2 weeks, between prior and subsequent sampling events, the upper estimated exposure would be …
	2 x 10 /26 = 0.77 mrem


BEIR VII (2007) gives the cancer risk of 1 mrem to be approximately 10-6.  Therefore the range of possible exposures from the Pu-239 at twice the Action Level would be …


· less than the EPA’s Superfund 10-6 de minimus risk level


· less than the NRC’s annual dose limit for members of the public of 100 mrem


· less than the EPA’s annual NESHAPs Subpart I limit of 10 mrem


· less than the approximate average annual U.S. background of 300 mrem


In summary, the City of San Francisco is right to be “concerned by the failure to provide timely notification” but should not be “concerned by the magnitude of the exceedance.” 
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