
Revised June 26, 2009                                                                                                                    Self-Luminous Exit Sign Fact Sheet, page 1of 2 

Self-Luminous Exit Sign Fact Sheet 
 

For more information, contact the Risk Management Division: 
Salt Lake area: 240-4049 
All other areas: 1-800-453-3860, ext. 2-4049   
 

 
This fact sheet provides information about self-luminous exit signs: health issues, emergency response to 
incidents such as breakage and theft, and disposal. 
           
 
What is a self-luminous exit sign?  
   
A self-luminous exit sign is a non-electrical product that uses radioactive tritium gas to produce light.  
The signs contain glass tubes internally coated with phosphor and filled with tritium gas.  Tritium (H-3) is 
an isotope of hydrogen that emits low-energy beta radiation in the form of electrons.  These electrons 
excite the phosphor, causing the glass tubes to continuously emit light. 
 
Where are self-luminous exit signs used? 
 
In Church facilities, exit signs using tritium are commonly placed above doorways where there is not an 
electrical connection. 
 
What are the health risks associated with tritium? 
 
The radioactive decay product of tritium is a low energy beta particle that cannot penetrate the outer dead 
layer of human skin.  The main hazard associated with tritium is internal exposure.  However, tritium 
must be ingested in large amounts to pose a significant health risk.   
 
Tritium can enter the body by absorption through the skin or open wounds.  Tritium will also be absorbed 
into materials such as gloves, clothing, and metal.  Skin contact should be minimized to prevent 
absorption.  A minute amount of tritium is absorbed by the body when tritium gas is inhaled.   
 
What are U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) regulations for self-luminous exit signs? 
  
• You cannot abandon a self-luminous exit sign. 
• You must properly dispose of a self-luminous exit sign (see below) by transferring it to a 

manufacturer or radioactive waste broker specifically licensed by the NRC or the appropriate 
Agreement State (see http://nrc-stp.ornl.gov/asdirectory.html for a directory of Agreement 
States). 

• Any lost, stolen or broken sign(s) must be reported (see below) to the NRC or the appropriate 
Agreement State. 

• You cannot give away or sell the self-luminous exit sign to another individual, company, or 
institution unless the device is to remain in use at a particular location; for example in a 
transfer of ownership of a building. In this case, you are obligated to pass on a copy of the 
regulatory requirements to the new general licensee and you must notify the NRC or the 
appropriate Agreement State. 

• You must inform NRC or the appropriate Agreement State of a company name change or 
change of address. 

 
What should I do if a sign is broken or damaged? 
 
Most signs that are broken do not cause a release of tritium.  If a sign is excessively damaged, the tritium 
gas could be released and would dilute rapidly in the air. 
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If you suspect that tritium gas has been released from the exit sign: 
 

1. Immediately evacuate and isolate the area; do not allow entry. 
 

2. Ventilate the area to the outside. 
 

3. Individuals who may have been exposed to tritium gas should immediately shower with soap and 
water (or at least wash face and hands), change clothing (retain in a plastic bag), and drink plenty 
of fluids. 

 
4. Contact the Risk Management Division (1-866-537-7475 [LDS-RISK]). Select the option to 

speak to the Safety, Health, and Environmental group. 
 
How do I dispose of self-luminous exit signs? 
 
• It is unlawful to dispose of a self-luminous exit sign as household or commercial waste. 
• You must properly dispose of a self-luminous exit sign by transferring it to a manufacturer or 

radioactive waste broker specifically licensed by the NRC or an Agreement State.  Refer to the sign 
for manufacturer contact information or contact the Risk Management Division for information on 
Manufacturer’s return policies. 

• Within 30 days of disposing of a sign, you are required to file a report to the NRC or Agreement 
State that includes:  

o the device manufacturer’s (or distributor’s) name, model number and serial number;  
o the name, address, and license number of the person receiving the device; and  
o the date of the transfer.  

• Reports should be sent to Director, Office of Federal and State Materials and Environmental 
Management Programs, ATTN: GLTS, U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Washington, D.C. 
20555-0001 or the appropriate Agreement State. 

• Send a copy of the report to the Risk Management Division, ATTN: Safety, Health and 
Environment, 50 East North Temple St. Rm. 1606, Salt Lake City, Utah 84150-0016. 
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