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� In most cases we are looking 
for a needle in a haystack.
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� ATG test results are 
misunderstood.
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ask, don’t tell” policy regarding 
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TERM DEFINITION

Performance 
criterion

A requirement stated in regulations that specifies the size leak that must be reliably 
detected. For example, rules state that a monthly ATG test must be able to detect a leak 
rate of 0.2 gallons per hour (gph) with a probability of detection of at least 95% and a 
probability of false alarm of no more than 5%.

Probability of 
detection

The odds of detecting a leak of a given size when a test is conducted. A probability of 
detection of 95% for a leak rate of 0.2 gph means that if I were to test 100 tanks, each 
of which was leaking at exactly 0.2 gph, I would correctly identify 95 of these tanks as 
leakers and incorrectly pass 5 of the tanks as “tight.” The probability of detection is tied 
to a specified leak rate. If a leak of greater than 0.2 gph is present, the probability of 
detecting the leak will be greater than 95%. If a leak of less than 0.2 gph is present, the 
probability of detecting the leak will be less than 95%.

Probability of 
false alarm

The odds of failing a tank test when the tank is absolutely tight and not leaking a drop. 
The rules specify a probability of false alarm of no more than 5%. This means that if I 
were to test 100 tanks, each of which was absolutely tight, I would incorrectly fail five 
of these tanks and call them leakers. 

Threshold

The leak rate that a test method uses as the boundary between a passing and failing 
test is called the threshold leak rate. In order to be 95% sure of correctly identifying 
leaks of 0.2 gph, a test method must fail the tank when the leak rate measured during 
a test is somewhat less than the performance criterion. The threshold leak rate is typi-
cally about half the performance criterion. So an ATG monthly test with a performance 
criterion of 0.2 gph will typically have a threshold leak rate of 0.1 gph. This means that 
if the measured leak rate during a test is 0.1 gph or greater, the tank fails the test and is 
presumed to be leaking. 

TABLE 1. To understand any discussion of the effectiveness of leak detection, the terms used 
must be thoroughly understood. This table presents definitions of the terms commonly used 
when discussing leak detection in UST systems.
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