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Fukushima children test positive for 
internal radiation exposure
Traces of caesium-134 and 137 isotopes found in urine tests on 
10 children in city near stricken nuclear power pant

Justin McCurry in Tokyo
guardian.co.uk, Thursday 30 June 2011 15.47 BST
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Demonstrators pass the headquarters of Tokyo Electric Power Co, the operator of tsunami-hit Fukushima Daiichi 
nuclear plant, during an anti-nuclear power protest in Tokyo on Thursday. Photograph: Shizuo Kambayashi/AP

Trace amounts of radioactive substances have been found in urine samples taken from 
children from Fukushima city, raising concerns that residents have been exposed 
internally to radiation from the stricken nuclear power plant 37 miles (60km) away.

Tests were conducted in May on 10 children, aged between 6 and 16, by a Japanese civic 
group and Acro, a French body that measures radioactivity. All 10 tested positive for tiny 
amounts of caesium-134 and caesium-137.

The chief cabinet secretary, Yukio Edano, said he was concerned by the findings and the 
government would thoroughly examine the results.

The Fukushima network to save children from radiation said it was certain the readings 
were due to radiation leaks from the power plant, where workers are still struggling to 
stabilise reactors that suffered core meltdowns after the 11 March earthquake and 
tsunami.

Acro's president, David Boilley, said the results suggested a strong likelihood that 
children living in or near Fukushima city had been exposed to radiation internally.

According to the survey, 1.13 becquerels of caesium-134 per litre of urine were found in 
an eight-year-old girl – the highest reading for that isotope. The highest reading for 
caesium-137 – 1.30 becquerels – came from a seven-year-old boy, Kyodo news agency 
said.

Richard Wakeford, an expert in radiation exposure at the Dalton Institute in 
Manchester, said he was not surprised that caesium had been found in Fukushima city 
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residents, given the distance and direction the radiation plume had travelled. "What 
we're seeing here is residual caesium that will be around for quite a while," he said.

"But, given the circumstances, the levels quoted in the survey are not particularly 
alarming."

Wakeford said ingestion could be prevented by avoiding contaminated food and milk, 
but added that produce contaminated at levels acceptable to the government would 
inevitably go on sale.

The discovery came days after health authorities in Fukushima began checking internal 
radiation doses among all 2 million of the prefecture's residents, a 30-year project that 
will cost an estimated 100bn yen (£777m).

In separate tests, radioactive caesium and iodine were found in the urine of 15 residents 
from two towns located 19 to 25 miles from the Fukushima Daiichi plant. While none 
had exceeded the maximum allowable dose of 20 millisieverts a year, experts voiced 
concern over the presence of caesium-137, a byproduct of nuclear fission with a half-life 
of 30 years.

"This won't be a problem if they don't eat vegetables or other contaminated products," 
Nanao Kamada, professor emeritus of radiation biology at Hiroshima University, told 
reporters. "But it will be difficult for people to continue living in these areas."

From September tens of thousands of children living in Fukushima city are to be given 
dosimeters to measure their exposure to atmospheric radiation. Environmental groups 
have called for pregnant women and children to be evacuated from the city. Children are 
thought to be at greatest risk because they have more time to develop thyroid and other 
cancers.

"At least parts of the population that are sensitive need to be evacuated, and the 
remaining people who decide to stay for various reasons need to be given proper 
support and information," said Jan Beranek, head of Greenpeace's energy campaign.

Wakeford said: "I wouldn't say immediate evacuation is required because this is not a 
sudden burst of radiation. It's long-term, protracted exposure. The Japanese 
government's biggest problem is deciding on what kind of external levels of exposure are 
acceptable once the crisis has moved out of the emergency phase."
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