
 

 

CUF30107 Cert III Media Online 
Creative Thinking / Writing 

 
 

 

 

 

 
Friday, 30 August 2013 

 
By Steve Pimblett 

 

 

 

 



PNAS Podcast interview with Nicholas Fisher 

 
Host: I’m your host, Nicholette Zeliadt, welcome to Science Sessions.  

 

A 2012 PNAS paper got media attention when it reported finding radioactivity from 

Fukushima in Pacific Bluefin tuna caught in California. This left many wondering whether 

the fish were safe to eat.  

 

Nicholas Fisher, one of the study’s co-authors and a professor of marine and atmospheric 

sciences at Stony Brook University, decided to find out.  

 

In a follow-up paper published in May, Fisher and colleagues calculated radiation doses in a 

variety of marine organisms as well as human seafood eaters. 

 

 I sat down with Fisher at the spring meeting of the American Chemical Society in New 

Orleans to discuss his findings.  

 

He begins by describing what his team found.  

 

 

Fisher: We found the Bluefin tuna, whether in Japan or California, had radioactivity well 

below the safety limits set by Japan, considerably stricter than other countries including the 

US.  

 

There are some bottom-dwelling fish in Japanese waters that do exceed safety limits, and 

might be of concern. We can measure radioactivity, using very sensitive instrumentation, but 

this doesn’t mean that there’s a likely detectable increase in cancers from these foods.   

 

 

Host: To put the findings into perspective, Fisher and colleagues reported that eating a 

typical restaurant-sized serving of Bluefin tuna with the levels of Fukushima-derived 

radioactivity that were measured in fish caught during August in California would provide 

about 5% of the dose that would be received by eating a single uncontaminated banana, 

containing naturally radioactive potassium.  

 

 

Fisher: All of our food comes from living organisms which contain potassium. Therefore all 

living organisms are radioactive in part from the potassium 40 that naturally occurs.  

 

If you consider many potassium-rich foods, like bananas, or Brazil nuts have known 

potassium 40 levels we can then compare the dose that you would get from eating a certain 

amount of contaminated Bluefin tuna, with the dose that you would get from these foods.  

 

 

Host: I asked Fisher whether this radioactivity in the fish might have other potential 

applications.  

 

 

Fisher: Many large marine predators have obvious migratory patterns, some of which are not 



well known. We believe ratios of radioisotopes of cesium can be used to observe migratory 

patterns for turtles, albatross, salmon sharks, other species of fish, including albacore and 

Bluefin tuna, and possibly whales, such as minke whales.  

 

If we can analyse Bluefin caught in California, we can determine what fraction of the Bluefin 

in California are recent migrants and which have been in California waters for years.  

 

We think that will be helpful in helping to set policies regarding management of this fishery.   

 

 

Host: Fisher says the data has revealed insights into the remarkable swimming abilities of the 

Pacific Bluefin tuna.  

 

 

Fisher: We have determined that they can get to California from Japan in as short as a month 

due to their swimming speed.  

 

Bluefin tuna must swim in order to breathe, so if they don’t swim, they die. But they’re 

swimming in a straight line so they cover a lot of territory in a short period of time. Nature is 

amazing. 

   

Host: Thanks for listening. You can find more Science Sessions podcasts at PNAS.org.  
 

http://www.pnas.org/site/podcasts/podcasts.xhtml 
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