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A recent incident involving radioactive contamination has reignited concerns over the safety of transporting
hazardous materials across international supply chains. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) detected

the radioactive isotope Caesium-137 in shipments of frozen shrimp and cloves imported from Indonesia. These
findings triggered emergency recalls, decontamination efforts, and a broader investigation into the origins of the
contamination.

Multinational retailer Walmart was among those affected, recalling frozen shrimp sourced from Indonesian
facilities. The contamination was traced to an industrial area near Jakarta, prompting resident relocations and
environmental cleanups.

Tracing the Source: A Cross-Border Hazard

The FDA first identified Caesium-137 in shrimp shipments in August, followed by cloves in September. The
contaminated products originated from two major Indonesian exporters, now barred from U.S. markets until they
demonstrate corrective actions.

Investigations revealed that the contamination stemmed from zinc concentrate cargo, a form of hazardous
material, originating in the Philippines. This cargo, containing elevated levels of Caesium-137, was stored near
food products in Indonesia, leading to cross-contamination. Indonesia’s Nuclear Energy Regulatory Agency
(Bapeten) intercepted nine containers of the radioactive zinc at Tanjung Priok Port and ordered their
repatriation to Manila.

The zinc was traced to a Chinese-owned trading firm in Bulacan, Philippines. The Philippine Nuclear Research

Institute (PNRI) confirmed Caesium-137 contamination outside warehouses linked to the firm. However,
inspection teams were denied access to the facilities, which reportedly source zinc dust from steel
manufacturers such as Steel Asia and Capsco.
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Health and Environmental Risks

Caesium-137 is commonly used in medical radiotherapy and industrial gauges. Exposure to high doses can
cause burns, acute radiation sickness, and even death. Long-term exposure increases cancer risk due to its
potent gamma radiation.

Environmental consequences include:
e Soil, water, and air contamination, with radioactive isotopes entering the food chain.

e Persistent ecological damage, as seen with Cesium-137 residues from the Chernobyl disaster still
detectable in the Baltic Sea.

e Marine hazards, especially from nuclear waste transported by sea, threatening coastal ecosystems and
industries reliant on fishing and tourism.

Trade Implications

The trade implications can be significant. The discovery of radioactive contamination can lead to immediate
product recalls and cause consumers to lose confidence in entire supply chains.

Different countries may have varying regulations on transporting radioactive materials, which can create costly
compliance challenges, delays, and logistical bottlenecks for global trade.

Companies involved in incidents can suffer severe reputational damage, leading to a loss of public trust and
business.

Governments may prevent or restrict the transport of radioactive materials through their territories, affecting
global logistics and impacting shipments destinated for other countries.

Heightened security measures at borders, including radiation detection systems, add to the cost and complexity
of trade.

Marine law firms play a critical role in advising shipping companies on how to comply with the International
Maritime Dangerous Goods (IMDG) Code and national regulations.
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The UK’s Approach to Radioactive Cargo

In the United Kingdom, the transportation of radioactive materials is governed by a comprehensive regulatory
framework designed to safeguard public health and the environment. Radioactive substances, classified under
Class 7 of the Dangerous Goods categories, are used in medicine, manufacturing, power generation, and
research.

Key regulatory bodies include:

o Office for Nuclear Regulation (ONR): Oversees nuclear safety and transport operations.

e Department for Transport (DfT): Develops and enforces transport regulations for dangerous goods.

e International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA): Sets global standards for packaging, labelling, and
emergency preparedness.

To mitigate risks, the UK employs advanced packaging designs that shield against radiation leaks, real-time
monitoring systems to track shipments, and rigorous training for personnel. Emergency response plans are
coordinated with local authorities and first responders to ensure swift action in case of accidents.

P&l Protocol for transporting radioactive cargo

The P&l protocol for radioactive cargo depends on the specific regulations of the International Maritime
Dangerous Goods (IMDG) Code.

The members Shipowners must seek approval from their P&l Club before shipping radioactive cargo, providing
precise information on the cargo.

The protocol varies based on the type of package and radioactivity level.
Cargo with low levels of radioactivity may be covered under standard P&l rules, provided the radioactive content
in individual consignments is consistently low. Blanket coverage is generally not available, and each consignment

must be assessed individually.

For higher level radioactive cargo not qualifying as “excepted”, the P&I Club will not provide coverage. Instead,
the shipper must secure a separate nuclear liability insurance policy with specialist insurers.

Marine legal advice is essential to navigate P&I Club requirements and ensure appropriate insurance coverage
for hazardous cargo.
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A Wake-Up Call for Global Logistics

The Caesium-137 incident serves as a stark reminder that even in tightly regulated industries, lapses can occur
with consequences that ripple across borders. As global trade becomes more interconnected, the need for

vigilance, transparency, and robust safety protocols grows ever more urgent.

Radioactive cargo may be rare, but when mishandled, it can have a devastating effect on the global supply

chain.

Get In Touch

For expert legal advice on shipping compliance, P&l Club protocols, or marine environmental law, get in touch

with LA Marine at lamarine@la-law.com today.
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