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Medical and Nonproliferation Groups Unite to Confront Dire Shortage of Medical Isotopes; 

Millions of Americans May Lose Access to Treatment & Diagnosis of Cancer, Heart Disease; 

Congress Urged to Expedite Domestic Isotope Production but Avoid Bomb-Grade Uranium  

 

WASHINGTON – An unprecedented coalition of medical and nuclear-nonproliferation experts today 

urged Congress to address a worldwide shortage of medical isotopes that threatens to impede millions 

of Americans from receiving timely diagnosis and treatment of their illnesses, including heart disease 

and cancer.  The crisis stems from last month’s unplanned and indefinite shutdown of a Canadian 

nuclear reactor that had produced at least one-third of world supply.  Reuters reported this week that 

the “shortage of medical isotopes has forced many U.S. hospitals to begin rationing scores of diagnostic 

tests.”
1
  The crisis is expected to worsen sharply this summer when a European reactor, which produces 

another third of world supply, shuts down for scheduled maintenance. 

 

In a letter to Congress today, the medical and nonproliferation experts urged funding for “expeditious 

domestic production of medical radioisotopes using low-enriched uranium (LEU), which is unsuitable for 

nuclear weapons.” 

   

American patients depend on such isotopes for nearly 20 million medical procedures each year, but the 

United States does not produce any itself, relying entirely on imports.  Complicating matters further, 

most foreign manufacturers currently produce isotopes using nuclear weapons-grade, highly enriched 

uranium (HEU) – the same material that fueled the Hiroshima atom bomb – which is controversial. 

 

In the past, some medical and nonproliferation organizations opposed each other on the isotope issue.  

Nonproliferation groups favored restricting exports of bomb-grade uranium, to compel foreign 

manufacturers to convert to use of the safer, low-enriched uranium.  Medical groups emphasized 

ensuring a steady supply of imported isotopes, by continuing export of bomb-grade uranium to the 

foreign manufacturers. 

 

Now, the two interests have united behind a common plan that addresses both concerns, by ensuring 

that a steady supply of medical isotopes is produced domestically using low-enriched uranium.  The 

groups’ letter identifies two technical options: an existing nuclear reactor at the University of Missouri, 

or innovative reactors proposed by a Virginia-based company, Babcock & Wilcox. 

 

The experts argue that their plan is both technically and economically feasible, citing a 2009 study by the 

U.S. National Academies that found “no technical reasons that adequate quantities [of isotopes] cannot 

be produced from LEU targets in the future,” and that LEU “would have a negligible impact on the cost 

of common diagnostic imaging procedures,” so that Congress should “provide temporary financial 

incentives for the production and/or purchase of LEU-based” isotopes. 

 

The groups’ letter to Congress concludes: “The only way to ensure the supply of medical isotopes to 

American patients, while reducing risks of nuclear proliferation and nuclear terrorism, is to support 

expeditious domestic production of medical isotopes using LEU.” 

 

[A copy of the letter is attached.] 

### 

                                                             
1
 Julie Steenhuysen, “U.S. hospitals rationing nuclear imaging tests,” Reuters, June 12, 2009. 
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