
 

Japanese Tsunami of 2011 
 Radiation FAQ 

 
Experts agree radiation risk extremely low 

 
 
The March 2011 tsunami off the coast of Japan flooded the Fukushima Dai-lchi 
Nuclear Power Plant causing radiation contaminated water and debris to spill into 
the Pacific.  Oregon officials are regularly testing for radiation and to date there 
has been no data to suggest any radiation over the normal acceptable levels is in 
the sand or sea water. The consensus among scientists is that it’s highly unlikely 
that any tsunami debris from Japan is radioactive.   
 
The tsunami created debris from a large stretch of Japan’s coast, but the leak 
from the damaged reactors occurred in one place. The leak of contaminated 
water from the reactor started days to weeks after the tsunami debris had 
washed out to sea. By the time the radioactive water leak developed, the debris 
was already in the ocean, miles away from the reactor.  
 
Federal and independent scientists agree that even if minute amounts reach the 
Oregon coastline the effects will have been so diluted that even if detectable, 
they will not pose a health risk.   
 
  
Is tsunami debris or ocean sea water radioactive? 
 
There is consensus among scientist that is highly unlikely the debris from Japan 
is radioactive.  Some models suggest minute amounts of radiation may reach the 
West Coast by spring of 2014, but will be so diluted that it will be barely 
detectable and not a risk to humans or the ecosystem. 
 
 
Is Oregon testing for potential radiation? 
 
The Oregon Public Health Division’s Radiation Protection Services (RPS) 
Program monitors air on a monthly basis in Portland and Corvallis, and sand, sea 
water and drinking water on a quarterly basis on the northern, central and 
southern Oregon coast (rain water is sampled about monthly) for any higher-
than-normal levels of radiation due to the Japan tsunami and related radiation 



release. The air and precipitation data collection and analysis at Portland and 
Corvallis is done in partnership with the EPA, and the water and sand collections 
at the coast are coordinated by RPS. 
 
Has any radiation been found? 

At this time, Oregon’s monitoring data do not indicate any higher-than-normal 
levels of radiation in Oregon. Data gathered by RPS currently indicate "minimal 
detectable activity."  

Are the trace radiation levels being detected dangerous? 

The estimated overall maximum biological effect from the trace amounts of 
radiation currently detected in Oregon from the events in Japan is about 
0.000160 millirem per day. To put this into perspective, a person would need to 
be exposed to this level all day, every day for more than 100 years to equal the 
exposure from one chest X-ray. 

 

Also, if one considers the quantity of radioactive water released by Fukushima 
reactors so far to a drop of ink, then placing that droplet into a large public 
swimming pool and then trying to analyze the pool water for the quantity of ink is 
what we are trying to do.   

What happens if a higher-than-normal level of radiation is detected? 

If Oregon Public Health Division’s Radiation Protection Services (RPS) identifies 
any activity above what’s normally expected in the environment, it will collect 
additional samples from the same site (Oregon Parks and Recreation 
Department Beach Rangers collect the sand and water samples for RPS, and 
provide GPS coordinates for each sample pulled) to either confirm or discard the 
original findings. If additional samples come back as minimal detectable activity 
(MDA), then no more samples will be collected until the next regularly scheduled 
sample collection date. If RPS does confirm elevated activity, it will start a 
systematic approach and collect samples north and south of the original site to 
confirm if there is a larger area of activity. The purpose is to identify how much of 
the coastline may be involved. If RPS does confirm increased activity at any 
location, it will increase its collections to monthly or even more frequently (bi-
weekly/weekly) to ensure the safety of the citizens of Oregon. 

 
Is tsunami debris contaminated with radiation? 
 
Local authorities have field tested hundreds of items that have washed up on the 
coast and found no radioactive contamination.  In some cases, a few items were 
sent to public health laboratories for more specific testing and again, no 
radioactive contamination was found. 
 



 
Where can I view the state’s radiation monitoring data? 

 Air data: 
http://public.health.oregon.gov/HealthyEnvironments/RadiationProtection/
RadiationMonitoring/AirMonitoring/Pages/airdata.aspx 

 Water data (drinking, rain and sea): 
http://public.health.oregon.gov/HealthyEnvironments/RadiationProtection/
RadiationMonitoring/watermonitoring/Pages/waterdata.aspx 

 Sand: 
http://public.health.oregon.gov/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/RADIATIONP
ROTECTION/RADIATIONMONITORING/SANDMONITORING/Pages/inde
x.aspx 

 
Additional Information: 
 
Oregon Parks and Recreation Department 
 
http://www.oregon.gov/OPRD/PARKS/Pages/tsunami_debris.aspx#Want_more_
detail__ 
 
Oregon Public Health 
 
https://public.health.oregon.gov/HealthyEnvironments/RadiationProtection/Radiat
ionMonitoring/Pages/index.aspx 
 
Environmental Protection Agency 
 
http://www.epa.gov/japan011/ 
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