
FAO AND ATOMIC ENERGY 
(Th is ar t ic le has been contr ibuted at our request by the Publ ic Information 
Service of the Food and Agr icu l ture Organizat ion. A relat ionship agreement 

between FAO and IAEA came into effect in November 1958) 

The Food and Agricul ture Organization of the 
United Nations was specifically mentioned in a r e 
solution adopted in 1954 by the United Nations General 
Assembly which s t r e s sed the " importance and urgency 
of international co-operat ion in developing and ex
panding the peaceful u se s of atomic energy to a s s i s t 
in lifting the burdens of hunger, poverty and d i sease" 
throughout the world. 

It was natural that FAO should be one of the spe
cial ised agencies to be so mentioned because of the 
immense benefits to be derived by agr icul ture from 
var ious uses of atomic energy, especial ly through the 
use of radiat ion and radioisotopes . Radiation, for 
example, p romise s new methods of process ing and 
p rese rv ing food and other agr icul tura l products . 
Equally important is i ts ability to induce mutat ions, 
a proper ty which can be put to use in breeding im
proved va r i e t i e s of plants . 

Then there a r e the radioisotopes which a r e of 
unique value as a r e s e a r c h tool, enabling an invest i 
gator to achieve r e s u l t s that a re not obtainable in any 
other way, and to do so with g rea t e r prec is ion and 
speed and at l e s s cost than by other methods. Al
ready they have been effectively used in s tudies of 
soil ferti l i ty, crop nutrit ion, physiology and p ro tec -
ion, pest control , l ivestock physiology and pathology, 
ocean and inland water productivity, and animal and 
human nutrition - to name a few of the fields of in
t e r e s t to FAO. Such studies a re leadingto improved 
methods of production and process ing of food and 
other agr icul tura l products . 

During the past six y e a r s FAO has become more 
and m o r e deeply engaged in work concerned with 
atomic energy, although it was not until 1957 that the 
Organization finally established an Atomic Energy 
Branch. And it was m o r e than a yea r l a te r , in 
November 1958, that the re la t ionship agreement be 
tween FAO and the International Atomic Energy Agency 
became effective. 

The new forces and new tools which have become 
available for use in the fight against poverty, d i sease 
and malnutr i t ion can be of the grea tes t a ss i s t ance in 
FAO's work in near ly all phases of the production, 
s torage and distr ibution of food and other agr icu l tura l 
products . The Organization i s therefore called upon 
to promote their use to improve the s tandards of 
feeding, clothing and housing throughout the world. 

That is one side of FAO's work in re la t ion to 
atomic energy. The other is concerned with com
bating contamination. Widespread use of atomic 
energy for the production of industr ia l power and 
other purposes opens up the possibili ty of radioact ive 

contamination of the environment. This r a i s e s con
siderable problems for food and agr icul ture , so that 
FAO also has a responsibil i ty for ass is t ing Govern
ments in safeguarding their food and food-producing 
r e s o u r c e s from such contamination. 

Spread of Knowledge 

FAO is essential ly concerned with fosteringwider 
knowledge of the many contributions that atomic 
science can make to agr icul ture , forestry, f isheries 
and nutrition. It is a lso concerned in ass is t ing 
governments to establish sound p rog rammes for ap
plying atomic science in food and agr icul ture . 

One way of spreading such knowledge i s through 
the publication of documents and r epo r t s . For ex
ample, FAO presented a repor t on "The Uses of 
Atomic Energy in Food and Agricul ture" at the Inter
national Conference on the Peaceful Uses of Atomic 
Energy held in Geneva in August 1955. This repor t 
surveyed in broad outline the applications of atomic 
energy in agr icul ture . Again, in 1958, FAOpublished 
a paper entitled "The Potential Contribution of Atomic 
Energy to Development in Agricul ture and Related 
Indust r ies" . This provided a cr i t ical review of the 
significance of atomic energy for food and agr icu l 
ture . It was intended to provide a bas i s for policy 
decisions to be taken by governments , especially 
in those countr ies which have only limited experience 
of atomic energy m a t t e r s . 

Meetings and Seminars 

Another way in which FAO is able to spread know
ledge of atomic energy i s through intergovernmental 
and other technical meet ings and training seminar s . 

One of the ear l ies t of FAO's actions in this respect 
was to establ ish in 1956 the European Contact Group 
on the Uses of Isotopes and Radiation in Agricultural 
Research . This body has pressed FAO to intensify 
action in such specific fields as the use of isotopes 
in soil fertility and livestock nutrit ion, a request 
which has been met by organizing technical meetings 
and s emina r s as well as by publishing technical in
formation. 

Another big step forward in Europe was the first 
intergovernmental Conference on the Use of Ionizing 
Radiations for Food Preserva t ion . It was convened 
by FAO in November 1958 and held at Harwel l , 
England. It was concerned with the fundamental 
pr inciples governing the use of radiat ion in food p ro 
cessing and methods of testing the wholesomeness of 
i r radia ted foods so that a common bas i s could be 
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A gamma radiation field for plant mutation experiments 
at the Research Establishment of the Danish Atomic 

Energy Commission (Photo: Danish A.E.C.) 

established for legislation on the production and sale 
of these foods. Another meeting, that of the Expert 
Committee on Radiochemical Methods of Analysis, 
was held in Geneva in September 1958. This was 
jointly organized with the World Health Organization. 

Again, in 1959, there were several important 
meetings organized by FAO, in some cases jointly 
with other organizations. For example, FAO co
operated with IAEA in organizing an international 
training course on radioisotope techniques in agri
cultural research. This course was held at Cornell 
University, New York, and was specifically concerned 
with the needs of research workers in agriculture, 
forestry, fisheries and nutrition. 

Another important meeting was the European 
Seminar on the Training of Agricultural Advisory 
Services on Agricultural Aspects of Environmental 
Contamination, held at Cambridge, England, in 
September 1959. It was organized in Europe because 
this is the region in which nuclear reactors are being 
most rapidly established and the purpose of the 
seminar was to direct the attention of agricultural 
authorities to the need for making adequate provisions 
to safeguard food and agriculture in the atomic age. 
The seminar informed those responsible for national 
agricultural and veterinary advisory services of the 
ways in which radioactive contamination could affect 
agriculture and the protective measures that could be 
taken. 

Later in 1959 FAO convened a meeting of an Ex
pert Committee on the Movement of Radioactive 
Materials in Food and Agriculture. This meeting 
was called because the United Nations Scientific 
Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation drew 
attention to the need for more scientific data on some 
of the problems of environmental contamination of 
food and agriculture. FAO's function in this respect 
is to bring together investigators in special commit
tees or working parties to consider or make recom
mendations regarding the type of experiments that 
should be carried out, the way they should be con
ducted and the environmental conditions that should 
be sampled. 

Co-operation with Other Agencies 

All the technical divisions of FAO have an interest 
in the peaceful uses of atomic energy so that they 
work in close liaison with the Atomic EnergyBranch. 
Further, FAO and many of the other specialised 
agencies are jointly concerned with atomic energy 
matters in certain fields. FAO, of course, works 
in close liaison with IAEA and, in addition to the co
operative action which has already been described, 
it has, for example, participated in the work of the 
IAEA Panel on Radioactive Waste Disposal into the 
Sea. Similarly, FAO participates in the work of the 
UN Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic 
Radiation and has supplied that committee with back
ground information on such subjects as the world 
distribution of calcium deficiency in soils, the sources 
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of calcium in national diets, the dietary patterns of 
various peoples, and information concerned with 
marine and fresh water biology. This latter informa
tion is needed by governments in order to reach de
cisions on the disposal of radioactive wastes at sea. 
The report giving this information was prepared in 
co-operation with WHO and UNESCO. 

Steps to Meet Increasing Demands 

In view of the increasing demand for FAO's par
ticipation in meetings, discussions and other work 
concerned with the various aspects of the uses of 
atomic energy in agriculture, fisheries, forestry and 
nutrition, the Organization is strengthening the Atomic 
Energy Branch not only by employing additional tec-
nical officers, but also by calling in more frequently 
the assistance of specialists as consultants. 

Some indication of the growing demand on FAO's 
services in this field is contained in the tentative 
programme for the coming 18 months, which includes 
the organizing and servicing of meetings on the use 
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of isotopes in agricultural research in Asia, Latin 
America, the Near East, Africa and Europe. FAO 
will also help in organizing two further meetings on 
Food Irradiation and two international meetings on 
the Food and Agricultural Aspects of Environmental 
Radioactive Contamination. Another European Sem
inar on the Training of Agricultural Advisory Ser
vices on Environmental Radioactive Contamination 
is contemplated for 1961, and a further international 
training course on radioisotope techniques in r e 
search in agriculture, fisheries, forestry and nutri
tion. 

FAO will continue to participate in the various 
joint activities of its sister agencies as well as in 
the work of the UN Scientific Committee on the Effects 
of Atomic Radiation. The Organization will also 
provide information, advice and assistance to govern
ments, award fellowships for training and research 
in specific fields, and continue to assemble and r e 
view technical information for publication, including 
new volumes in the series on atomic energy in food 
and agriculture. 
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