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Dirty Bombs

Because of recent terrorist events, some people have
expressed concern about the possibility of aterrorist attack
involving radioactive materids, possibly through theuse of
a“dirty bomb,” and the harmful effectsof radiation from
such an event. Thisfact sheet isto help you understand
what adirty bombisand how it may affect your health.

What is a “dirty bomb”?

A dirty bomb, or radiological dispersiondevice, isabomb
that combines conventional explosives, such asdynamite,
withradioactive materiad sin theform of powder or pellets.
Theideabehind adirty bombisto blast radioactive materia
intotheareaaround theexplosion. Thiscould possibly cause
buildingsand peopleto be exposed to radioactive materid.
Themain purpose of adirty bombistofrighten peopleand
make buildingsor land unusablefor along period of time.
TheNuclear Regulatory Commission statesthat in general
these deviceswould be unlikely to cause serious health
effects beyond those caused by the detonation of the
conventiona explosives.

What is the difference between a dirty bomb
and the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki?

The atomic explosions that occurred in Hiroshima and
Nagasaki were conventional nuclear wegponsinvolvinga
fission reaction. A dirty bomb is designed to spread
radioactive material and contaminateasmall area. It does
not includethefission products necessary to createalarge
blast likethose seenin Hiroshimaand Nagasaki.

What are the sources of the radioactive material
used in dirty bombs?

Therehasbeen alot of speculation about whereterrorists
could get radioactive materia to placeinadirty bomb. The
most harmful radioactive materialsarefound in nuclear
power plants and nuclear weapons sites. However,

increased security at thesefadilitiesmakesobtaining materids
from them more difficult. Because of the dangerousand
difficult agpectsof obtaining high-leve radioactivematerids
from anuclear facility, thereisagreater chancethat the
radioactive materia sused inadirty bombwould comefrom
low-level radioactive sources. Low-level radioactive
sourcesarefoundin hospitals, on congtruction sites, and at
food irradiation plants. The sourcesintheseareasareused
todiagnoseand treat illnesses, sterilize equipment, ingpect
welding seams, andirradiatefood to kill harmful microbes.

What are the dangers of a dirty bomb?

If low-leve radioactive sourceswereto beused, theprimary
danger from adirty bombwould betheblast itself. Gauging
how much radiation might be present isdifficult whenthe
sourceof theradiationisunknown. However, a thelevels
created by most probable sources, not enough radiation
would be present in adirty bomb to cause severeillness
from exposureto radiation.

What should people do following an explosion?
Radiation cannot be seen, smeled, felt, or tasted by humans.
Therefore, if peopleare present at the sceneof anexplosion,
they will not know whether radioactive materials were
involved at thetime of theexplosion. If peoplearenot too
severely injured by theinitid blast, they should:
Leavetheimmediateareaonfoot. Do not panic.
Do not take public or private transportation such
asbuses, subways, or carsbecauseif radioactive
meaterialswereinvolved, they may contaminate
carsor the public transportation system.
Goingdethenearest building. Stayinginsdewill
reduce peopl € sexposureto any radioactive
material that may be on dust at the scene.
Removetheir clothes as soon as possible, place
theminaplastic bag, and sedl it. Removing clothing
will remove most of the contamination caused by
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external exposureto radioactivematerials. Saving
the contaminated clothing would alow testing for
exposurewithout invasive sampling.
Take a shower or wash themselves as best they
can, including hair and under fingernails. Washing
will reducetheamount of radioactive contamination
on the body and will effectively reduce total
exposure.
Beonthelookout for information. Onceemergency
personnel can assess the scene and the damage,
they will be ableto tell peoplewhether radiation
wasinvolved.
Evenif people do not know whether radioactive materials
were present, following these smple steps can help reduce
their injury fromother chemica sthat might havebeen present
intheblast.

Will taking potassium iodide after adirty bomb
explosion help?

Potassiumiodide, a'so called K1, only protectsaperson’s
thyroid gland from exposure to one form of radiation -
radioactiveiodine. KI will not protect aperson from other
radioactivematerialsor protect other partsof thebody from
exposureto radiation. It must be taken prior to exposure
(for example, if peoplearetold by emergency officialsthat
aradioactive plumeisapproaching) or immediately after

exposureto beeffective. Sincethereisno way to know at
thetime of anincident whether radioactiveiodinewas used
inthe explosivedevice, taking KI would probably not be
beneficid. Childrenunder 14 aremodt at risk fromtheeffects
of radioactiveiodines of thethyroid gland. KI isNOT a
substitutefor evacuation. Evacuationisthe most effective
protective action in the event of aradiological emergency.
Also, dthough Kl isgenerdly safe, it can cause healthrisks
in personswith exigting thyroid conditionsand thosedlergic
toiodineor shdlfish. Taking K1 isnot recommended unless
thereisarisk of exposureto radioactiveiodine.

What should I do if radioactive materials were
involved?

Keeptelevisonsor radiostuned toloca newsnetworks. If
aradioactivemateria wasrel eased, peoplewill betoldwhere
toreport for radiation monitoring and blood teststo determine
whether they were exposed to theradiation aswell aswhat
stepsto taketo protect their health.

Questions and comments are welcomed and may be addressed to the
Bureau of Emergency Preparedness and Response by calling 603-271-
4496 or 800-852-3345 x4496. For further information, refer to the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention website at www.bt.cdc.gov
or at the New Hampshire Department of Health and Humans Services
website at www.dhhs.state.nh.us.
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