
Nuclear Partners
by Louise Potterton

 James Butler, Deputy Director-General of the 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), talks 
about the importance of nuclear techniques in 
agricultural and livestock production.

Question: When we look at the global food crisis, how important is 
the contribution from nuclear science?

James Butler: It is very important in the medium and long term. When 
we stabilise food production and we are able to move from the immediate 
needs to the next level, then we will see the impact. It could be the improved 
seed, or the plant that has been developed that has genetic resistance to 
insects or salt conditions. Or it could be techniques that allow animals to 
be utilised in production practices in Africa, for example – the tsetse fly has 
been reduced in number through sterilization technique, allowing animals 
to be utilised in previously hostile areas. There are many uses of nuclear tech-
nology that will have a medium and long term impact on agriculture and 
livestock production.

Q: I understand that you have applied these technologies in your 
field of work. Can you tell me about this experience?

JB: I am from the US and have spent most of my career in production agri-
culture. In my youth the screw worm was very prevalent in the US, Mexico 
and Central America. One of the earliest uses of technology was the steriliza-
tion of the fly. As I increased in age and went through the distribution of ster-
ile flies, the cases of screw worms we were dealing with in our own ranching 
operation decreased significantly and then were removed all together.

This is a success model often cited as a proper use of technology in agricul-
ture and livestock production.

Q: According to UN Secretary General Ban-Ki Moon, to meet glo-
bal food demand production will have to increase by 50 per cent by 
2030. Is this realistic?

JB: Yes it is. We have the crops; we can utilize some improved varieties, 
improve yields, and reduce losses during the production phase. If we increase 
production by 1-2 per cent a year we can raise production to meet this chal-
lenge.

Q: Do we need to invest more in science and technology?

JB: Yes. International financial institutions and individual country donors 
have stated that they are willing to invest in agriculture and many of the 
needs are medium and long term, and I do believe that this is where the col-
laboration with the IAEA applying nuclear techniques will have benefits into 
the future.
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An example of this work is the eradication of 
Medflies from the Patagonia region of Argentina, 
which represents the culmination of ten years of 
technical support provided by the IAEA and FAO. 
Crucially, this achievement—which was officially 
recognized by the USA—will allow Patagonia 
to export fresh fruits and vegetables to the USA 
without any quarantine treatments, represent-
ing annual savings of millions of dollars.

Food Safety
Food and feed products (and the water used for 
their production, processing and preparation) 
are likely vectors of many microbiological, (bio)
chemical and environmental hazards.

The Joint FAO/IAEA Division promotes the estab-
lishment of food control and quality assurance 
systems compatible with international stand-
ards, with a focus on Codex food standards and 
the reduction of the incidence of food trade 
detentions and rejections from contaminants 
and residue violations.

Conclusion
Nuclear and isotopic techniques can help 
address the issues of food security and safety 
facing the world today. They are economically 
sound and highly competitive in relation to non-
nuclear technologies and can be used to achieve 
a better understanding of and adaptation to new 
challenges in agriculture.

The Joint FAO/IAEA Division provides an inte-
grated approach to address these challenges 
throughout the food chain. At a time when 
soaring food prices, combined with popula-
tion growth and continued stress on the envi-
ronment due to climate change, is becoming a 
problem for millions of people in the world, it 
is time to make the necessary investments that 
will ensure the sustainable production of food 
for generations to come, so that crisis such as the 
present one will never happen again.	                  
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