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CASE REPORT  

A 46 year old man was referred to the endocrine clinic of the City Hospital (Birmingham, UK) in July 
2003 with a history of weight loss, sweating and diarrhoea. On examination, he presented clear signs 
of severe thyrotoxicosis, rapidly confirmed by laboratory tests (free T4: 93 pM/L; free T3: 30 pM/L; 
undetectable serum TSH). He was treated successfully with carbimazole during a 1 year period. He 
then presented a recurrence of hyperthyroidism at the end of therapy and was given carbimazole again. 
Once he became euthyroid, radioiodine (RI-131) treatment was planned in view of recurrent 
hyperthyroidism. December 2004 he was given 400 MBq of RI-131 (~ 11 milliCi). The nuclear 
medicine department gave him a the radionuclide instruction card highlighting the usual precautions to 
be taken. However, the card did not mention the risk of radiation detectors to be triggered. Six weeks 
later, he went to the USA for a holiday. At Orlando airport he set off the security alarm at check-in. He 
was immediately detained and strip-searched. Sniffer dogs were also called in. A prolonged period of 
interrogation ensued. Luckily, the patient was carrying the radionuclide card with him. He was finally 
released after a long delay and much embarrassment. While narrating this story in the clinic after his 
return, the patient stated that he would not have made the US journey if he had had any inkling of the 
harassment he was likely to face. 

__________________________________________________________________________  

COMMENT
Given the current political climate, airport 
authorities are keen to detect any 
radioactive material being carried aboard 
airplanes and it is therefore not surprising 
that anybody setting off radioactive alarms 
will be subjected to extensive search and 
questioning. The authors of this short 
article carried out a literature search and 
found only four similar case reports: 2 
patients arrested, trying to enter the White 
House for a public visit (1986); a bank 
vault alarm triggered by a patient who had 
undergone a Thallium stress test (1988); a 
radiation alarm set off by radioiodine (25 
days after receiving a dose of 4 milliCi of 
RI-131 for a toxic multinodular goiter) at 

the airport in Vienna (2004); and finally, 
two days after undergoing a Thallium-201 
myocardial perfusion scan, a pilot 
triggered a radiation alarm while travelling 
to Moscow (2004). 
 
Since the case of their patient, the nuclear 
medicine department in Birmingham has 
added the following statement on the 
radionuclide instruction card given to the 
patients: “airport alarms may be triggered 
for up to 12 weeks after receiving your 
therapy dose”. This obviously rare and 
unfortunate side event after RI-131 therapy 
is a good lesson for all of us.  
(Daniel Glinoer, M.D.; Ph.D.) 
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