
Potassium Iodide Tablets - FAQs 

What is Potassium Iodide? 

Potassium Iodide is a compound that is used to treat potential and actual poisonings with 
radioactive iodine, usually by Iodine radio-isotope 131, as other radioisotopes are not 
sufficiently stable to remain long enough to cause radio-active poisoning. Potassium 
Iodate has been used for many years for this purpose.  

It was used extensively following the Chernobyl disaster in the Ukraine in the 1980’s. 
During this episode large numbers of people received this drug and there were very few 
adverse effects from taking it. 

 

What Incidents does it protect against? 

When there is a major accident in a nuclear reactor, about 10% of the radioactivity 
immediately formed is in the form of radioactive iodine. If this release breaches primary 
and secondary containment on site and gets off the site and in contact with the public, it 
can cause cancer of the thyroid in later years particularly if it affects the young (those 
less than 15 years).  

The incidents that can potentially cause a release of radioactive iodine are those where 
there is a nuclear reactor within the facility. In this country that means the nuclear power 
stations and those ports where nuclear submarines are constructed or come into dock 
whilst they are powered up.  

Potassium Iodide offers no protection against other forms of radioactivity. 

 

How can people become contaminated/irradiated during an incident? 

To cause damage to someone radioactive iodine must get inside the body, so the 
possible paths of exposure include;  

1. Inhalation from a passing plume of radioactivity 

2. Eaten field grown crops, after they have been contaminated by radioactive dusts.   

3. Contaminated milk after a dairy herd eats contaminated grass. 

It can also contaminate skin and get eaten or inhaled from this source. If contaminated 
ground is disturbed it can be inhaled or eaten. 

 

How does Potassium Iodate Work? 

The thyroid gland concentrates and stores iodine within the body. If the body is deficient 
in iodine it will acquire more of the iodine that is present in the diet, if its stocks of iodine 
are high the thyroid gland will take very little of the iodine that the body takes in. 
Therefore if the thyroid gland is flooded with iodine prior to the dose of radioactive iodine 
it will not take up the radioactive iodine in the thyroid gland and it will be quickly removed 
from the body.  

To be maximally effective potassium iodate must be given within 2 hours of the 
radioactive iodine dose and preferably before the exposure to radioactive iodine begins. 



If it is given early 90% or more of the dose will be prevented. If it is delayed 6 hours then 
only 50% of the dose will be prevented. The benefit is virtually zero if there is a 24 hour 
delay between exposure and taking the tablets. 

 

What is the dosage? 

The dosages are given in the table below, they should not be exceeded. It will provide 
excellent protection for 24 hours. Normally dosages would not be repeated unless a 
significant hazard persists and only with the authority of the Medical Director of LAT NHS 
England. 

Repeat treatment is not advised for babies less than one month of age; pregnant and 
lactating women should not receive more than two treatments. 

The number depends on age as follows: 

 New-born babies - (birth to under one month) Quarter tablet - crush and dissolve 
in a small quantity of milk or juice – shake well to make sure the powder 
dissolves. 

 Young children - (one month to under three years) Half tablet - crush and mix with 
a teaspoon of jam, honey or yoghurt. 

 Older children - (three years to twelve years) One tablet - crush one tablet and 
mix with a teaspoon of e.g. jam, honey or yoghurt. 

 Adults - (including children over twelve years) Two tablets - swallow the two 
tablets with water; if this is difficult, crush as for children. 

 

What if we lose them? 

If the tablets are lost, additional supplies can be obtained by contacting BAE Systems 
Barrow 

 

Who can’t take these tablets? 

There are a number of people who can’t tolerate these tablets as they have a disease 
that may be exacerbated by them. For these people the risk from this worsening of their 
condition is more risky than the radiation dose they will potentially receive and the use of 
potassium iodate tablets is not recommended. This group are those with medically 
treated thyrotoxicosis, and those with an asymptomatic nodular goitre both these two 
groups are liable to thyrotoxicosis if treated with potassium iodate. Other 
contraindications are; known iodine hypersensitivity, dermatitis herpetiformis, 
hypocomplementaemic vasculitis and renal failure. 

  

Who is most at risk from radioactive iodine? 

Children aged 0-15 years are most at risk of adverse effects from radioactive iodine.  

Pregnant women are another recognised high risk group. 

The risks are less for young adults and are very low for those over forty years.  


