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A new Chernobyl debate
The hypothesis was controver-

sial-and widely publicized. Last
September the preliminary find-

ings of a U.S. study linked low-level ra-
diation from the devastating April, 1986,
fire at the Soviet Union's Chernobyl
power station to thousands of American
deaths in the summer of 1986. Accord-

ing to the findings-reported in The
Wall Street Journal, The Economist
and The Toronto Star, among other
publications-from May, 1986, through
August, an estimated 40,000 more
Americans died than during the same
period in 1985, accounting for 33.06 per
cent of the year's total. That, said the

Two.Thousand A.D.
• ...that's the year tourism is

expected to become the world's'
largest industry. And based on
current growth rates, Tourism
in Alberta could be worth
$10 billion a year by that
time. Tourism works for
Alberta!

Tourism Industry Association qf Alberta (TIAALTA)

All:rJra
TOURISM

CANADA'S WEEKLYNEWSMAGAZINE

Macl.an~
is available on

35mm microfilm and microfiche.
For information contact:

Maclean Hunter Micropublishing
4601 Yonge Street, Toronto, Ont., M2N 5L9

(416) 221-1657

6

report, was the only time in this century
when deaths in those four months
amounted to more than 33 per cent. But
scientists have been quick to dispute the
report's assertion that low-level radia-
tion from Chernobyl-previously dis-
missed as harmless- played a part in
the increase in deaths. Said U.S. bone
marrow transplant specialist Dr. Robert
Gale, who treated Soviet victims of
Chernobyl: "Unless Chernobyl un-
leashed a radiation effect different from
any other we know, this theory is ex-
ceedingly unlikely."
According to the study, coauthored by

statistician Jay Gould, a fellow of
Washington's Institute for Policy Stud-
ies, and University of Pittsburgh radiol-
ogist Ernest Sternglass, many of the
deaths attributed to known diseases
may have been hastened by airborne ra-
diation from Chernobyl. And some of
those 40,000 people, the report suggests,
may have become especially susceptible
to disease as infants when their immune
systems were attacked by low-level radi-
ation from aboveground nuclear testing
carried out between 1945 and 1963. Said
Gould, who presented the final report at
a radiation symposium in Munster,
West Germany: "If our theory is true,
we have all been tragically misled about
radiation's effects."
Members of North America's scientif-

ic community reacted to the report with
skepticism. "The increase in rates may
be an exciting occurrence," said Dr. Er-
nest Letoumeau, director of the federal
health and welfare department's bureau
of radiation and medical devices, "but
you can't make any causality with the
minute doses of radiation received in
North America from Chernobyl." Other
officials criticized the study for neglect-
ing to address other possible reasons for
the increase in deaths, such as smoking
or other carcinogens. And added Le-
tourneau: "Low-level radiation may
have an effect on the immune system-
but this is not a particularly good way
to investigate that."
In Canada, the report prompted a

parliamentary request that Health and
Welfare Canada study Canada's death
rates during the same period. Those re-
sults are not yet available, but, in the
United States, Gale said that the U.S.
study's findings were nothing more than
a statistical oddity. "Why have we not
seen 200,000 extra deaths in Europe,
where they received many times the
amount of radiation we did?" he asked.
For his part, Gould defends his contro-
versial findings. "The time has come for
scientists to take a hard look at this," he
said. But in the wake of the Chernobyl
scare, specialists are clearly treading
cautiously through public panic-and le-
gitimate concerns-about radiation.
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