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Technicalities, Material.

The conference chairman was Burt Bennett, recently retired director of RERF in Hiroshima, who handled this difficult job fairly and competently. According to the List of Participants, 284 persons (mostly scientists and politicians) from 53 countries, nominated by their governments, and various representatives and observers from about 20 governmental and non-governmental international organizations, observers, journalists, etc. attended.  In fact, the number was less.  Proceedings of the conference presentations as well as of the discussions will be soon published by IAEA.

No comprehensive single document containing all information presented was available, but several documents summarizing various aspects. The best summary was a 51-page booklet “Chernobyl Legacy: Health, Environmental and Socioeconomic Aspects, and Recommendations to the Governments of Belarus, the Russian Federation and Ukraine”, by the Chernobyl Forum, IAEA/PI/A.87/05-28601 (available at

 http://www.iaea.org/NewsCenter/Focus/Chernobyl/index.shtml ).

Other sources of material distributed to the participant included: 

· Health Effects of the Chernobyl Accident and special  Health Care Programmes, WHO Working Draft July 26, 2005 (164 p.)

· Environmental Consequences of the Chernobyl Accident  and their Remediation: Twenty Years of Experience (Report of the UN Chernobyl Forum Expert Group Environment, August 2005, 246 p.), 

- Human Consequences of the Chernobyl Nuclear Accident: A Strategy for Recovery (A Report Commissioned by UNDP with support of UN-OCHA and WHO, 6 Feb. 2002, 73 p.)

· V. Ivanov et al., Medical Radiological Consequences of the Chernobyl Catastrophe in Russia (ISBN 5-02-026218-8, 387p., Nauka St. Petersburg 2004), 

· various IAEA/WHO/UNDP Press Releases of Sept. 5, etc., and reports by individual organizations such as the international aid project CORE, and the French-German IRSN/GRS “initiative for Chernobyl”.

Presentations and Impressions.
The program consisted of

· formal statements by high UN officials (IAEA, WHO, UNDP) and government representatives from the three countries involved.  It was announced that, after the Ten-Years-After Conference in Vienna in 1996, there would be a 20-y-after follow-up Conference in Kiev next year.  A profound summary report will be published then.

· Summaries of the observed effects regarding health, environment and society by IAEA, WHO and UNDP followed. Among other topics I noticed differences in terminology. The politically and commercially involved parties preferred expressions like tragedy, disaster or catastrophy, while the scientists chose the more adequate “accident”.Even “incident” was mentioned once.

· The following parts of the conference were devoted to the recommendations of the Chernobyl Forum on the Environmental and Health Issue, and the crucial topic “The Way Forward” about such topics as public information policies, reviving and enhancing self-reliance, etc.

Unfortunately, overshadowed by the tight sequence of “official” presentations, there was not much time for discussions. Those turned on, as far as possible under the restrictions, were rather lively. For example, some ex-USSR researchers complained about being replaced by more objective Western specialists.  Even Greenpeace had a chance to utter well-known demands for unlimited further studies.  As usual, most of the serious studies culminated equally in the demand for further well funded follow-up studies.

Important was the general consensus that the radiation damage was much less than widely expected in the past.  Obvious public health problems, not only in the Chernobyl fallout regions, but in unaffected regions of the former USSR as well (there are almost 5 years of life expectancy reduction among males, etc.) are definitely not related to radiation, but to tobacco and alcohol consumption, unhealthy nutrition and other aspects of the socioeconomic impact and mentality. As the UNDP representative stated, there is a “culture of dependency and depression not related to radiation,” and the solution to the problems is “promoting a healthier lifestyle, economic initiatives, and more community self-reliance.”  In this environment, speculations about eventual minor radiation effects on cardiovusculare diseases, cataract formation, limited intelligence etc. (F. Mettler) appear to be less than convincing, even if a few other epidemiologists may subscribe to such lines of thought.

The World Bank representative mentioned that support to the local governments largely evaporated, and even support on the community level provided much less than what could have been expected.  More self-reliance, seed money for new businesses etc. would bring some of the desirable results.  Also improving energy efficiency, quality assurance for locally produced goods, and other measures along such lines could help to improve the current situation.  The regular transfer of “Chernobyl children” to Western Europe, although desirable by providing an interesting vacation and insights into other lifestyles for the children, could also lead to the wrong impression that there are any radiological effects to be remedied.

Health Effects of the Accident.
In the wide response to this conference in the world press, up to the distinguished level of SCIENCE, there was an obvious confusion between facts and fiction. Strange numbers of potential future casualties have been circulated, in some cases with a three-digit precision between 3.940 (FAZ) and 8.250 (E. Cardis in Vienna), thus suggesting scientific precision. In other articles it was just something like “4.000 died from the Chernobyl accident” and such numbers were already considered a substantial reduction compared to the 10.000-100.000 which had been circulated before in the media (e.g. FAZ Sept.5, p.36; The Shrunken Atom-GAU). 
As was mentioned in the discussions in Vienna: “The borderline between Chernobyl and other public health hazards is kept ‘nuclear’ by governmental authorities.”

As such numbers are of some basic importance for the acceptance of radiation uses and nuclear energy, they deserve some attention (and I remember having been attacked because of my “much too low” figures, long ago, even within the German Nuclear Society). But now it is official. As Burt Bennett said in Vienna (and he repeated it for clear understanding): “There are a lot of health problems, but NOT related to radiation in this area. This accident was a low-dose event, involving radiation doses comparable to fluctuation in the higher natural level areas. Harms are caused by tobacco, alcohol, unhealthy nutrition, etc. Social and economic problems prevail…” 
It was also pointed out several times in the discussion that data from the RERF nuclear bomb survivor study could NOT be extrapolated to the Chernobyl health effects because of the much higher radiation levels there, the combined gamma-neutron, high dose rate, and otherwise completely incomparable radiation effects.

In conclusion, as A. Gonzales (former director of Radiation Protection Division of IAEA, who directed the first large IAEA Chernobyl Effects Study) emphasized,, we have to distinguish between the hard facts on the one hand, and some hypothetical fiction on the other hand.  To quote from the document (first in the list above, p. 10): 28 persons died in 1986 of acute radiation syndrome in 1986 and 19 from other causes in later years, 9 children died from thyroid cancer…”  A. Gonzales also mentioned the “tricky-up-in-the-air-numbers” in the 4.000-8.000 range, representing highly speculative upper limit estimates for the whole lifetime of the population group based on the questionable LNT/Collective Dose assumption. Such numbers can by definition not be verfied, but unfortunately are also difficult to falsify.

In summary, to quote from the document above:  “Claims  have been made  that tens or even hundereds of thousands of persons have died because as a result of the accident. These claims are exaggerated… The number of deaths due to ARS in 1986 was 28 persons, and 19 more due to various other causes 1986-2004.” 

