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Paper

“LIVING IN CONTAMINATEDAREAS”—CONSIDERATION OF
DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES

Michael Abend,1 Anne Nisbet,1 Florian Gering,1 Viktor Averin,1 Kasper Andersson,2 Thierry Schneider,1

Carmel Mothersill,1 Hajo Zeeb,1 Peter Scholz-Kreisel,1 Shunichi Yamashita,1

Christina Pölz-Viol,1 and Matthias Port1

Abstract—Following large-scale nuclear power plant accidents
such as those that occurred at Chernobyl (Ukraine) in 1986 and
Fukushima Daiichi (Japan) in 2011, large populations are living
in areas containing residual amounts of radioactivity. As a key
session of the ConRad conference, experts were invited from dif-
ferent disciplines to provide state-of-the-art information on the
topic of “living in contaminated areas.” These experts provided
their different perspectives on a range of topics including radia-
tion protection principles and dose criteria, environmental mea-
surements and dose estimation, maintaining decent living and
working conditions, evidence of health risks, and social impact
and risk communication. A short summary of these different per-
spectives is provided in this paper.
Health Phys. 119(1):2–11; 2020
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INTRODUCTION

AFTER THE accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in
1986, large parts (23.5%) of Belarus were contaminated
(~48,800 km2). Nevertheless, as a result of radioactive decay,
environmental processes, and remediation efforts, around
1.5 million people are able to live there. This paper ad-
dresses different aspects relating to living in contaminated
areas (Fig. 1). Section 1 describes the radiation protection
principles for living in contaminated areas and the applica-
tion of dose criteria for keeping exposures as low as reason-
ably achievable (ALARA). Section 2 describes an approach
for converting environmental radiation measurements into

individual dose estimates. Section 3 looks at a range of strate-
gies for maintaining decent living and working conditions in
previously contaminated areas, including protective actions to
reduce transfer of radionuclides in the food chain, other actions
to decontaminate inhabited areas, methods for involving local
stakeholders in protection decisions, and not forgetting the need
to consider the impact of low levels of radiation on biodiversity.

It is widely recognized that residual levels of radioactiv-
ity will not cause deterministic health effects in those living
in contaminated areas. Section 4 focuses on epidemiological
aspects of what is known about the induction of chronic
health effects, using studies that looked at populations living
in areas of high natural background radiation. The prerequi-
sites for carrying out epidemiological studies to determine
the exposure-effect association are also discussed.

Nuclear accidents do not only cause chronic health
problems associated with the presence of radiation, but they
can also significantly affect psychological health and well-
being. Risk communication can make a significant contribu-
tion to long-termpsychosocial support of affected populations.
These topics are covered in Section 5.

RADIOLOGICAL PROTECTION PRINCIPLES
AND THE APPLICATION OF DOSE CRITERIA

The ICRP system of radiological protection is a funda-
mental framework for dealing with any exposure situation in
a systematic and coherent manner. ICRP Publication 109
(ICRP 2009a) and ICRP Publication 111 (ICRP 2009b)
are focused on emergency and existing exposure situations
resulting from nuclear accidents and were built on the expe-
rience ofmanaging the Chernobyl accident in Europe in 1986,
but they were published before the events at Fukushima
Daiichi nuclear power plant in 2011. An ICRP Task Group
(TG93) was established in 2013 to update Publications 109
and 111 in light of the lessons learned from the management
of Fukushima and from the series of dialogue meetings orga-
nized by ICRP in cooperation with national and local
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stakeholders starting in 2011. The widely anticipated update
will be published once feedback from the public consulta-
tion, taking place in summer 2019, has been addressed.
Key elements of the new publication, relating to radiologi-
cal protection principles and the application of dose criteria,
are described in the section below.

For managing a large-scale nuclear accident, it is con-
venient to distinguish between the emergency response,
with the early and intermediate phases, and the recovery
process corresponding to the long-term phase of the acci-
dent. For the implementation of the system of radiological
protection the ICRP considers the emergency response as
an emergency exposure situation and the recovery process
as an existing exposure situation.

Radiological protection principles relevant to contami-
nated areas are justification of decisions and optimization of
protection. Justification relates to the fundamental decision
to allow people to remain in the affected areas and subse-
quently to the justification of decisions to improve the ra-
diological situation. Optimization relates to the ALARA
principle, whereby the likelihood of incurring exposures,
the number of people exposed, and the magnitude of their
individual doses should all be kept as low as reasonably
achievable (ICRP 2007). Restrictions are placed on individ-
ual exposures through the application of reference levels to
limit inequity between individuals, taking into account the
views and concerns of stakeholders. Optimization is a
step-by-step process that aims at selecting the best protec-
tive actions given the characteristics of the exposure situa-
tion (under the prevailing circumstances). Reference levels
are expressed in terms of individual effective dose (mSv) and

are tools to help identify exposures requiring more attention.
They can also be specified in measurable quantities to facilitate
their application in specific circumstances, but these derived
quantities must be realistic. Reference levels are not limits.

For protection of responders and the population during
an emergency response, the reference level should not gen-
erally exceed 100 mSv, while recognizing that higher levels
may be necessary in exceptional circumstances to save lives
and prevent further degradation of the facility leading to cat-
astrophic conditions. The initial reference levels may be ap-
plicable for a short period and should not generally exceed 1
y. Lower reference levels may be selected based on the situ-
ation in accordance with the severity of the accident.

For protection of responders after the emergency re-
sponse, the reference level should not exceed 20 mSv y−1.
For people living in long-term contaminated areas following
an emergency response, the reference level should be se-
lected within or below the Commission’s recommended
band of 1–20 mSv y−1 for existing exposure situations
(ICRP 2007), taking into account the actual distribution of
doses in the population and the tolerability of risk for the
long-lasting existing exposure situations. There is generally
no need for the reference level to exceed 10 mSv y−1. The
objective of optimization of protection is a progressive re-
duction in exposure to levels of the order of 1 mSv y−1.

ENVIRONMENTALRADIATIONMEASUREMENTS
AND INDIVIDUAL DOSE ESTIMATES

Assessing doses of individuals affected by nuclear or
radiological accidents is an important issue in emergency

Fig. 1. Structure of the key session “living in contaminated areas.”
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response. It enables the individual comparison of doses with
reference levels, allowing for identification of thosemembers
of the affected population who have received the highest ex-
posure and thus might require additional medical follow-up.
This approach thus allows for optimization of the protection
of the public and of emergency and recovery responders. In
addition, large-scale individual dose assessment can also pro-
vide a basis for epidemiological studies.

A software tool for dose reconstruction was recently
developed by the German Federal Office for Radiation Pro-
tection (Folger et al. 2018). It makes use of all kinds of
available environmental monitoring data, including gamma
dose rate, air concentration, and ground contaminationmea-
surements. Individual doses are computed based on the time
and duration of stay of the respective person within the con-
taminated areas. The output of the tool comprises individual
values for the effective dose and for the equivalent doses to
the thyroid and red bone marrow. If sufficient environmen-
tal monitoring data are available, such a dose assessment
should primarily be based on the monitoring data, as the
corresponding uncertainties of the estimated doses will typ-
ically be smaller than for any dose assessment based only
on modeling.

The dose reconstruction tool as described above is desig-
nated to be used in emergency care centers where potentially
contaminated people arrive after an emergency exposure situ-
ation. It was tested during several emergency exercises since
2017, now reaching an operational status for application in
any future emergency exposure situation.

MAINTAINING DECENT LIVING ANDWORKING
CONDITIONS IN CONTAMINATEDAREAS

Economic and social development of contaminated
areas is important to stop the exodus of local people and
to encourage others to come and live or work in these areas.
This can be achieved by providing subsidies for new hous-
ing, the creation of new jobs with competitive salaries, and
the guarantee that agricultural products will have a place in
the market and be competitively priced. There are also var-
ious protective actions that can be implemented to ensure
exposure of the affected populations is kept as low as rea-
sonably achievable; these include agricultural countermea-
sures and decontamination of inhabited areas.

Agricultural countermeasures in Belarus after the
Chernobyl accident

Agricultural countermeasures in the Republic of Belarus
were implemented extensively with the aim of reducing ra-
dionuclide transfer into food products (Averin 2012, 2009).
Reductions in soil-to-plant transferwere achieved by ploughing,
the application of lime, and increased rates of potassium fer-
tilizers to soils. Radionuclide content in animal products
was reduced by means of feed management, the application

of cesium binders, and the provision of ‘clean’ feed. Tech-
nological processing of crops or animal products (i.e., the
processing of whole milk into cream, cottage cheese, or but-
ter) was also used for reducing the radionuclide content of
the end products. Implementation of agricultural counter-
measures resulted in a reduction in collective dose from in-
gestion of contaminated food by a factor of 4–5 (Alexakhin
1993). The highest dose reduction was recorded for coun-
termeasures that lowered 137Cs concentrations in milk. In
Belarus, agricultural countermeasures were perceived posi-
tively, with clear economic advantages (increase in yields
and animal productivity) as well as social and psychological
benefits (Firsakova 1993; Alexakhin 1993).

Agricultural countermeasures are most effective when
there is a good understanding of the exposure pathways
and when they can be implemented promptly. Countermea-
sures implemented soon after the accident guarantee a high
level of effectiveness compared to those implemented later
on, when the absolute concentrations of radionuclides in
foodstuffs are lower (Firsakova 1993). The reduction of
radionuclide concentrations in farm products is caused by
natural processes (radioactive decay, cesium fixation by clay
minerals in soils) and from the application of agricultural
countermeasures. Over time, the contribution of natural pro-
cesses prevails over that achieved by the countermeasures. In
the period 1992–2010, the effectiveness of agricultural coun-
termeasures in Belarus declined to an average of 50–80%.

Experiences on reduction of external dose to inhabitants
of contaminated areas

Prior to the Chernobyl accident in 1986, it was consid-
ered highly unlikely that any plausible incident leading to
airborne dispersion of radioactive contaminants would af-
fect inhabited areas to any significant extent. Therefore, ef-
forts made to that time to investigate countermeasures that
might be implemented in case of a large contaminating inci-
dent had almost entirely focused on rural land areas and, in
particular, agriculture (Andersson 2009b). According to recent
reviews (e.g., Howard et al. 2017), the long-term ingestion and
external dose contributions received by inhabitants of areas
contaminated by the Chernobyl accident were estimated to
be about equal in magnitude, whereas the long-term external
dose contribution to the public in areas contaminated by the
Fukushima accident has been estimated to around 80–90%
and the corresponding ingestion dose only 10–20%. This is
noteworthy because Chernobyl effects on milk consumption
with radioiodine became a very important exposure factor, al-
though this exposurewas received over a short time period due
to the short physical half-life of 131I (IAEA1991). In prepared-
ness for possible future nuclear power plant accidents, it is thus
very important to be able to implement effective recovery strat-
egies for contaminated inhabited areas. The international state
of unpreparedness in this context at the time of the Chernobyl
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accident is reflected in the generally poor results of efforts in
the late 1980s to reduce external dose in the affected areas
(Anisimova et al. 1994). Throughout the 1990s, an experience
base was formed through examination of a wide range of
different countermeasures under different environmental
conditions. On this basis, the first compendium describing
important features of recovery countermeasures for contam-
inated inhabited areas in a standardized format emerged in
1995 (Roed et al. 1995) from the European Experimental
Collaboration Project No. 4. Over the following decade, this
work underwent a large further development and today con-
stitutes the backbone of the European recovery handbook
for contaminated inhabited areas (Andersson 2009b).

However, about 15 y have now gone since the latest
update of the European countermeasure compendium, and
new surface types have arisen—e.g., modern urban houses
to a great extent have glass facades, for which countermea-
sures have not been described. There are also a number of
new technical/methodological advances that should be de-
scribed for European preparedness, and the learning points
from the Fukushima accident have not been integrated.
The latter would require careful expert scrutinizing. Some
of the data are simply useless (e.g., reporting of a decontam-
ination factor [DF] of 1-10 without information on what
made the difference in effectiveness; JAEA 2015), but also
the measurement methods behind the factors should be ex-
amined carefully.

In planning for justified intervention, estimation of fac-
tors like residual dose must be enabled. For this purpose,
there are no applicable data from Fukushima on contaminant
mobility on different surfaces, as the Japanese focuswas gen-
erally on unshielded dose rate measurements (Kinase et al.
2017). Our European decision support systems thus rely
mainly on Chernobyl-related data (Andersson 2009a).

When the Russian army in 1989 attempted to decontam-
inate 93 Chernobyl-contaminated settlements (Anisimova
et al. 1994), they essentially selected a promising strategy in-
volving removal of topsoil. However, the problem was that
they did not measure the location of the contamination in
the various surfaces, and in some cases where much of the
contamination had penetrated deeply in sandy soil, a shielding
topsoil layer was effectively removed, sometimes even leading
to an increase in dose rate (Andersson 2009b). The work was
abandoned as not worthwhile, and instead people were often
permanently removed from their homes with immense per-
sonal and societal repercussions. A Danish-Russian effort in
the same area in 1995 demonstrated that practically the same
decontamination strategy could result in an overall external
dose rate reduction by a factor of about 6 if the treatmentswere
optimized in relation to a simple local contaminationmeasure-
ment strategy (Andersson 2009b). Although we have useful
tools formaking decisions onwhich countermeasure strategies
to carry out, we still very much lack formulation of optimized

measurement strategies to guide the practical countermeasure
implementation. Although the required experience exists,
there are currently no guidance recommendations available
for this. The above example shows the importance of opti-
mized practical implementation—without it, any poten-
tially promising countermeasure may for several reasons
totally fail in practice. The Fukushima accident, for in-
stance, showed only too clearly how large amounts of waste
may be generated if the surface removal is not optimized
(Connor et al. 2018).

Coping with radiological exposure in daily life following
a nuclear accident: lessons from the ETHOS and CORE
projects in Belarus

The ETHOS project and CORE program, implemented
in Belarus from 1996 to 2008, following the Chernobyl ac-
cident, highlighted the importance for the management of
the recovery phase to involve local stakeholders living in
contaminated territories for ensuring the effectiveness and
sustainability of protective actions as well as allowing them
to make informed decisions (Hériard Dubreuil et al. 1999).
These projects were developed with the support of the Be-
larusian authorities and implemented by a European Team
of experts, aiming at developing a sustainable improvement
of the living conditions of the local population (Lochard
2013). Based on the direct involvement of the local popula-
tions in their own protection, four priority areas were ad-
dressed within these projects: health surveillance, economic
and social development, radiological quality, culture and
education, and transmission of the memory. They aimed
at addressing their concerns for their daily life; i.e., man-
agement of the radiological quality of milk and meat,
management of the radiological protection of children,
and management of the radioactive waste.

The starting point of these projects was the observation
of the human dimensions of the post-accident situation. Peo-
ple affected by the accident progressively lost the confidence
in authorities, and experts and were generally confronted
with significant evolutions of their familiar environment
due to the presence of radioactivity. This situation induced
a disintegration of family and social relationships for a large
number of people and a strong concern about the future and
particularly about potential health effects for children. There
was a general feeling of helplessness and abandonment, and
some people suffered from discrimination and exclusion. All
these aspects contributed to a loss of control of daily life and
autonomy for people affected by the accident.

In this context, the traditional approach for education in
post-accidental situations was initially based on disseminat-
ing messages relying on theoretical and scientific consider-
ations. The program was established at the national level
and included of a list of restrictions and prohibitions. This
approach induced difficulties for the affected populations
to establish connections between this list and their current
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local situation. There was generally no global approach to
address their living conditions.

To overcome these difficulties, the stakeholder involve-
ment process implemented in the ETHOS and CORE pro-
jects is based on the following steps:

• Listening and learning from the villagers about their con-
cerns, difficulties, and wishes;

• Developing a shared evaluation of the local radiological
situation between experts and local professionals and
the inhabitants (co-expertise);

• Implementing actions for improving the radiological sit-
uation and the living conditions of the villagers; and

• Re-establishing links between villagers, local profes-
sionals, authorities, and experts.

This process relies largely on the development of a
practical radiological protection culture, with the aim to
provide capabilities to the local stakeholders for identifying
and coping with the presence of radioactivity in daily life
and to allow them to understand and put into perspective
the measurements produced at the local and/or regional level
(Beresford et al. 2001; Bataille et al. 2008). It also contributes
to the development of informed decision-aiding processes
and favors the evaluation and dissemination of the results
and sustainability of the protective actions implemented at
the local level (Hériard Dubreuil and Schneider 2001).

These projects developed in Belarus emphasize the key
role of the direct engagement of the local inhabitants who
are living in the affected areas to break the vicious circle
of their loss of control and exclusion. For this purpose, it
is essential to set up places of dialogue and to encourage
the experts to be at the service of local inhabitants. The devel-
opment of a “practical radiological protection culture” has to
be associated with the development of a radiation monitoring
system and a health surveillance system (Ayrault et al. 2006;
Lepicard and Hériard Dubreuil 2001). Finally, there is a key
role of authorities and radiological protection experts to en-
sure the implementation and sustainability of these systems
and the stakeholder involvement process (Jones et al. 2006).

Toward a holistic approach to protection of inhabitants
of contaminated environments: the role of
non-targeted effects

Recent moveswithin ICRP to develop an integrated ap-
proach to radiation protection of both humans and non-human
biota are focused on regulating dose to exposed populations
based on behavior, size, lifestyle, and “radiosensitivity.” Cur-
rently human and 12 reference organisms are used covering
various taxonomic groups, behaviors, and exposure scenarios;
e.g., marine, terrestrial, sediment, or airborne. However, most
biologists agree that, particularly in low dose exposure legacy
sites, the factors determining effects and outcomes are far
more complex than this simple framework suggests. The

issue is developing reliable predictors of system or ecosys-
tem health rather than relying on biomarkers that give infor-
mation about effects on individual cells, organs, or
organisms. Approaches to this include the Adverse Out-
come Pathway (AOP) developed as part of the CERAD pro-
ject in Norway, which looks at multiple levels of
organization from gene to ecosystem, building a compre-
hensive picture of effects at multiple levels of organization
in multiple species, including humans. Various camera
drone-based ecosystem evaluation techniques have been de-
veloped in other areas of environmental management.
These could be applied at legacy sites where damage to,
for example, tree canopies or river flow patterns can be used
to assess ecosystem health much like a CATorMRI scan re-
veals structural changes in individual organisms.

Another more focused approach is to look at the role of
non-targeted effects such as genomic instability (GI) and
bystander effects (BE). These mechanisms involve trans-
mission of information between different levels of organiza-
tion. In the case of BE, signals from exposed to unexposed
cells or organisms coordinate response at higher levels of
organization, permitting population responses to radiation
to be optimized. GI is more complex as it involves not only
signaling but also trans-generational transmission of genetic
or epigenetic changes and may lead to long-term adaptive
evolution. GI may also be involved in memory or legacy
effects, which contribute a further component to the dose
effect measured in legacy sites. Recent analysis of the con-
tributions of memory and legacy effects to the total effect
using data sets from Chernobyl and Fukushima (voles,
birds, and butterflies) suggest this type of analysis may
help reduce uncertainties over laboratory to field extrapo-
lations. Given the clear discrepancy between actual data
measured in the field and dose effects generated using da-
tabases populated mainly with acute laboratory-based exper-
imental data (Garnier-Laplace et al. 2013), it is imperative
that meaningful holistic systems be developed for protection
of those living in contaminated ecosystems (Table 1).

EVIDENCE OF HEALTH RISK

High natural background radiation and health: an
overview of current evidence

Next to medical radiation, natural radiation is a major
contributor to radiation exposure of the general population.
Due to the specific regional geology, there are several areas in
the world that are characterized by a comparatively high nat-
ural level of natural ionizing background radiation (HNBR).
These regions can be characterized according to the annual
effective dose from natural background radiation: around
5mSv as low, 5–20mSv asmedium level, 20–50mSv as high
level, and levels above 50 mSv as very high (Sohrabi 1998).
In the context of understanding low-dose radiation risks for
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humans, these areas have raised substantial interest among
researchers as the populations living in these regions are
constantly exposed to these elevated radiation levels.

Studies to assess potentially associated health risks
have been conducted in many areas, including Brazil, Iran,
China, and India. With a view to the quality of available ep-
idemiologic studies, a recent UNSCEAR report (2017) fo-
cused on investigations conducted in Kerala (India) and
Yangjiang (China) (Nair et al. 2009; Tao et al. 2012). In both
regions, large-scale population-based studies have been per-
formed. The cohort in Kerala (Nair et al. 2009) included
69,958 persons, with radiation measurements taken in each
household and follow-up of cohort members for cancer in-
cidence and mortality. More extensive assessments to sup-
port dosimetry were also undertaken in a smaller random
sample of households. The mean cumulative individual
dose was estimated to be 161 mSv. For overall cancer inci-
dence (excluding leukemia), an excess relative risk (ERR)
of −0.013 per 100 mGy (95%CI −0.058 to 0.046) was esti-
mated, and the ERR for specific cancers ranged from 0.01
to 0.6 per 100 mGy, all non-significant. The somewhat
smaller Chinese study among 31,604 adults (Tao et al.
2012) used similar approaches; however, in the absence of
cancer registry information, only mortality data were col-
lected. The mean cumulative dose in the high radiation areas
was estimated to be 84.8 mGy, compared to 21.6 mSv in the
control areas. Here an ERR of −0.101 per 100 mGy (95%CI
−0.253 to 0.095) was found, and when leukemia and liver
cancer were excluded, the ERR per 100 mGy was 0.019
(95%CI −0.187 to 0.304). Thus, the main results of pub-
lished analyses overall do not indicate elevated cancer
mortality or cancer incidence associated with high natural
background radiation exposure. However, both studies
have limitations that need to be considered when inter-
preting the data, including the potential for confounding
and exposure misclassification as well as the limited sta-
tistical power.

Overall, HNBR present a useful but challenging oppor-
tunity to assess low-dose-rate ionizing radiation exposure to

humans. In particular, difficulties exist to obtain relevant
and updated exposure, as well as confounder and outcome
information. Some of the difficulties can be overcome by
focusing on specific population samples such as in a cytoge-
netic study of newborns in the Kerala area (Ramachandran
et al. 2013) and in the future potentially by conducting nested
case-control studies. Overall, these studies augment investi-
gations on occupational groups, medically or environmen-
tally exposed persons, and notably the life-span study
among survivors of the atomic bombings.

How dangerous is living in contaminated areas?
Epidemiological thoughts on risks and further studies

Assessing the health effects of living in long-term con-
taminated areas requires very careful analysis of both the
area and the affected population. For setting up epidemio-
logical cohort studies in such areas, emigration is creating
a major problem for conducting the follow-up and can lead
to severe selection effects and thus bias.

Increased incidence of thyroid cancer or leukemia as
well as elevated risk of cardiovascular and endocrinal
diseases are considered to be dose-associated (Hatch and
Cardis 2017; Tronko et al. 2012), but evidence regarding
the effect of low doses as seen in Fukushima is still
incomplete. After a catastrophic event, a collapse in medical
and sanitary infrastructure promotes diseases and impedes
prevention efforts or early detection of cancer. Furthermore,
psychological and socioeconomic issues like fear, isolation,
and poverty are risk factors for medical problems like
psychiatric or cardiovascular diseases (Maeda et al. 2018;
Bromet and Havenaar 2007). These effects are not dose
related and can also be found in successfully decontaminated
and resettled areas. Due to the clear association between,
for example, poverty, substance abuse, and cardiovascular
diseases, these effects can lead to biased estimation of the
association of radiation and cardiovascular diseases; thus,
epidemiologic data are sparse.

A possible further consequence of prolonged radiation
exposure in a population could be the long-term risk of ge-
netic alterations. Chromosomal aberrations or micronuclei
can be found not only in inhabitants or former inhabitants
of contaminated areas but also in children of former inhab-
itants, who never lived in such an area themselves (Fucic
et al. 2016). Thus, to get a complete picture of genetic late
effects, it might be necessary to also investigate non-
exposed children.

Planning new epidemiological studies to assess health
effects for people living in contaminated areas should not
only focus on radiation-related outcomes but also assess
psychological and lifestyle-related factors to investigate
indirect effects. To achieve this, it is necessary to develop
epidemiological studies using qualitative and quantitative
methods to get a deeper insight into living behavior and

Table 1. A comparison of possible holistic approaches versus the cur-
rent approach.

Holistic

• Considers response of the system

• Allows for organization and emergent properties

• Prioritises communication and signaling

• Needs system level biomarkers of effect

• Very complicated!

Current

• Uses data from individuals and reference organisms

• Extrapolates to other groups and organisms

• Relies heavily on data in databases and on animal models

• Simple system but large uncertainties
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resulting health issues. An important possible outcome of
discriminating between direct and indirect effects could
be the further development and use of biomarkers for radi-
ation injury and confounding factors like nicotine or alco-
hol abuse. This could be realized in combination with
molecular-epidemiological studies on genetic alterations
in inhabitants and their siblings. The use of new compari-
son groups like people living in areas contaminated with
non-radiation substances such as heavy metals could help
to distinguish between contamination-related and radiation-
stigma-related health effects.

SOCIAL IMPACTAND RISK COMMUNICATION

Social and medical preparedness and response for a
nuclear accident in Japan; lessons learned from
Fukushima thyroid examinations

Immediately after the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear
Power Plant accident inMarch 2011, the fear of thyroid can-
cer prevailed throughout Japan. To overcome the difficulties
of appropriate (well-balanced) radiation risk perception and
to promote the population’s future health and well-being, a
large-scale sophisticated thyroid ultrasound examinationwith
strict diagnostic protocols was launched promptly in October
2011 in Fukushima Prefecture as part of the Fukushima
Health Management Survey (Yasumura et al. 2012).

Results from the first 5 y demonstrated a high detection
rate of thyroid cancer in young individuals revealing 116
and 71 cases in the first and second screening rounds, re-
spectively, in the same cohort of approximately 300,000
subjects, aged at the time of accident from 0 to 18 y
(Yamashita et al. 2018). The postoperative pathological di-
agnosis revealed a high prevalence of typical papillary thy-
roid carcinomas with cervical lymph node metastasis that
are commonly observed in children.

The high detection rate of thyroid cancer raised con-
cerns among residents and the public that it might be due
to putative exposure to radiation from the accident, although
it is now apparent that estimates of effective doses to the
whole body in the general population after the accident were
less than several mSv for the majority of people, including
infants and children (Ishikawa et al. 2015). Of note, in the
case of low-dose and low-dose rate exposures, relevance
to confounding and other factors need to be given particular
attention. Furthermore, the so-called “existing exposure sit-
uation” (when both the exposure dose remains higher than
public dose limit of 1 mSv y−1 during normal conditions
and extended periods of time are required to reduce the
dose) have manifested as changes in individual actions
caused by a difference in recognition and understanding
of these problems. The situation is much more complex
during the current recovery phase in Fukushima, extending
far beyond the spell of 1 mSv y−1 for radiation protection.

Since a high detection rate of thyroid cancer in Fukushima
by the repeated thyroid ultrasound examinations causes a
negative impact by promoting fear and anxiety in the af-
fected population, efforts to avoid misunderstanding or
misinterpretation of naturally occurring thyroid cancer in
the young population of Fukushima are essentially needed
among the tools of risk communication.

One of the lessons from the Fukushima accident clearly
demonstrates the importance of a sound understanding of
radiation risk for thyroid cancers and of the differences be-
tween exposures after Chernobyl (Yamashita and Thomas
2017) in order to improve socio-psychological and ethical
aspects in terms of “resilience” and “logical thinking.”
The stakeholders should also learn the necessity of specific
interpretation of population-based screening effects and the
possibility of overdiagnosis of thyroid cancer in children as
well as in adults following the long-term strategies for social
and medical preparedness and response, especially for thy-
roid health monitoring after nuclear accidents in the future
(Togawa et al. 2018).

Risk communication—a significant contribution to
long-term psychosocial support of affected populations

Effects on mental health and social life (e.g., depres-
sion, sleep disturbances, elevated level of suicide) have been
identified as among the most severe consequences of previ-
ous radiological emergencies (Maeda and Oe 2017). Surveys
show a significant correlation between higher risk perception
and poor mental health of respondents. There is broad con-
sensus that crisis communication is an important factor to
support affected populations in dealing with the conse-
quences of radiological emergencies, to reduce uncertainty,
and to strengthen self-help strategies (Carr et al. 2018). How-
ever, there is still a need to foster ongoing communication
about radiological risks in the post-emergency and recovery
phase. There are examples of good practice. For example, af-
ter the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant accident, risk
communication and stakeholder involvement were seen as
effectivemeans to strengthen relevant knowledge, to improve
self-help abilities, to provide a sense of control for the af-
fected population, and to overcome stigma as well as self-
stigmatization. In particular, the option to have exchanges
with local facilitators was found to be helpful by various
stakeholders.

Though numerous guidelines have been developed that
provide recommendations for good crisis and risk commu-
nication, there are still a lot of challenges. On the practical
level, risk communication has to deal with the disparity in
understanding between the general public and the experts
(Perko 2014). Transparency, (loss of) trust, diverse personal
experiences, emotions, media reporting, and different lan-
guages of lay persons and experts increase communication
complexity (Bromet 2014). On the practical level, risk
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communication has to be integrated as part of a multi-
disciplinary andmulti-layered long-term health surveillance.
The necessary attention, appropriate structures, expertise,

personal resources and training opportunities still have to be
strengthened at all levels and in all phases of emergency re-
sponse and recovery. Long-term research on public perception

Table 2. Summary on key messages per presentation.

Chapter Presenter Key messages

Radiation protection and exposure levels

A. Nisbet 1. A large scale nuclear accident creates an unprecedented and complex situation

2. Protection strategy should prevent deterministic effects and reduce cancer risk

3. Optimization of protection is facilitated by the application of Reference Levels (RLs)

4. RL of 100 mSv or lower (public) – Emergency Response

5. RL of 10 mSv/y or lower (public) – Recovery Process

6. Optimization should take into account radiological, socio-economic and environmental
factors AND the concerns of the affected people

7. Co-expertise process facilitates emergence of a radiation protection culture

Environmental radiation measurements and individual dose/health risk estimates

F. Gering 1. Optimization of protection of the public and of emergency workers can be facilitated by
individual dose assessment

2. This enables an individual comparison of doses with e.g. reference levels
3. It also allows for identifying those members of the affected population who received the
highest exposure

4. If sufficient data is available, such an dose assessment should primarily based on
monitoring data

5. Software tools for such an individual dose assessment have been developed recently

Cohorts living in contaminated areas and how to deal with it

V. Averin Countermeasures can be only effective when there is a preliminary awareness of all possible
pathways of human exposure, and when there is a high level of preventing preparedness
to their implementation before the major part of the absorbed dose is formed.

K. Andersson Efforts have been made over decades to develop a good decision base for recovery of
radioactively contaminated land areas, but as demonstrated after the Fukushima accident,
there are still great needs for improving preparedness, e.g., in ensuring that selected
countermeasures are implemented in the best possible way in practice.

T. Schneider 1. direct engagement of the local inhabitants necessary

2. break the vicious circle of loss of control and exclusion

3. Importance of places of dialogue and experts at the service of local inhabitants

4. Implementing:

• A radiation monitoring system

• A health surveillance system

C. Mothersill Given the clear discrepancy between actual data measured in the field and dose effects
generated using databases populated mainly with acute lab based experimental data,
it is imperative that we strive to develop meaningful holistic systems for protection of
those living in contaminated ecosystems.

Evidence of health risk

H. Zeeb There are several areas worldwide with high levels of natural background radiation (HNBR).
Epidemiological research among exposed populations living in HNBR areas particularly
in India and China has generally not shown radiation-related risk elevations, but there are
many limitations that need to be considered in the interpretation of these results.

P. Scholz-Kreisel 1. Living in contaminated areas can lead to a number of physical and mental issues

2. Not all issues are dose / dose rate related

3. Confounding lifestyle changes effects can bias radiation related health issues

4. Biomarkers or molecular genetic studies could help to distinguish between direct and
indirect effects

Social impact and risk communication

S. Yamashita Since psychosocialwell-being of individuals and communities is the core element of resilience,
local individuals, health professionals and authorities in Fukushima are uniquely positioned
to identify and provide insight into what would provide the best resolution for their specific
needs beyond the spell of 1 mSv/year under the LNT model.

C. Pölz-Viol The need for communication with the public does not stop with the acute emergency phase.
Ongoing risk communication has to be established in the post-emergency phase as part of
long-term health surveillance in order to reduce uncertainty and support affected populations
in dealing with the consequences of radiological emergencies.
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and mental health following a nuclear accident has to be
implemented, and risk communication activities need to
be monitored and evaluated continuously in order to be im-
proved and adapted.

A summary of the key messages per chapter is pro-
vided in Table 2.

REFERENCES
Alexakhin RM. Countermeasures in agricultural production as an

effective means of mitigating the radiological consequences of
the Chernobyl accident. Sci Total Environ 137:9–20; 1993.

Andersson KG. Migration of radionuclides on outdoor surfaces.
In: Andersson KG, ed. Airborne radioactive contamination in
inhabited areas. Radioact Environ 15:107–146; 2009a.

Andersson KG. Countermeasures for reduction of dose in con-
taminated inhabited areas. In: Andersson KG, ed. Airborne ra-
dioactive contamination in inhabited areas. Radioact Environ
15:217–258; 2009b.

Anisimova LI, Chesnokov AV, Govorun AP, Invanov OP, Potapov
BN, Shcherbak SB, Urutskoev LI, Kovalenko VI, Krivonosov
CV, Ponomarev AV, Ramzaev VP, Trusov VA. Analysis of
some countermeasures efficiency based on radioecological data,
deposit measurements and models for external dose formation.
Case study of two Russian settlements Yalovka and Zaborie.
Moscow: Annual progress report of the ECP4 Project sup-
ported by the European Commission, EMERCOM; 1994.

Averin VS. Countermeasures in agricultural sector as a basis for
recovery and substantial development of contaminated terri-
tories of the Republic of Belarus affected in the result of the
Chernobyl NPP disaster. International Science Symposium
on Combating Radionuclide Contamination in Agro-Soil En-
vironment, Tokyo, Japan. 2012: 259–265.

Averyn VS. Radiocontavinazone degli alimenti: gestione dell
agricoltura nelee zone radiocontaminate. Radiocontamizone
ambientale e negli alimenti. Quaderni di Veterinaria Preventive
1:87–129; 2009. (In Italian).

Ayrault D, Schneider T, Baumont G. Development of a radiologi-
cal protection culture in contaminated territories: lessons
learned from a school twinning between France and Belarus.
In: Radiation protection from knowledge to action. Proceed-
ings of the Second European IRPACongress on Radiation Pro-
tection. Paris: IRPA; 8:2006.

Bataille C, Crouail P, Lochard J. Rehabilitation of living condi-
tions in the post-Chernobyl context: implementation of an in-
clusive radiation monitoring system in the Bragin district in
Belarus. In: Proceedings of the International Conference on
Radioecology and Environmental Radioactivity (part 2),
Bergen, Norway. Buenos Aires: IRPA; 2008;129–132.

BeresfordNA,VoigtG,Wright SM,HowardBJ, Barnett CL, Prister B,
Balonov M, Ratnikov A, Travnikova I, Gillett AG, Mehli H,
Skuterud L, Lepicard S, Semiochkina N, Perepeliantnikova L,
Goncharova N, Arkhipov AN. Self-help countermeasure strate-
gies for populations living within contaminated areas of
Belarus, Russia and Ukraine. J Environ Radioact 56:215–239; 2001.

Bromet EJ, Havenaar JM. Psychological and perceived health ef-
fects of the Chernobyl disaster: a 20-year review. Health Phys
93:516–521; 2007.

Bromet EJ. Emotional consequences of nuclear power plant disas-
ters. Health Physics 106:206–210; 2014.

Connor DT, Martin PG, Pullin H, Hallam KR, Payton OD,
Yamashiki Y, Smith NT, Scott TB. Radiological comparison
of a FDNPP waste storage site during and after construction.
Environ Pollut 243:582–590; 2018.

Carr Z, Maeda M, Oughton D, Weiss W. Non-radiological impact
of a nuclear emergency: preparedness and response with the
focus on health. Radiat Protect Dosim 182:112–119; 2018.

Folger K, Gering F, Schantz S, Huber E, Yevdin Y. Individual dose
reconstruction after nuclear accidents based on environmental
monitoring data. 4th NERIS Workshop “Adapting nuclear
and radiological emergency preparedness, response and recov-
ery to a changing world,” 25–27 April 2018, Dublin; 2018.

Firsakova SK. Effectiveness of countermeasures applied in
Belarus to produce milk and meat with acceptable levels of
radiocaesium after the Chernobyl accident. Sci Total Environ
137:199–203; 1993.

Fucic A, Aghajanyan A, Druzhinin V, Minina V, Neronova E.
Follow-up studies on genome damage in children after Cher-
nobyl nuclear power plant accident. Archives Toxicol 90:
2147–2159; 2016. Available at https://doi.org/10.1007/
s00204-016-1766-z. Accessed 15 January 2020.

Garnier-Laplace J, Geras'kin S, Della-Vedova C, Beaugelin-Seiller
K, Hinton TG, Real A, Oudalova A. Are radiosensitivity data
derived from natural field conditions consistent with data
from controlled exposures? A case study of Chernobyl wild-
life chronically exposed to low dose rates. J Environ Radioact
121:12–21; 2013.

Hatch M, Cardis E. Somatic health effects of Chernobyl: 30 years
on. Euro J Epidemiol 32:1047–1054; 2017. Available at https://
doi.org/10.1007/s10654-017-0303-6. Accessed 15 January 2020.

Hériard Dubreuil G, Lochard J, Girard P, Guyonnet JF, Le Cardinal
G, Lepicard S, Livolsi P, Monroy M, Ollagnon H, Pena-Vega
A, Pupin V, Rigby J, Rolevitch I, Schneider T. Chernobyl
post-accident management: the ETHOS project. Health Phys
77:361–372; 1999.

Hériard Dubreuil G, Schneider T. Rehabilitation of the living condi-
tions in the contaminated territories after Chernobyl: the Ethos
project. In: The 2ndValdor Symposium addressing transparency
in risk assessment and decision making, Stockholm, Sweden,
10–14 June. Stockholm: Ski; 2001;122–131.

Howard BJ, Fesenko S, Balonov MI, Pröhl G, Nakayama S. A
comparison of remediation after the Chernobyl and Fukushima
Daiichi accidents. Radiat Protect Dosim 173:170–176; 2017.

International Atomic Energy Agency. The International Cherno-
byl Project—technical report. Assessment of radiological con-
sequences and evaluation of protective measures, report by an
international advisory committee. Vienna: IAEA; 1991.

ICRP. The 2007 recommendations of the International Commis-
sion on Radiological Protection. Oxford: Pergamon Press;
ICRP Publication 103, Ann. ICRP 37(2–4); 2007.

ICRP. Application of the Commission’s recommendations for the
protection of people in emergency exposure situation. Oxford:
Pergamon Press; ICRPPublication 109, Ann. ICRP 39(1); 2009a.

ICRP. Application of the Commission’s recommendations to the
protection of people living in long-term contaminated areas after
a nuclear accident or radiation emergency. Oxford: Pergamon
Press; ICRP Publication 111, Ann. ICRP 39(3); 2009b.

Ishikawa T, Yasumura S, Ozasa K, Kobashi G, Yasuda H, Miyazaki
M, Akahane K, Yonai S, Ohtsuru A, Sakai A, Sakata R, Kamiya
K, AbeM. The FukushimaHealthManagement Survey: estima-
tion of external doses to residents in Fukushima Prefecture. Sci
Rep 5:12712; 2015.

Japan Atomic Energy Agency. Remediation of contaminated
areas in the aftermath of the accident at the Fukushima Daiichi
Nuclear Power Station: overview, analysis and lessons learned,
Part 1: a report on the ‘decontamination pilot project. Japan
Atomic Energy Agency, Japan, JAEA-Review. Ibaraki-ken,
Japan: JAEA; 2014–2051; 2015.

Jones CR, Oudiz A, Paterson J, Saigusa S, Shneider T, Brownless
G, Ahier B, Hara S, Lazo E. Stakeholders and radiological

10 Health Physics July 2020, Volume 119, Number 1

www.health-physics.com

Copyright © 2020 Health Physics Society. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00204-016-1766-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00204-016-1766-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10654-017-0303-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10654-017-0303-6
http://www.health-physics.com


protection: lessons from Chernobyl 20 years after. Issy-les-
Moulineaux: OECD-NEA; 2006.

Kinase S, Takahashi T, Saito K. Long-term predictions of ambient
dose equivalent rates after the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear
power plant accident. J Nucl Sci Technol 54:1345–1354; 2017.

Lepicard S, Hériard Dubreuil G. Practical improvement of the ra-
diological quality of milk produced by peasant farmers in the
territories of Belarus contaminated by the Chernobyl accident.
J Environ Radioact 56:241–253; 2001.

Lochard J. Stakeholder engagement in regaining decent living
conditions after Chernobyl. In: Oughton D, Hansson SO, eds.
Social and ethical aspects of radiation risk management.
Radioact Environ 9:311–331; 2013.

Maeda M, Oe M. Mental health consequences and social issues
after the Fukushima disaster. Asia Pacific J Public Health
29(Suppl 2)36S–46S; 2017.

MaedaM,OeM, Suzuki Y. Psychosocial effects of the Fukushima
disaster and current tasks: differences between natural and nu-
clear disasters. Topics: lessons learned on public health from
the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant accident. J Natl
Inst Public Health 67:50–58; 2018.

Nair RR, Rajan B, Akiba S, Jayalekshmi P, Nair MK,
Gangadharan P, Koga T, Morishima H, Nakamura S, Sugahara
T. Background radiation and cancer incidence in Kerala, India-
Karanagappally cohort study. Health Phys 96:55–66; 2009.

Perko T. Radiation risk perception: a discrepancy between the ex-
perts and the general population. J Environ Radioact 133:
86–91; 2014.

Ramachandran EN, Karuppasamy CV, Cheriyan VD, Soren DC,
Das B, Anilkumar V, Koya PK, Seshadri M. Cytogenetic stud-
ies on newborns from high and normal level natural radiation
areas of Kerala in southwest coast of India. Int J Radiat Biol
89:259–267; 2013.

Roed J, Andersson KG, Prip H. Practical means for decontamina-
tion 9 years after a nuclear accident. Roskilde, Denmark: Risoe
National Laboratory; Risoe-R-828(EN); 1995.

Sohrabi M. The state-of-the-art on worldwide studies in some en-
vironments with elevated naturally occurring radioactive mate-
rials (NORM). Appl Radiat Isot 49:169–188; 1998.

Tao Z, Akiba S, Zha Y, Sun Q, Zou J, Li J, Liu Y, Yuan Y, Tokonami
S, Morishoma H, Koga T, Nakamura S, Sugahara T, Wei L. Can-
cer and non-cancer mortality among inhabitants in the high back-
ground radiation area of Yangjiang, China (1979–1998). Health
Phys 102:173–181; 2012.

Togawa K, Ahn HS, Auvinen A, Bauer AJ, Brito JP, Davies L,
Kesminiene A, Laurier D, Ostroumova E, Pacini F, Reiners
C, Shinlarev S, Thomas G, Tronko M, Vaccarella S, Schuz J.
Long-term strategies for thyroid monitoring after nuclear acci-
dents: recommendations from an Expert Group convened by
IARC. Lancet Oncol 19:1280–1283; 2018.

Tronko M, Mabuchi K, Bogdanova T, Hatch M, Likhtarev I,
Bouville A, Oliynik V, McConnell R, Shpak V, Zablotska L,
Tereshchenko V, Brenner A, Zamotayeva G. Thyroid cancer
in Ukraine after the Chernobyl accident (in the framework of
the Ukraine–US Thyroid Project). J Radiolog Protect 32:
N65–N69; 2012. Available at https://doi.org/10.1088/0952-
4746/32/1/N65. Accessed 15 January 2020.

United Nations Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Ra-
diation. UNSCEAR 2017 Report to the General Assembly,
with scientific annexes. New York: United Nations; 2017.

Yamashita S, Suzuki S, Suzuki S, Shimura H, Saenko V.
Lessons from Fukushima: latest findings of thyroid cancer
after the Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant accident. Thyroid
28:11–22; 2018.

Yamashita S, Thomas G. Thyroid cancer and nuclear accidents.
Long-term aftereffects of Chernobyl and Fukushima. London -
San Diego - Cambridge - Oxford: Academic Press, Elsevier
Inc; 2017.

Yasumura S, Hosoya M, Yamashita S, Kamiya K, Abe M, Akashi
M, Kodama K, Ozasa K, Fukushima Health Management Sur-
vey Group: Study protocol for the Fukushima health manage-
ment survey. J Epidemiol 22:375–383; 2012.

■■

11Living in contaminated areas cM. ABEND ET AL.

www.health-physics.com

Copyright © 2020 Health Physics Society. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.

https://doi.org/10.1088/0952-4746/32/1/N65
https://doi.org/10.1088/0952-4746/32/1/N65
http://www.health-physics.com

