
Chernobyl's Cloud: A of malignancies is already high, it nil1 be 
hard, if not impossible, t o  detect statistically 
significant increases in the future. even with 
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optimal registration, says Mettler. But he 
believes it nil1 be worthwhile t o  monitor 
limited high-risk population groups, such as 

V i e n n a - b ~ o ~ ~ ~  THAT T H E  CHEKNOBII. 
nuclear accident caused widespread illness are 
false, according to radiation experts who 
gathered here last week for the first compre- 
hensive international evaluation of the conse- 
quences of the reactor explosion. Scientists 
attending the meeting-held at the head- 
quarters of the International Atomic Energy 
Agency-dismissed rumors that fetal and 
genetic anomalies had significantly increased. 
Indeed, they found levels of radiation expo- 
sure generally lo\ver than those calculated by 
Soviet experts. Their report also faulted the 
overcautious protective measures taken by 
the Soviet government and concluded that 
many people suffered unnecessan stress be- 
cause of the confiising way that the govern- 
ment released information about the accident 
and the need for evacuation. 

Despite the criticism, many Soviet scien- 
tists and administrators at the conference 
said they were pleased t o  learn that the 
impact on  public health would not be as 
severe as some had predicted. Radiologist 
h g e l i n a  Gusko\~a of the Mosco\v Institute 
of Biophysics commented, "I am happy for 
my country that the doses received are lower 
than nTe surmised. Now the hard problem 
will be to  educate the public about it, as [the 
public] attributes all changes in health in the 
region to the radiation from Chernobyl." 

The independent review, called the Inter- 
national Chernobyl Project, began in 1990 
in response t o  a request for help from the 
Soviet Union. About 200 scientists and 
medical experts from 25  countries focused 
their research on  a group of 825,000 people 
living in contaminated areas of  the Ukraine 
(31% of the group), Byelorussia (45%), and 
the Russian Federation (24%). The study 
deliberately left out people \\rho had lived in 
the 30-kilometer radius forbidden zone 
around the Chernobyl reactor and the 
200,000 people from all over the Soviet 
Union who may have received high doses of 
radiation \vhile cleaning up the accident. 

The aim was not to  undertake a complete 
independent sunrey. Instead, explains Itsuzo 
Shigematsu, director of the Radiation Ef- 
fects Research Foundation in Hiroshima and 
leader of  the project, international experts 
tried to  assess the Soviet research by ex- 
amining analytical methods, checking the 

A study of the Chernobyl disaster finds much anxiety but no 
major impact on the health of  the surrounding population 
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children who have accumulated high doses 
of iodine in their thyroids, 
"There are going to be children with thy- 
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calibration of instruments, and carrying out  
only limited sampling on  their own. 

The project's most important task was t o  
investigate the actual and potential health 
impact of the disaster for people still living 
in the region. Lacking baseline data, inter- 

roid cancer, and they are very curable. I t  
would a mistake to  miss those," says Mettler. 

The report found that environmental con- 
tamination maps and estimates provided by 
the Soviets were generally accurate, with the 
exception of measures of strontium levels, 
which were overestimated. Radioactivity in 
drinking water and food was well belo\\, 

national teams of field researchers 
set up a comparative study be- 
tween six uncontaminated villages 
and seven contaminated villages, 
including a total of 1356 people. 

Team leader Fred A. Mettler 
from the  University o f  New 
Mexico said the analysis \vould 
provide a "methodological ex- 
ample" for future Soviet \vork. 
Many of the earlier medical stud- 
ies, says Mettler, "nrere poorly 
done, with n o  control groups.. . . 
In  our report, we spelled out  the 
methodology in nauseating detail 
to  show ho\v a study ought t o  be 
done when you have the opportu- 
nity to  d o  eventhing you can." 

The teams did not find any 
health disorders that could be di- 
rectly attributed to  radiation ex- 
posure. But they found high levels 
of stress and anxiety in both the 
contaminated and the control vil- 
lages. The report noted that these Winds from Chernobyl. Shaded regions have 
results were "n~holly dispropor- contamination levels of  1-5 curie of radiation per 
tionate t o  the biological signifi- square kilometer. 
cance of the radioactive contami- 
nation," suggesting that they may have been 
in part produced by the confusing way the 
government handled public information o n  
the accident and its aftermath. 

Given the small size of their sample, the 
medical field teams could dra\v statistically 
significant conclusions only about common 
disorders. For more unusual diseases, they 
had t o  resort t o  data from the official Soviet 
registers. These are problematic, says 
Mettler, because they lump different kinds 
of diseases together and list them according 
t o  geographical and administrative bound- 
aries, rather than contaminated and non- 
contaminated areas. 

The analysts found n o  evidence of a statis- 
tically significant increase in fetal and ge- 
netic abnormalities, or in leukemia and thy- 
roid cancer. Because the baseline incidence 

levels hazardous t o  health-in many cases, 
even below detection limits. Dose estimates 
for people in the affected areas are a factor of 
two to three times lo\ver than those pre- 
pared by Soviet experts, according to the 
report. The differences were not caused by 
inaccurate measurements, but by the delib- 
erate conservatism built into the Soviets' 
calculations, the report says. 

The report resenTes its strongest criticism 
for the protective measures taken by the 
Soviet government, especially the relocation 
of people living in contaminated areas. Al- 
though the government's early response was 
"broadly reasonable," longer term measures 
were often unnecessarily strict. 

One of the key mistakes officials made in 
selecting people for relocation was t o  use a 
radiation exposure index that fails t o  dis- 



criminate between past and future doses. 
T h e  commonly used criteria are based o n  an 
individual's lifetime radiation dose.  Bu t  
many people in the  region would exceed 
threshold limits whether they move o r  not- 
since they had received close to the  maxi- 
m u m  level soon after the  Chernobyl acci- 
dent .  Now, even exposure to natural back- 
g round  levels o f  radiation will push them 
over the  ceiling. For  people in this situation, 
relocation is n o t  advisable, the  report  says, 

given that radiation levels in the  region are 
n o w  low. 

This advice may be correct scientifically, 
but  social and political pressures o n  the gov- 
ernment are such that logic may no t  prevail. 
The  relocation policy is largely a response to 
public anxieties, and the report recognizes 
that any relaxation o f  the  current criteria for 
relocation would be "almost certainly coun- 
terproductive." As psychologist Terence Lee 
o f  the  University o f  St. Andrews in Scotland 

explains, political changes in the  Soviet Union 
are bringing forth many new politicians eager 
to champion public causes, and the  effort to 
relocate Chernobyl "victims" is one  o f  the 
most popular. It's likely to win their support 
for some time-whether o r  no t  relocation 
makes sense. FELIX EIJGENRAAM 

Felix Eijgenraam is a science writer with 
the newspaper N R C  Handelsblad in the 
Netherlands. 

/ NRC Panel: Abolish Mandatory Retirement 
I Universit!. professors coming up  to  their 70th  birthcia!. should I that most public u~~i\,crsities . ~ n d  colleges \ v o ~ ~ l d n ' t  h a i r  a prob- 
I lla\,e more  than a life ofe~lforced retirement t o  look fon\,ard to .  I lem. Sonlc o f the  best r e s c ~ r c l ~  ~~nivcrsities \\,auld, ho\vever, see an 

So says ,I p,~ricl of  elperts on  college financing , ~ t  the N a t i o n ~ l  illcrease in the ,I\,crage age of  faculn.  Already, professors at these 
Research (:oi~licil ( S R C ) .  The  report concludes that if current elitc schools sccni t o  enjoy thcir situation so much that many 

I rules recluirirlg tenured faculty to step do \ \n  at , ~ g c  7 0  arc I remain 011 the p~yrol l  ~111til they are conipellcd to  retire. These 
abolished, colleges \vould not  find then~scl\ ,cs so clogged \vith people \voulcl probably stretch thcir careers e\,en furtlicr given the 
dead \\.ood that they \vould be unablc t o  liirc ! p o ~ ~ ~ i g  f,lc~llty. chance, (;omon, s ~ y s .  This \vould present a special probleni for 

I That \\,as the rc,lsoli most often cited for ~iot  cnclilip the . ~ g c  I places like tlic U ~ l i v c r s i ~ .  of  Chicago,  ana ail hlcdical School, 

I by the ~ g i ~ l g  f ; ~ c ~ ~ l t y  syndrome. , i s  one  lobbyist for ~~nivcrsit ies / dcvclop spcci.11 inccntivcs t o  encourage early rctirclnent. 

limit. But the p .~~le l ' s  r e c o ~ n n l c n d a t i o ~ ~  t h ~ t  m n n d , ~ t o n  rctirc- 
Iiicnt be clroppcd sccms likely t o  meet \ \ i th little rcsist.~~ice- 
even from the  research ~~nivcrsitics-\\.hich niay be hit h,~rdest  

and Yale Univcrsit!,, \\.liere a large proportion oftl ic K1culn-64%1, 
5596, and 7676, rcspcctivcly-alre.ldy \\..lit until age 7 0  t o  rctirc. 

The  Goniory comniittcc rccomme~ids  that thesc i~lsti tutions 

said, "The last thing \\.e necd right no\\. is t o  he seen defending 
a spcci,ll pri\.ilegc"-in this c.lse, the pri\.ilcgc t o  put  70-!,ear- 
olds o u t  t o  p .~s t~l re .  

I add professors to-a motley group-including police ofticcrs and 1 American <:ol~ncil o n  Education. H e  said that,  ~111liIic the big 

Stanford, for example, is no\v considering a plan that \\,o~llJ. o f k r  
part-t ime p,ly ,~nci extra health benefits dur ing ,I quasi-retirement 
period t o  those \\.ho .lgrce in .~dvance t o  retire at  7 0 .  It's not  clear 

Congress ,~skcci the council for this study .~ftcr doing .1\\..1y with 
mandaton rctircnicnt for most professions i l l  1986. 13ut astute 
lobb!,ing by college ad~ninistrators persuaded several senators t o  

just ho\v rn i~ch inccnti\,cs such as these \\,auld cost, ho\\,e\,cr. 
The  only note ofdissent .lt the meeting \vhcre the N R C  rcport 

\\.as releascci c.lnlc from Sheldon Steinbach, represc~lting the 

firefighter~-cscm~>tcc1 from the la\\, ~ ~ n t i l  1994. (:ongress helcl ~lnivcrsities, sm.111 priv,ltc colleges \\,auld be dc\.astatcd by the 
ou t  the possibility th.~t it might continuc t o  impose the .~ge  7 0  change in rules. Their buclgets are so  tight alrc'~dy that they 

\\.on't be ahlc t o  tind the cstra cash ~lcccicd t o  

ax' *" 
Age 

'a' I .~lrc.lci! "i~ncapped" the age limit, and another 
Middle-aged bulge. The most populous cohort of tenured faculty in all from a pcriod in the late 1970s \\.hen (longrcss 
disciplines ( r ight)  is the 45 to 49 age group, heading for retirement in  2112. r,liscd the m ~ n d a t o n  retirement .lge from 6 5  t o  

70 .  "PC\\. f,~culty chose t o  continue \\.orking past 
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I retirement r~l le  on  thesc people, but that no\\. sccms ~~nlikel!,. I age 70" in the ~lncappcd states, the report s ~ y s .  For example, at  

crc'ltc special incentives. 111 a \\.e,lk c c o n o m ~ . ,  
Stcinb.~ch thinks, aging fdculty mernbcrs \\ . i l l  cling 
t o  thcir jobs. T11c notion that \ . i r t~~al l !  all colleges 
\ \ i l l  1.c ahlc t o  coax older faculty into retirement 
\\.it11 p.lyoffs is simply a "pipe drcanl" he says. 

The  Gonlon.  committee didn't scc this as a 
signitic.lnt problem, largcl!. because past rctire- 
mcnt  p.~tterns illdic'~tc that there \ \ , i l l  be n o  big 
ch.lngc in 1994 .  O n e  batch o f  data c o n ~ e s  from 
st.ltcs S L I C I I  ,IS Florida and \Visconsin that l~a\se 

The  Sation.11 Rese,~rch (:ouncil, n~can\\ .hilc,  \\,IS t o  ex'lmine 
problems th.lt m i g l ~ t  occur if age limits \\.ere abolished for 
tcnurcci f , lc~~l ty  and thcn rcport back t o  Congress. \ V o ~ ~ l d  this 

I o f  \\,omen .~nci minorities: 1 fen. ~~ni\ .ersit ics might expect t o  see the age o f  the hculty rise 

the Universit! o f  Florid.1, since mandator?. retirement ended in 
1976,  onl! 1 .6'X1 o f  the Klc~llt!. have remained be!,ond 70 .  

l o  estimate \ \ , l~a t  might happen t o  hiring patterns, the corn- 
- * 

create a "bulge" in demographics, packing the ~~ni \ ,crs i t ies  \\it11 
octogen;~rians.: \ V O L I I ~  it sIo\v the  rate o f  turno\.cr in the lo\\er 
ranks? \ V o ~ ~ l d  it smother intellectual ferment o r  dcl.~! the hiring 

mittcc took past trends . ~ n d  projected them into a \,arict! o f  
scenarios, using the t;lcult! dge profiles o f  rc'll ~~nivcrsit ies as 
models. .it \\,orst, s.lid l>on.llci H o o d  o f  Co lumbi ,~  University, a 
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According t o  thc chairman o f t l ~ c  panel, R,~lpli C;omo~? o f t h c  
Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the short  ans\\.er is: 1)on't \ \urn . .  

over J long pcriod, pcrh,lps leading t o  a 1.5% declinc in ,~\.~lilablc 
nc\\. posts. The  committee concluded that c\.cn this \\,oulci be 

(;omon. and his colle.lgues sur\.c!,ed 2 5 0  ~~n i \~e r s i t i c s  ,lnd found man~ge.lble.  ELIOT MARSHALL 




