FRANCE
Twenty Years After Chornobyl,
Legal Fallouts Lingers

Paris-- Memories of Chornobyl have begun to fade in most western European countries. But not in France, where debate still rages about the government’s response to the 1986 nuclear reactor explosion in Ukraine that spread radioactive material over much of Europe. The debate reached a new pitch last week, when a judge opened a preliminary investigation against the now 82-year-old former head of a nuclear safety watchdog, who stands accused of covering up the true extent of the fallout 20 years ago.

    Pierre Pellerin was director of the Central Service for Protection Against Ionizing Radiation (SCPRI) at the time. In reassuring statements issued after the disaster, SCPRI asserted that radiation had not reached dangerous levels anywhere in France. Accordingly, the French government did not adopt precautionary measures –such as banning the consumption of fresh milk, fruits or vegetables from affected regions- implemented by neighbouring countries.
    Civil parties in the case against Pellerin –some 500 thyroid patients, their national association, and a group called the Commission for Independent Research and Information on Radioactivity (CRIIAD)- charged in 2001 that Pellerin understated the risk to prevent a public backlash against nuclear energy, which provides nearly 80% of France’s electricity. The result, they claim, is an increase in thyroid cancer cases, in particular in eastern France and the island of Corsica, the regions hardest hit by fallout. Other experts say there is no such effect.

    An unpublished expert study conducted at the judge request by physician Paul Genty and veterinarian and food-safety expert Gilbert Mouthon, based in part on documents seized from SCPRI, concluded that SCPRI’s information at the time was “neither complete nor precise” according to press reports. By making public average radiation measurements for France’s 95 departments, the agency obscured much higher values in local hot spots, the two scientists are reported to have written.
    Based on the study, the judge has charges Pellerin with ”aggravated deceit”. Pellerin has denied any wrongdoing. Although the case may never go to trial, the investigation “should finally bring some clarity,” says Marcel Boiteux, a former head of France’s national power company EDF, who believes at worst Pellerin may have tried to avoid panic. Boiteux, along with physics Nobelist Georges Charpak and some 60 others, wrote an open letter to President Jacques Chirac in June 2005 condemning the “odious attacks” on Pellerin, whom they called “a great servant of the state”.
    Even if SCPRI painted too rosy a picture, Chornobyl’s potential effects on French health are hard to determine. It is well known that radioactive iodine-131 accumulates in the thyroid and can cause cancer, especially in children. And thyroid cancer is on the rise in France. But studies have shown that the rise began in 1975 or earlier, there was no upturn after 1986, and countries not affected by Chornobyl’s fallout have seen increases too. However, CRIIRAD president Roland Desbordes maintains that an epidemiological study ordered by the judge among people in Corsica who were under 15 in 1986 –and so most vulnerable to iodine-131- will demonstrate a “Chornobyl effect”.

    According to a U.N. study of Chornobyl’s legacy published last year (Science, 14 April, p.180), some 4000 children and adolescents in Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia did develop thyroid cancer, but it is curable in 99% of cases. An increase in France would be unexpected, says Shunichi Yamashita, a radiation expert at the Word Health Organisation in Geneva, Switzerland. “There is no ‘Chernobyl effect’ in France”, a group of 50 doctors and scientists wrote in an open letter to thyroid patients published in December in national newspaper Libération. The problem, the group said, is that French patients have become “hostages to an antinuclear and legal-medical lobby”
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