About the increase of thyroid cancers in France and its (non-)relationship to Chernobyl radioactive fallout on the French territory

Note : anti-nuclear organizations in France have initiated in 2003 a highly publicized collective lawsuit of thyroid cancer patients against the French government. These patients pretend that their thyroid cancers are a consequence of the Chernobyl radioactive fallouts, and that they could have avoided their cancers if the French government had informed them of the passage of the (so they pretend) « dangerous » radioactive cloud over the country. In fact all of this is untrue : the government did announce the passage of the radioactive cloud, and these cancers are in no way related to the Chernobyl accident (see below). However the collective lawsuits were so often presented and debated in the French media and TV that much of the French population has become convinced that Chernobyl has caused thousands of thyroid cancers in France, and as a result almost all French thyroid patients are now convinced that their disease is a consequence of Chernobyl. As a result, medical doctors are constantly asked « Doctor, is my thyroid problem due to Chernobyl ? » and patients tend believe only those doctors who answer « yes » to that question.

The text below is a message from medical doctors to their patients. It was published in the newspaper « Liberation » on December 19th, 2005. The publication was paid for not by any lobby, but by these doctors on their own money.

MESSAGE TO THYROID PATIENTS WHO ATTRIBUTE THEIR DISEASE TO THE RADIOACTIVE CLOUD WHICH PASSED OVER FRANCE AFTER THE 1986 CHERNOBYL ACCIDENT

It's natural that people need to find a simple and sensible explanation, ideally an external one, for evils over which they have no control. Chernobyl is the perfect culprit for thyroid disease: "That radioactive cloud which came from the East could not possibly have stopped at the border of France. Chernobyl produced so many victims over there, it must certainly have done the same in France. Although the authorities conceal it, there are repercussions about which the newspapers, the radio and television speak, so much that lawsuits are justified".

The patient’s concerns are LEGITIMATE, but they should not go so far as to HARM patients' health.

- neither by leading them to refuse the necessary Xrays or scintillation counter examinations,

- nor by leading them to have more and more useless and expensive examinations.

YES, there are more and more case of thyroid disease.

- but also in countries the farthest away which have received almost no downfalls from Tchernobyl: in the USA, in Canada, in Brazil, in Tasmania, and elsewhere.

YES, the incidence of cancers of thyroid has multiplied by 3 in recent years.

- but the increase began in1975

- and it did not accelerate after 1986

- and the disease which we find is mostly in papillary form, the least serious, with excellent prospect of survival (97 % survival at 20 years).

YES, the radioactive cloud crossed eastern France, southern France, and Corsica.

- and the French authorities announced it as of May 1, 1986

- "that it stopped at the border of France" is a journalistic myth and exageration.

YES, the radioactive cloud came from Ukraine all the way to France.

- but the wind had dispersed the radioactive particles and the concentration had decreased by a factor of 50 000 over the path of 2000 km (1200 miles).

- and the quantity of radioactivity breathed in by the population and deposited on the ground was lower than the threshold of alarm of the time.

YES, the anniversary of Chernobyl must be celebrated.

- but not with illusory promises of unjustified financial compensations.

NO, there is no "Chernobyl effect" in France.

- it was only the children who fell ill with thyroid cancers in Ukraine, and most of the French plaintiffs were adults in 1986,

- the register of cancers in France shows that the increase was greater in the western part of France, the area which was the least exposed to the very diluted fallout of the radioactive cloud.

The world-wide increase in diagnosis of cancer of the thyroid is mainly the result of progress in medical science and practice (more cases are detected at an earlier stage).

FRENCH PATIENTS ARE THE HOSTAGES OF AN ANTI-NUCLEAR AND JURIDICO-MEDICAL LOBBY.

This message is published by a group of specialists in thyroid disease; hospital doctors, endocrinologists, surgeons and general practitioners (who are completely independent of the nuclear power industry and) who must endlessly and without much impact answer the question: "Doctor, is this due to Chernobyl?". These patients challenge our objective and reassuring remarks, convinced by the repeated and widely publicized messages of the adversaries of nuclear power.
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