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No improvement in health outcomes 25 years after Chernobyl disaster:

People in the Chernobyl area have sustained neuropsychological consequences, regardless of whether they have been displaced or not.

On April 26, 1986, a nuclear disaster occurred at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant, contaminating areas of what are now modern-day Ukraine, the Republic of Belarus, the Republic of Moldova, and Russia. Beyond radiation exposure and cancer risks, the disaster led to the imposition of diverse acute and chronic stressors on the people living around the site. Principal among these health effects are psychological consequences, including ongoing psychological stress, post-traumatic stress disorder, and diminished well-being. The possibility of health effects other than cancer has not been sufficiently addressed to this day. 
Initiated and supported by Green Cross Switzerland, a study was conducted to assess the health effects of the Chernobyl disaster, particularly with regards to quality of life, functioning, and neuropsychological status among the victims of the disaster.

We have considered two sources of evidence for the assessment of the long-term neuropsychological consequences of the Chernobyl disaster: the published research evidence available in the accessible literature and the findings of focus groups conducted in Kiev in March 2011. The broad findings from these two sources are convergent and clear:  25 years after the Chernobyl disaster, the populations affected at the time, whether by being displaced or exposed to radiation, have sustained neuropsychological consequences and these consequences remain of public health and medical significance.

Concerns about children’s health 
25 years after the disaster, many focus group participants mentioned Chernobyl as a possible threat to their health. Among the main future concerns on the health consequences of the Chernobyl disaster many respondents said that children need to have more detailed investigation on their health, including physical and mental health. With regard to mental health as a consequence of the Chernobyl disaster, respondents did not state directly that their mental health had been affected. Nevertheless, they described many symptoms of depression when asked, such as sleep disturbances, loss of interest and fatigue. The following key issues emerged from the discussions: dissatisfaction with the quality of the medical care, lack of knowledge in the population about the signs of both physical and mental disorders, concerns about children’s health, and the potential impact of environmental factors including the Chernobyl disaster. “It is all the more important that we continue organizing therapy camps for children and youth in an uncontaminated environment, accompanied by healthy food as well as games and sporting activities in these countries,” stresses Maria Vitagliano, Head of the International Social Medicine Program at Green Cross Switzerland. “The mother and children’s clubs we have initiated in the villages also make a difference so that mothers don’t isolate themselves and learn about proper handling of radioactive food,” says Vitagliano.

Based on the scales used in the studies, the Chernobyl-affected populations scored higher or worse than the non-exposed comparison groups in each outcome category like anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), well-being and cognition.
For certain outcome categories like anxiety and depression, a dose-response relationship was found after stratifying the Chernobyl-affected population by distance to the disaster site. It shows that those who were closer to the disaster site tend to have worse scores than those further away. In addition, the long-term studies did not show consistent evidence of improvement in the health outcomes with increasing time since the disaster. Based on this systematic review, we find that there is evidence for adverse psychological and welfare consequences of the Chernobyl disaster.

Methods 
The study includes mostly cross-sectional surveys combined with several long-term studies. This report includes 50 publications; their results have been considered within the outcomes of anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, well-being, and cognition.
The Green Cross study was carried out by Jonathan M. Samet, founding director of the USC Institute for Global Health and chairman of the Department of Preventive Medicine at the Keck School of Medicine of the University of Southern California, in cooperation with local Green Cross partners in Belarus, Russia, Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova, and with Prof. Theodor Abelin (until 2000 director of the Institute for Social and Preventive Medicine at the University of Bern) in an advisory capacity. 

About five million people will be affected by radioactive contamination for the rest of their lives. Permanent low-level radiation entering the human body through food is of particular significance. With its international programs in social medicine and disarmament, Green Cross Switzerland is firmly committed to coping with the consequential damages caused by industrial and military catastrophes, and by contaminated sites from the period of the Cold War. The main focus is on the improvement of the quality of life for people affected by chemical, radioactive and other kinds of contamination, as well on as the promotion of long-term development in the sense of cooperation instead of confrontation. The objectives of the ZEWO-certified environmental organisation are supported by the Green Cross Parliamentary Group (President: Christa Markwalder, Member of the National Council). Green Cross International with headquarters in Geneva was founded in 1993 by Mikhail Gorbachev, Former President of the Soviet Union. The organisation consists of a worldwide network of 31 subsidiaries committed to important issues such as peace, security, the fight against poverty and protection of the environment.

An English version of the study can be downloaded at http://www.greencross.ch/de/news-info/tschernobyl.html.

For further information, please contact Nathalie Gysi, Executive Director, Green Cross Switzerland, at telephone 044 499 13 10.


