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Green Cross study on the long-term effects of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster:

People in the contaminated Chernobyl area are struggling with long-term consequences such as depression, anxiety and suicide 

On April 26, 1986, a nuclear disaster occurred at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant, contaminating large areas of what are now modern-day Belarus, Moldova, Russia, and Ukraine. In addition to radiation exposure and the related cancer risks, the disaster also led to several acute and chronic stressors in people’s lives. Principal among these health effects are psychological consequences, including ongoing psychological stress, post-traumatic stress disorder, and diminished well-being, manifesting themselves in depression, anxiety and thoughts of suicide.

These are the findings of a Green Cross study carried out under the direction of Professor Jonathan M. Samet, Director of the USC Institute for Global Health at the University of Southern California (USC), in cooperation with local partners in Russia, Belarus, Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova and accompanied by Professor Theodor Abelin in Bern.

27 years after the Chernobyl disaster, the people affected suffer from neuropsychological consequences, regardless of whether they were displaced at that time or not; these consequences continue to be of public health and medical significance. To assess the long-term neuropsychological effects of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster, the authors considered two sources of evidence: the published research evidence available in the accessible literature and the findings of focus groups conducted in Kiev in March of 2011 and in Biela Tserkva in July of 2012, which included displaced and non-displaced people of Biela Tserkva. The focus groups were conducted by the Kiev-based International Institute for Sociology (KIIS). 

10 million people affected by the Chernobyl nuclear disaster
Overall, the focus groups showed that the Chernobyl disaster has affected the lives of both displaced and non-displaced groups in Biela Tserkva. In spite of serious concerns for their health, the focus group participants were wary and distrustful of the care available to them. Respondents were also concerned about stigmatization and about the effects of the nuclear disaster on their children and grandchildren. Evaluation of the size of the populations affected was complicated due to various exposure combinations related to the scope of the nuclear disaster. While emphasis was given to radiation exposure, the other stressors resulting from the disaster such as displacement, nutritional deficiencies, loss of employment and stigmatization need to be taken into consideration as well. They were assumed to affect different but overlapping groups. Some, for example, may have been stressed by loss of employment and displacement but have escaped significant radiation exposure. Children born after the disaster to those displaced are at risk for stigmatization and the consequences of socio-economic hardship. As a result, there are various affected populations with different exposure combinations. Taking all exposure combinations into account, the authors of the Chernobyl study conclude that a large number of people were affected, with the upper end of the range extending to about 10 million. 

This Green Cross study on the neuropsychological consequences of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in children, adults, and workers shows consistently adverse effects so that there is no need for further research in this area. As for other health issues such as cardiovascular and blood-related diseases as well as malformations, most studies suggest an increased risk. 

Introducing methods for early detection of suicidal thoughts
According to Maria Vitagliano, Director of the International Social Medicine Program, the findings of the Green Cross study on the long-term psychological and health consequences of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster will serve as a basis for therapeutic interventions and measures to improve the livelihood of the affected population. “Depression, anxiety and suicide remain critical concerns for the population living in the affected area and for those who have been displaced,” says Maria Vitagliano. “We are working on the introduction of early-detection methods for suicide thoughts in family clubs and therapy camps as well as on building strategic partnerships with local facilities for the treatment of depression,” emphasizes Vitagliano. Complementing nutritional measures to reduce radionuclides in food, vitamins and minerals will be increasingly provided. For example, the intake of folic acid has shown to reduce neural tube defects, while nutritional deficiencies could contribute to blood-related problems such as anemia. To address the issue of stigmatization, Green Cross representatives are establishing contacts with well-known opinion leaders, such as athletes from affected families, to help change public perception. 

Methods 
The study documents largely cross-sectional surveys in combination with several longitudinal studies. In a first step, 50 publications with findings related to anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, well-being, and cognition have been analyzed. Out of a total of 800 studies on the Chernobyl nuclear disaster and various diseases, 34 studies have been selected for further review. 

About 10 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 as on the promotion of long-term development in the spirit of cooperation instead of confrontation. The objectives of the ZEWO-certified environmental organization are supported by the Green Cross Parliamentary Group, which is composed of 32 members of the Council of States and 104 members of the National Council across party lines.

Founded by President Mikhail Gorbachev, GCI is an independent non-profit and non-governmental organization that works to address the inter-connected global challenges of security, poverty eradication and environmental degradation through a combination of high level advocacy and local projects. GCI is present in over 30 countries and has its headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland.

An English version of the study can be downloaded at http://www.greencross.ch.

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

