
----- For the freshly chartered AEC, perhaps

the most fundamental health research issue was the risk posed by the newly

unleashed power of the atom. World War D bad added tra~”c testimony to the

shod-term effects of intense radiation. But a more abiding concexn was the less m“s-

ible, long-term consequences of much lower radiation doses. Leukemia had already

claimed the life of Man-e Cun”e, and in the twenti”es, working with fi-uit flies,

Hermann Joseph Muller had shown x-rays to be powerfid agents of mutation. A

new era of radioactive isotopes, nuclear reactors, and atomic bombs demanded the

most thoroughgoing stewardship. Today, n“gorous standards born of research

launched by the AX safeguard radiation workers and the common citizen alike:

Regulations guide the medical use of x-rays and radionuclides, set limits on

radioactivity in consumer products, and define permissible doses for evetyone

touched by radiation. But the road to such regulations has been a long one; it

stretches back to the early days of the centmy, and it is sure to take us even further

in the quest to fully understand the health effects of radiation.
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THE PROPER STUDY OF MANKIND

One of the giant stepson this road was cre-
ation of the Atomic Bomb Casualty
Commission, established in 1946 to follow
the long-term consequences of radiation on
the survivors of the Hiroshima and

Nagasaki bombs. Today, the work contin-
ues within the renamed Radiation Effects
Research Foundation, jointly funded by the
U.S. and Japan. This definitive effort has,
for a half-century, traced the medical histo-
ries of more than 86,000 survivors and
tens of thousands of their descendants. It
remains the most ambitious study ever car-
ried out on the effects of a toxic agent on
human beings. From it we have learned
that the major long-term effect of radiation
is an increased risk of leukemia and solid
cancers. Between 1950 and 1990, bomb
survivors suffered 7827 cancer deaths,
about 420 more than would be expected in
an unexposed population. Attempts have
also been made to identify genetic effects in
the survivors’ children, so far without suc-

cess—an outcome that prompted early
thinking about today’s Human Genome
Project (see page 15).

Other early epidemiological studies
were likewise products of circumstance, in
a time of routine above-ground nuclear

weapons tests. South Pacific Islanders
exposed to fallout from a 1954 atmos-
pheric test and, decades later, residents
returning to face residual radioactivity on
Bikini and Eniwetok were carefully moni-
tored for many years, both to provide for
their own health and to enhance what we
know about radiation and its effects.

Today, with atmospheric nuclear tests
largely a relic of the past, concerns about
radiation have different sources—but the
concerns endure. Furthermore, such stud-
ies as that of the atomic bomb survivors
can tell us little about the potential effects
of prolonged exposure to very low doses.
For more than thirty years, then, OHER
and its predecessors continued long-term
health studies of naval shipyard workers,


