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1 Goiania resident holds a certificate showing she is not radioactive. ‘ 

Victims of Radiation 
Ostraeized in Brazil 
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say we are from ‘that street,’ that 
we’re all contaminated, that later 
everyone on the street is going to 
die of cancer.” 

Recently, someone went hunting 
stray cats in the night, apparently 
afraid they were radioactive. 

To reassure the public that most 
people and things here are radia- 
tion-free, local health officials offer 
a simple screening service and issue 
special certificates. Hundreds of 
residents line up daily a t  a down- 
town sports stadium to have their 
radiation levels read. They bring 
pets, clothes, cars, furniture, house- 
hold appliances-anything they 
worry might have come into contact 
with the deadly material. 

One by one, they step up to a 
white-suited specialist who holds in 
his hand a radiation detector shaped 
like a portable hair dryer. As the 
nozzle of the sensor passes slowly 
over chests, backs, arms and legs, 
quiet fright registers in many eyes. 
Breaths go short in the tense hope 
that the machine’s sensitive needle 
will show no movement. 

For the past two weeks, no one 
has registered radioactive. Earlier, 
244 people or their belongings 
showed up contaminated. Four per- 
sons have died. Others were saved, 
some with the help of an experi- 
mental drug brought in by Dr. Rob- 
er t  Gale of the University of Cal- 
ifornia a t  Los Angeles, who led a 
team of foreign doctors. 

So far, more than 78,000 of 
Goiania’s 1 million people have been 
screened. Doctors estimate that sev- 
eral hundred people or more may 
eventually develop leukemia and oth- 
er forms of cancer as a result of ex- 
posure to the cesium-137 powder 
that was loosed on Goiania. 

Many of the contaminated sur- 
vivors have been treated and re- 
leased. About 25 remain quaran- 
tined in hospitals and state-run shel- 
ters. Some are  expected to remain 
under medical observation for sev- 
eral months, 

Police records say the tragedy be- 
gan when Roberto Aives and 19- 
year-old Wagner Pereira entered the 
abandoned clinic of the Goiania Ra- 
diotherapy Institute on Sept. 13 and 
broke open the lead casing of a ma- 
chine that had been used to treat 
cancer with controlled doses of ra- 
diation. The institute had moved to 
new quarters in downtown Goiania in 
1985, leaving behind the bulky in- 

The scavengers removed a stain- 
less-steel cylinder the size of a one- 
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junkyard of Devair Ferreira, 36, a 
dealer in scrap metal and waste pa- 
per. Within a few days, Ferreira 
opened the cylinder and broke apart 
a small platinum capsule inside it 
that contained the cesium-137. 

The blue material that spilled out 
was granular and coarse. It formed 
into lumps when exposed to the air’s 
humidity. Most fascinating for Fer- 
reira, his family and friends, it 
glowed in the dark like carnival glit- 
ter. They took bits of it home and 
smeared it on their clothing and bod- 
ies. 

Ivo Ferreira, Devair’s brother, 
let his six-year-old daughter, 
Leides, play with a lump of it on the 
floor of their home. Afterward, she 
ate a boiled egg coated with the 
powder, which had rubbed off her 
hands. Ten minutes later, she was 
vomiting, but her mother, Lurdes, 
figured the egg had been rotten. 

Within days, others fell ill with 
nausea, fever, blisters, rashes and 
sores. Doctors a t  several local hos- 
pitals at first puzzled over what 
seemed to be symptoms of some 
tropical disease. In late September, 
health authorities finally diagnosed 
radiation sickness, 

the contaminated material have 
been helped by the fact that much 
of it stayed among the members of 
the Ferreira family. But the family 
is large, and investigators suspect 
that some relatives and friends have 
not told all they know for fear of im- 
plicating themselves or others. 

One team leader in the search for 
contamination said he doubted that 
all the radioactive sources can be 
located, because of the uncertain 
movements of those who were con- 
taminated in the two weeks before 

Specialists tracing the course of ’ 

He estimated that only 70 percent 
of what is out there has been found. 

On the wall of a makeshift head- 
quarters a t  the stadium, govern- 
ment specialists have marked a gi- 
ant city map with the irregular pat- 
tern of contamination in Goiania. 
Green squares represent areas al- 
ready scrubbed clean of contami- 
nated material by workers using 
soap and water or a cyanide-based 
compound. Other symbols mark ar- 
eas being cleaned or cordoned-off 
sites still emitting dangerous levels 
of radiation. Radiation has also 
turned up in houses and hospitals in 
neighboring towns. 

The clean-up is expected to last 
six months or more and produce 
tons of contaminated material. Au- 
thorities have already turned up 12 
tons of radioactive waste paper 
from junkyards. They have had to 
dismantle a bus station, decontam- 
inate two buses and five cars and 
hunt down five contaminated pigs. 
After some radioactive currency 
was found, they spent hours check- 
ing stacks of money in banks.. 

“I’m still not satisfied,” said Don- 
ald Binns, a radiation protection su- 
pervisor with Brazil’s Nuclear En- 
ergy Commission and one of the 
first specialists to arrive on the 
scene. “There must be other con- 
taminated pieces out there.” 

Most of what has been found is 
still sitting in place, waiting to be 
loaded into thousands of concrete- 
lined metal drums that have arrived. 

Where to put the waste has, pre- 
dictably, sparked a major contro- 
versy. State officials have reluctant- 
ly agreed to store it provisionally on 
concrete platforms currently being 
constructed 8 miles west of 
Goiania. The federal $government 
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has no permanent disposal site for 
nuclear waste. 

Critics of Brazil’s ambitious nucle- 
ar power program are using the trag- 
edy to press again for a restructuring 
of the Nuclear Energy Commission. 
They say that what happened here 
highlights the commission’s inability 
to serve as both promoter and super- 
visor of atomic energy. 

“I’ve proposed separating the re- 
sponsibilities, but the government 
hasn’t moved yet,” said Jose Gol- 
demberg, a leading Brazilian nucle- 
ar physicist and rector of the Uni- 
versity of Sao Paulo. ,“I’m surprised 
it hasn’t, but there is lots of resis- 
tance to restructuring the commis- 
sion, which has many links to  the 
military as  well as other powerful 
ties.” 

Commission officials have been 
bickering with the state Health De- 
partment and federal Health Min- 
istry over who is to blame for leav- 
ing the radiotherapy machine un- 
attended. The commission claims it 
is responsible only for inspecting 
new installations of such equipment 
and insists that health authorities 
have the follow-up duty of periodic 
inspection. The state department 
says it lacks the specialists to in- 
spect radioactive machines. The 
federal ministry explains that its in- 
spection unit had been disbanded. 

“Each is assigning responsibility 
to the other, and n o n n e i s  control- 
ling anything,” q i d  Antonio Ricardo 
Carvalho, a federal police inspector 
involved- in the case. Indictments 
for homicide were reportedly being 
prepared IasLweek against officials 
a t  all three agencies, Brazilian 
newspapers said. 

Federal authorities have charged 
the owners and a radiology techni- 
cian of the abandoned clinic with 
criminal negligence. Those who took 
the machine and unleashed its poison 
are unlikely to face charges, police 
say. But they are destined to  suffer. 

“I still don’t know who is guilty of 
putting that thing in that place,” 
said Lurdes Ferreira, the mother of 
the 6-yearsld who ate  the contam- 
inated egg and died. “The only thing 
I know is that we are  going to need 
a long treatment.” 

A foreign hematologist who has 
treated the most severely injured 
victims said they have maintained a 
kind of passive innocence throughout 
the ordeal. “They are very kind, very 
patient, toward us, but they are also 
very lost,” the doctor said. “The look 
on their faces is like they’re seeing 
something that‘s from‘another world 
happening to them. If they were 
Americans or Europeans, they would 
probably be panicked. 

“I have the feeling,” the doctor 
added, “that they still have not re- 
alized the whole story.” 


