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nocent victims: children in Chernobyl are still suffering

wvestigate. So in April this
aar the two men set off.
hey spent two weeks in
kraine, touring hospitals
nd clinics in the Chernobyl
rea and talking at length to
potors, nurses ang ordinary
eople.

Their investigation
agsplied in a privately pro-
uced report — The Cher-
obyl Reconnaissance —
‘hich sets out in sober but
hilling detail the terrible
sgacy of the explosion on
pril 26, 1986. By implica-
lon, it also contains a clear
sarning for anyone living in

the vicinity of a nuclear
power plant (see right).

At the same time, how-
ever, it highlights the
extraordinary resilience ef
thousands of people who
have been attempting LG
grapple with the long-tern:
effects of radiation sickness

It has taken vears for those
effects to surface. They have
attracted little attention in

the outside world, not least,

because initially it appeared
that little lasting damage had
been caused.

“In 1990 an infernatienal
commission went out fo

investigate the effects of
radiation on children.” says
Frohn. '‘The following
March they reported that
there had been nc big
increase in the levels of can-
cer compared with before the
accident. So they concluded
that the accident had caused
no big problem.”

The world breathed a.col-
Jective sigh of rehief T.aterin
it P i
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Mmatignanoies pegan L0
appear. Now, five years on,
Frohn's report paiats @ far
bieaker picture. Most sirik-
ingly, he and Kubik found
that:

@ Of all children aged up to
15, only 1 per cent are now in
good health.

& Of all children born fo par-
ents who were radiated, only
3 per cent have been born
withont some sort of
abnormalify

& The region has the highest
incidence of cancer of the
thyroid in children in the
world.

& There are 60,000 emotion-
ally disturbed children,
being treated by just two
specialists.

These acute medical and
psvchological problems have
been exacerbated by the pre-
vailing social and economic
conditions in Ukraine.
Proper treatment has been
rendered virtually impossi-
ble by chronic shortages of
pbasic medicines, eguipment
and decent food. Add to that
widespread poverty and spi-
ralling domestic problems
and you have all the ingredi-
ents for social disaster.

Frohn summed up the cri-
sis in his report. “‘Seven out
of 21 areas around Chernigev
have been declared disaster
areas: 140,000 children have
been affected by radiation
and only 1 per cent are per-
foctly healthy. The effect of
radiation on the brain is now
called the Cherncbyl sya-
drome of physical and men-
tal Adicturhapees of varnang

ing, paralysis.-malignancies
(especially thyroid] and psy-
chojogical daimage,

“There are more divorces
than marriages, add drug
addiction and the legacy of
Russia — vodka alceholismm,
even in young children. As
Victor Kubik says, this is
meltdown.”

Despite all this, Frohn
says: ‘The great feature
about the Ukrainians 1 met
was their openness, their
courtesy and generosity.
their warmth and their
humour.

“After all their troubles
and upheavals since 1917 —
the Hitler war, the Russian
exploitation up to 1991,
including the years of Stalin-
isation, and then Chernobyl
on top of all that — you'd
expect to find people who
had every justification for
being angry, bitter and full of
hatred. But they were quite
the opposite. I found it very
moving."’

In the months since his
return from Ukraine, Frohn
has gqaietly set about creat-
ing the means of channelling
aid in cash and kind to the
places it is most needed.

This week he and Kubik

are back in the area on a 10-
day tour revisiting the same
people and places. The aim.
he savs, is “'to make sure
they have received what 1
expeci them to have
received, that goods haven’t
rysterionsly ‘disappeared’.
“] want to see that their
cupbeards are full with the
things that we have sent: I'1)
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re-inspect all the various
hospitals and clinics and see
what tneir future needs are.”’

Frohn makes no exirava-
gant claims for his work.
“This is purely an individual
effort,”” he savs. “I'm not a
commiitee. At the outset, I
felt that 1 could move faster
on my own, without proto-
cols and schedules and hav-
ing to get permission to do
this, that or the other. And
also that I'd be less intimi-
dating. less inirusive by
being an individual.

“T'm npot a businessman;
I'm not an economist. 1'm
not going to solve the prob-
lems of Ukraine. Hopefully,
I'm just helping a few kids to
have a bit less pain and per-
haps a decent operation or
some thyroid tablets or
whatever.

*1t is terrible o think voun
have been totally aban-
doned. And perhaps we're
just showing that they
haven't been forgotten.”

@ Donations or further ingui-
ries to The Chernobyl Chil-
dren's Account number
1289293, c/o The Manager,
Lioyds Bank, 6 High Street,
Tenterden, Kent TN30 6AJ.
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‘The little

tablets
that we
ignore at
our peril

W ATURICE FROFN is at
pains 1o stress that be does
not want in be seen a2
som-menger. He alsu
acknowledpes that there are
vast differences between the
nuciear industyy here and in
easiern Enrope. But he siill
insists that not enough s
being done to protect
thousands of people in
Britain from the polentially
catachysmic effects of an
accident at 2 noclear power
plant.

“1 don't want to be critical
of the Rrifish auclear
industry. I went round
Dungeness only a few weeks
ago and I thenght they were
splendid,” he says. “I think
the risk of a breakdown here
is minimal — our nnclear
planis are a different design
and the discipline is
different, too.

“The British indastry is
very well managed. But. even
g, accidents do happen and I
do wish we knew more about
what to do if one does.”
There is always the
possibility of terrorist action
or a freak piane crash, Frohn
says, and it is ignorance that
is the main cause of paiic.
Consergnentis. he srgues that
nesl 10 be
jearned [rom what happened
at Chernobyl.

His advice is based on a
check list drawn ug by Dr
Vasily Pasechnik, a senlor
doctor with responsibility for
the care of mothers and
babies in the Chernigev ares.
Cruciaily, he says,
potassium iodide tablets
sheuld be instantly available
to every family im the
affected area as they protect
the thyreid from the harmfu!
effecis of radioactivily —
someihing which is
particularly imporiant for
children.

Frohn's own investigations
have shown that this is far
from the case in Britain.
“Pgtassinm iodide has to be
talken immediately, otherwise
it is no use,” he says. “The
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rescie services that I spoke
at 1aid me he had a bottle of
tablets but he didn't kKnow
what it was for.

“Dungeness has potassium
iodide. But I went io Boois in
Tenterden and asked for
some and they didn't even
have it in their
pharmacopeeia — they
couldn’t even get hold of it if
they wanted it.

“The services in the UK
would have to act very
guickly indeed if they were
going to get polassium iodide
to thousands of children
within the effective time,
which is within hours.

“Every school, hospital and
home medicine cupboard
should have its store.
Dungeness has stores — but
how can they get them Lo
local scheols within the first
day? And on the second day
it’s all over, Forgel iL.”

Other lessons are ihat
geiger counters should be
readily available for each
family in the vicinity of 2
nuclear power plant and they
shouid be checked regularly
1o ensure they are working
properly. The safe level of
radioactivity should alsc be
widely publicised.




