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A BRIEF SURVEY «F THE WHd PROGRAM® IN RADIATION AND ISOTOPES 

Queetione concerning radiation and radioactivity have come, in recent years, 

to occupy a peculiarly important position in relation to health. The magnitude and 

nature »f the health problems which have accompanied t^e development of atomic 

energy, on the one hand, and the very important role which radioactive isojbopee 

have played in the fundamental progress of modern medicine, especially in the basic 

health sciences, «n the other, have emiáiasized the need for giving full 

consideration to this rapidly moving field in international^ national and local 

health work. Problems and potential hazards to health are increasing with the 

growing use and developnent In many countries of atomic energy for peaceful 

purposes; and at the same time new opportunities are presenting themselves for 

advancements in the health field through use of associated ¡knowledge and techniques. 

WHO has responsibilities in both these areas of activity - in protection and 

the various other aspects of radiation health and in the use of radiation and 

isotopic methods in health work. 

The WHO programme has developed during the last few years much as originally 

outlined in 195V55» along five main lines which might be briefly described as 

follows: 

⑴ training for (a) public health personnel who have an interest in such 

questions in radiation safety as administrative and organizational aspects, disposal 

Of radioactive waste, siting of nuclear installations, and regulations and 

legielation in the radiation field; (b) specialists such as physicians and health 

physicists who are responsible for radiation protection work in laboratories, 

hospitale and plants using radiation and radioactivity, and in atomic installations; 

(c) specialists, physicians and scientists, in the use of radioisotopes in medicine 

a*d allied health sciences； (d) scientists in the field of radiobiology and 

radiation medicine; 
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(2) collection and distribution of information in the various pertinent fields, 

such as radiation health, public health aspects of atomic energy, radioactive waste 

disposal, radiation legislation, and radiobiology; : , .——、 

⑶ study of health problems related to radiation and the peaceful uses of 
‘ • # •• 

atomic energy, such as the effects of radiation t>n human heredity, medical 

supervision in radiation work, radiochemical methods of analysis used in health 
* . 

work, public health aspects of radioactive waste disposal; * , * 
(4) work in co-operation with competent teohnical bodies in the field, pf 

units and measurement standards used in health work, specifications for medically 

used isotopes and radioactive drugs, developing basic data for use in recommendations 

of maximum permissible exposure, and in recommending safe practiceg and procedures; • 

(5) stimulation and co-ordination of research in the field of radiation 

health, in radiobiology, and in certain aspects of the health use of radioactivity. 

A more detailed description of these main lines of the WHO programme in 

radiation questions has been given in documents EB17/35 (1955), EB21/WP/8 (1958), 

and A11/P&B/7 (1958), as well as details of special training courses which have 

been organized, and fellowships which have been granted. In this connexion it 

might be pointed out that the crucial importance of training in this field was 

recognized from the start. The first international -training course for health 

physicists ever to be held took place in Stockholm in 1955 under the joint 

sponsorship cf WHO, the Government of Sweden and the United States Atomic Energy 

Commission. Since that time WHO has sponsored six additional special training 

courses in radiation health, two at Saclay, France, one at Mol, Belgium, one at 

Harwell, England and one at San Juan, Puerto Rico; the most recent one was in 

Noveraber/ï)eceraber I958 in Bombay. This was an inter-regional course under the joint 

sponsorship of WHO and the Government of India, with the collaboration of the United 

States Atomic Energy Commission and the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority, and 

was attended by 31 participants from the South-East Asian and Western Pacific 

Regions. Two Expert Committees met in 1957, one to consider questions concerned 

with the introduction of radiation medicine into the undergraduate curriculum, and 

the other to make recommendations with regard to post-graduate training in the 

Public health aspects of nuclear energy. 
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The formation of an Expert Advisory Panel on Radiation was begun in 1957 

to assist with the work of this programme, and leading experts from various countries 

are being appointed to this panel as the programme develops. Expert advice and 

consultation in the technical aspects of the work are provided by panel members 

who also take part in Expert Committees. 

The pattern of the WHO programme in radiation protection has centred about 

the public health aspects of radiation and the peaceful uses of atomic energy. 

An attempt has been made to develop especially those activities which w o u M be of 

value to countries in the building of their own national programmes in radiation 

health, and at the same time to direct the attention of experts in the field to 

some of the large questions, answers to whioh are basic to sound health planning. 

A few examples will serve to illustrate this: 

Legislation in the radiation protection field is difficult. In raost instances 

there is a desire to ensure maximum health protection to radiation workers and the 

public, while at the same time not to interfere with technological progress and 

development in the field. In recommending and preparing such legislation, 

individuals concerned with the health aspects of radiation in a country can gain 

much assistance from prior experience in other countries and from study of 

legislation developed by other governments. In line with this, WHO prepared in 1955 

a compilation of national laws and regulations in radiation protection, and at the 

present time is bringing this material up to date. 

Quantitative data on the effect of radiation on man and the toxicity of 

radionuclides is basic to formulations of recommendations, codes of practice and 

laws. WHO is working closely with the International Commission on Radiological 

Protection in the matter of fundamental data and basic recommendations. The ICRP 

Is a non-governmental organization which саше into existence in 1928; it is made 

up of eminently qualified experts in the field, and has done excellent work, to 

which national bodies turn for guidance and reference. Rather than to make up a new 

continuing WHO panel to do this work, a group which would perforce be made up almost 

entirely of the same experts, it was decided to work closely with the already 
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existing ICRP because of the mutual advantage which would be gained thereby. A 

similar situation exists with reference to the International Commission on 

Radiological Units and Measurements in the field of radiation units, measurements 

and standards. The ICRP ал<1 the ICRCJ oarae into official relationship with WHO 

in 1956. 

Questions of the genetic effects of radiation in man are of special interest 

f r o m t h e Public health point of view. In fact the mutagenic feature of ionizing 

radiation places it in a special category of health hazard, since it becomes a 

problem for all peoples and for members of future generations as well. Consideration 

of these problems are of basic scientific oonoern, and must also be taken into 

account in radiation health planning on a practical basis. The Study Group on the 

Effect of Radiation on Human Heredity, held in Copenhagen in 1956, and the Expert 

Committee on this same topic, which met in Geneva in 1958, represent the beginning 

of a continuing programme in Ьишал genetics. It is worthy of note in this 

connexion that WHO, through its organization and its interest in demography, publio 

health, and radiation, is in a particularly favourable position to assist in this 

field. 

Another aspect of radiation health work which has received WHO attention, and 

which is of importance in a very practical manner in the day-to-day activities of 

health departments and health inspectors, is methods of detecting radioactivity алй 

quantitatively measuring radioactive nuclides in various types of sample. These are 

important techniques for public health laboratories, as well as for health supervisors 

in hospitals and laboratories where radioactive materials are handled, and for atomic 

e n e r g y i n S t a l l a t i o n S ' i s ^parent when one considers the health problems 
a S S O C i a t S d W i t h t h S d i s P° s a l o f r a d i o a c t i v e waste the possibilities of accidents 
i n V O l V l n g r a d i o a G t l v e m a t e r i a l

 如忖明 processing, use, or transport, or accidents 

involving nuclear installations. attention that WHO has given to ^he field of 

a n a l y t i c a l methods for radioactivity, as shown for example by the work of the Joint 

V®0/PA0 Expert Committee on Radiochemical Methods of Analysis in 1 9 5 8 , is the 

beginning of a continuing programe in this aspect of radiation health. 
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It is recognized that this is a modest programme which WHO has pursued during 

the first few years of its activity in this field• It was thought advisable, however 

to begin cautiously and lay a firm foundation for work in this technically complex 

field. It should be brought out in this regard also that a number of other 

international bodies have interests and activities in matters of radiation and 

radioactivity as related to health, or closely related questions, and a significant 

amount of the WHO programme has been carried out in close contact with them. Special 

mention should be made in this regard of the ILO, PAO, UNESCO and IAEA within the 

United Nations family, as well as the United Nations Scientific Committee on the 

Effects of Atomic Radiation and, among the non-governmental organizations, the 

ICRP and ICRU, already mentioned in this document. 


