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This document gives, in its introduction, the background to 
the establishment of a management group to follow up the report of 
the International Committee of Experts in Medical Sciences and 
Public Health (which met in 1981, 1982 and 1983) on the effects of 
nuclear war on health and health services, together with related 
resolutions. The investigations of health aspects continued in 
accordance with the decision of the Health Assembly in 1987 and in 
collaboration with other organizations. The WHO Management Group 
met in 1989 and 1990 to review the current situation. 

The document summarizes briefly important new findings 
including the results of the work of the Radiation Effects Research 
Foundation (see paragraph 12 below) and describes the use that has 
been made by the medical profession of the report and the revised 
report prepared by the Group. It also refers to liaison with other 
governmental and nongovernmental organizations. In November 1990 
the Management Group unanimously agreed that the terms of reference 
for its task, as formulated in resolution WHA34.38, were fulfilled 
(see paragraph 3 below). It recommended to the Director-General a 
new approach, contained in section IV of the document, including 
the possibility of reconvening the Group, should the need arise, 
since nuclear weapons are still being produced and therefore the 
potential dangers of the consequences of nuclear war on health and 
health services have not yet been eliminated. 
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I. Introduction 

1. The WHO project "The effects of nuclear war on health and health services" was 
initiated following resolution WHA34.38 of the Thirty-fourth World Health Assembly in 
1981. The resolution requested the Director-General to create an international committee 
to study the contribution that WHO could make to the implementation bf United Nations 
resolutions on strengthening peace, détente and disarmament and preventing thermonuclear 
conflict. The International Committee of Experts in Medical Sciences and Public Health 
that was set up in response to this resolution prepared a report which was presented to 
the Health Assembly in 1983 and published in 1984. The Committee's conclusions were 
endorsed by the Health Assembly in resolution WHA36.28 and it was recommended that WHO 
should continue to collect, analyse and publish accounts of further activities and 
studies on the subject and regularly inform the Health Assembly on progress. The 
Director-General set up a management group to carry out that recommendation (see 
paragraph 8 below). As a result of the work of the Management Group a second, revised 
version of the 1983 report was submitted to the Health Assembly in 1987 and published the 
same year. The Health Assembly endorsed the report in resolution WHA40.24 and decided 
that the investigation of health aspects of the effects of nuclear war that were not 
reflected in the report should be continued in collaboration with interested United 
Nations bodies and other organizations. It requested the Director-General to report 
periodically to the Health Assembly on progress in the field. 

2. To meet this request the Management Group presented to the Forty-third World Health 
Assembly in 1990 an information document (A43/INF.DOC./2) summarizing the developments in 
the field between 1987 and 1989. The present report includes information on further 
studies and reports prepared by different organizations in 1990. 

3. As the present research in fields related to this WHO project concentrates mainly on 
the problems connected with the peacetime use of atomic energy, the Management Group 
considers that its original mandate is now completed (see also paragraphs 26 to 28). The 
purpose of this report therefore is to review the activities carried out by WHO under 
this project since 1981 and summarize the recommendations. 

II. Review of WHO activities 

1981-1987 

4. To fulfil its terms of reference the International Committee of Experts in Medical 
Sciences and Public Health established several working groups and allocated to them the 
task of collecting, reviewing and summarizing the most recent information on the possible 
effects of nuclear weapons explosions on health and the health services. The reports of 
the working groups as well as the literature cited served as a basis for the Committee's 
report published in 1984. To achieve consensus and finalize the report, the Committee 
held three sessions (14-16 April 1981, 2-4 November 1982 and 10-11 February 1983). 
Annex I lists the members of the International Committee and the invited advisers. 

5. The first report,1 reviewed the knowledge on the possible effects of a nuclear 
confrontation available at the beginning of the 1980s. It concentrated strictly on 
scientific aspects of the problem such as the physical characteristics of nuclear 
explosions and their effects on health, management of casualties, and short- and 
long-term effects of a nuclear war on health and health services. 

1 Effects of nuclear war on health and health services. Geneva, World Health 
Organization, 1984. 

о 
Effects of nuclear war on health and health services. second edition. Geneva, 

World Health Organization, 1987. 



6. The main conclusion of the Committee was that in view of the disastrous consequences 
a nuclear conflict would have on the health and welfare of the people of the world, "the 
only approach to the treatment of the health effects of nuclear explosions is primary 
prevention of such explosions, that is the prevention of atomic war". 

7. The conclusions of the Committee were endorsed by the Health Assembly in 1983 in 
resolution WHA36.28. The Director-General was requested to transmit the report to the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations for consideration by the appropriate United 
Nations bodies and other organizations. It was recommended that WHO "in cooperation with 
other United Nations agencies, continue the work of collecting, analysing and regularly 
publishing accounts of activities and further studies on the effects of nuclear war on 
health and health services ...". 

8. To implement the resolution the Director-General established the "WHO Management 
Group on Follow-up of Resolution WHA36.28". The members and advisers to the Group are 
listed in Annex II. The members of this Group were personally involved in related 
activities carried out by other governmental and nongovernmental organizations. Through 
this approach, and with the assistance of invited experts and advisers, enough new 
material was collected to justify in 1987 preparation of a revised, second edition of the 
1983 report. 

9. The second edition of the report incorporated information on the new studies that 
had been carried out since 1983. These included new data on physical effects of nuclear 
war, especially from large-scale fires, electro-magnetic puis (EMP), and mechanisms of 
radioactive fall-out. Ongoing research provided new estimates on the climatic effects of 
nuclear war. It drew attention to the possible consequences of the revised dosimetry for 
the assessment of health risks due to exposure to radiation. WHO also supported a survey 
carried out on a large number of people in Hiroshima which provided basic data for an 
estimate of radiation casualties under wartime conditions. This made possible a new 
study on determination of the 50% mortality distance and effect (LD50 value) . Three 
new "scenarios" were also included in the revised report for analysing the impact on 
health and health services of nuclear attacks on a city (London), limited attacks on the 
United States of America and the USSR, and limited nuclear war in Europe. On the basis 
of analogies from disaster research the psychological aspects of nuclear threat and 
nuclear war were discussed. Finally, short, intermediate and long-term health effects of 
a nuclear war were newly considered. 

10. The results of the new research strengthened the original conclusions presented in 
the 1983 report. It made obvious the fact that the health services in the countries of 
the world could not alleviate the situation caused by the explosion of nuclear weapons 
and the only approach to treatment of health effects of nuclear warfare was the 
prevention of nuclear war. The 1987 report constituted WHO's major contribution to the 
International Year of Peace (1986) in response to resolution WHA39.19 (May 1986). 

11. In the second edition of the report, as in the first, the Management Group 
considered very carefully only the health and health services aspects of the problem and 
did not touch on the political steps by which the threat of nuclear war could be removed 
or the preventive measures implemented. The Health Assembly endorsed the report in 
resolution WHA40.24 (May 1987) and requested the Director-General to continue the work in 
collaboration with interested United Nations bodies and other organizations. 

1 Effects of nuclear war on health and health services. Geneva, World Health 
Organization, 1984. 

о 
Analysis of early mortality rates of atomic bomb survivors exposed within 

Japanese wooden houses in Hiroshima by exposure distance• M• Hayakawa, M. Munaka, 
M. Kurihara, T. Ohkita. Hiroshima, Japanese Medical Association, Vol. 39, 1986, 
pp. 126-129. 

3 
"Acute radiation mortality in a nuclear war" by J. Rotblat in The medical 

implications of nuclear war. Institute of Medicine. National Academy Press, 
Washington D.C., 1986, pp. 233-250. 



1987-1990 

12. The Management Group met in 1989 and 1990 to review the current situation and new 
findings. In the follow-up to the 1987 report probably the most important new data 
resulted from the work of the Radiation Effects Research Foundation (RERF) in Hiroshima, 
which was supported jointly by the Governments of Japan and the United States of 
America. It was discovered that the radiation doses to which the inhabitants of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki were exposed were generally lower than assumed before. As 
mentioned above, this finding was the outcome of a new dosimetry system which was 
introduced in 1986. Data on the health effects of radiation collected already in 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki have been recalculated. Compared with the 1977 estimates, the 
risks for leukaemia have increased by a factor of 5.5, those for all other cancers by a 
factor of 10. It was also shown that the younger the exposed persons were at the time of 
the explosions, the higher was the incidence of cancer among them when they were entering 
the cancer-prone age in the 1980s. 

13. The United Nations has devoted a great deal of attention to the problems of the 
effects of nuclear war. The published reports deal also with health aspects, and 
information included is derived mainly from WHO documents. Members of the WHO Management 
Group were invited to participate in the work of the respective United Nations 
committees. In response to United Nations General Assembly resolutions 40/152G and 
41/86H, the Secretary-General appointed a group of consultant experts to carry out a 
study on the climatic and other global effects of nuclear war. In his foreword to the 
report, published in 1989, the Secretary-General of the United Nations points to the 
experts‘ conclusion that "a major nuclear war would entail the high risk of a global 
environmental disruption. The risk would be greatest if large cities and industrial 
centres in the Northern Hemisphere were to be targeted in the summer months. In the 
opinion of the Group, residual scientific uncertainties are unlikely to invalidate this 
conclusion. The Group indicates that the depletion of food supplies that might result 
from severe effects on agricultural production could confront targeted and non-targeted 
nations with the prospect of widespread starvation. The socioeconomic consequences would 
be grave." The information in Chapter IV on "Health and socioeconomic effects", in the 
same report, is based on WHO publications. The report makes direct reference to the 
problems dealt with by the WHO Management Group. It presents the consensus reached by 
leading scientists on the consequences of a nuclear war on the climate, and confirms the 
statement presented in the WHO report of 1987. 

14. A United Nations document entitled "Comprehensive study on nuclear weapons" was 
updated in late 1989 in response to United Nations General Assembly resolution 43/75N; 
the new report was presented by the Secretary-General to the forty-fifth session of the 
General Assembly in September 1990. It is the most comprehensive review of 
developments in this field during the 1980s, discussing also the most recent political 
events of summer 1990 and their impact on the global political climate. Chapter VI of 
the report deals with the health aspects of the effects of nuclear war. This chapter was 
prepared in collaboration with staff of the WHO Secretariat and members of the WHO 
Management Group. 

15. The United Nations Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation (UNSCEAR) 
prepared in 1988 a report on "Sources, effects and risks of ionizing radiation". Its 
conclusions concur with the WHO reports. 

16. International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War (IPPNW)• a 
nongovernmental organization in official relations with WHO, established in 1989 an 
International Commission on Environmental and Health Effects of Nuclear Weapons 

1 Study on the climatic and other global effects of nuclear war. United Nations. 
New York, 1989. 

о 
General and Complete Disarmament. Comprehensive Study on Nuclear Weapons. 

Report of the Secretary-General. United Nations General Assembly document, A/45/373, 
18 September 1990. 



Production. Its aims were to collect available information on risks to health and the 
environment from the entire process of production and testing of nuclear weapons. This 
Commission prepared a report on "The health and environmental effects of nuclear weapons 
production" to be published in 1991. This report, among others, summarizes the 
information on nuclear accidents in the world, some of it presented for the first time. 
A member of the WHO Management Group participated in this work. Another report of this 
IPPNW Commission is entitled "Radioactive heaven and earth". It deals with the problems 
of weapons testing in, on and above the earth. It should be published at the end of the 
1990s. 

17. On the basis of the discussion with the WHO Management Group, IPPNW also prepared a 
medical curriculum, "Medicine and nuclear war", which was published in 1988. The 
curriculum provides a guide to instruction on medical aspects of nuclear weapons and war 
that should facilitate teaching for uninformed but interested faculty members. It 
includes such topics as historical perspectives, review of the weapons and their 
destructive capabilities, description of acute and chronic medical effects, radiation 
effects, indirect health effects from climatic and ecological changes, psychological 
problems that can be anticipated to follow a nuclear war, civil defence, economic 
effects, consequences to non-combatant countries, and the ethics and the role of health 
care professionals in relation to the use of nuclear weapons. With each topic, 
references and selective readings are given and specific points and short questions for 
discussion and testing are included. 

18. The latest basic recommendations of the International Commission on Radiological 
Protection were prepared in 1977. Since then they were reviewed annually and when 
necessary, supplementary statements were published. Recent developments made it 
necessary to issue a completely new set of recommendations. They are now being prepared 
for publication in 1991. 

19. A report was also prepared by the Committee on the Biological Effects of Ionizing 
Radiation (BEIR) of the National Research Council (USA) on "Health effects of exposure to 
low levels of ionizing radiation" (National Academy Press, 1990). It is the fifth report 
in a series that addresses the health effects of exposure of human populations to 
low-dose radiation. Some new information in this report relates to the finding that 
there is an indirect correlation between cancer incidence and the age at which the person 
was irradiated. This is valid for non-leukaemia cancer only. The younger the age of 
persons exposed to radiation at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the higher the incidence of all 
types of cancer (except leukaemia) among these people in adulthood. The possible 
explanation is being discussed at the present time. 

20. Controversial information has been produced on the long-term consequences for the 
health of people who were living in the areas affected by the Chernobyl disaster. The 
matter is of sufficient importance to merit a very extensive investigation. IAEA, in 
cooperation with WHO, UNSCEAR, FAO and others, undertook a study under the chairmanship 
of Professor Shigematsu (member of the WHO Management Group). 

21. The need for international support in dealing with the consequences of the Chernobyl 
accident was discussed during the forty-fourth session of the United Nations General 
Assembly in December 1989, by the Economic and Social Council in July 1990, and was also 
before the forty-fifth session of the General Assembly in 1990. The Council in 
resolution 1990/50, requested the Secretary-General to provide appropriate support to, 
and coordination of, ongoing activities within the United Nations system, and to prepare 
a comprehensive report on the actions currently under way or planned, particularly 
regarding the agreement between the Government of the USSR and IAEA to study the 
radiological consequences and the agreement between the Government of the USSR and WHO on 
efforts to mitigate the health consequences of the Chernobyl accident. The Government of 
the USSR and WHO signed a Memorandum of Understanding on 30 April 1990 which provides for 
establishing an international centre on radiation health issues. It is proposed to 
establish the centre under the auspices of WHO at the Medical Radiology Research 
Institute of the Academy of Medical Sciences of the USSR, in the city of Obninsk near 
Moscow, with branches in Kiev, Gomel and Bryansk. The Ministry of Health of the 



USSR has already invited several governments to participate in establishing this centre, 
and WHO is seeking extrabudgetary resources to initiate activities• 

22. A most interesting scientific publication appeared recently which is directly 
related to the subject covered by the WHO Management Group. Gardner et al. show 
strong statistical correlation between the incidence of childhood leukaemia and lymphoma 
and the radiation doses received by the fathers in the area around the Sellafield nuclear 
plant in the United Kingdom. These findings would indicate an effect of radiation never 
shown before. However, they have first to be confirmed, as a similar phenomenon was not 
found in Japan or around the atomic power stations in the United States of America. 

Ill. Liaison of the WHO Management Group with other governmental and nongovernmental 
organizations 

23. Members of the WHO Management Group have participated in many of the numerous 
studies that have been carried out throughout the world since the first report was 
presented in 1983. Their participation ensured liaison, providing to the other bodies 
concerned information on WHO activities and vice versa. 

24. Cooperation was developed with the following organizations and bodies : 

-United Nations Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation (UNSCEAR) 
-United Nations Group of Experts on a Comprehensive Study of Nuclear Weapons 
-United Nations Group of Consultant Experts on the Study on the Climatic and other 

Global Effects of Nuclear War 
-International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and, most recently, the IAEA Chernobyl 

Advisory Committee 
-Scientific Committee on Problems of the Environment (SCOPE) of the International 

Council of Scientific Unions 
-Institute of Medicine of the National Academy of Sciences (United States of 

America) 
• United States-Japan Joint Workshop for Reassessment of Atomic Bomb Radiation 

Dosimetry 
• International Commission on Radiological Protection (ICRP) 
-The Greater London Area War Risk Study Commission 
-Pugwash Conferences on Science and World Affairs 
-International Physicians for Prevention of Nuclear War (IPPNW) and its 

International Commission on the Environmental and Health Effects of Nuclear 
Weapons Production 

-Physicians for Social Responsibility (USA) 

25. The members of the WHO Management Group were also invited as experts to numerous 
other regional and national conferences； they prepared and published scientific papers 
and were involved in university teaching. 

IV. Conclusions and recommendations : Future approach of WHO to the project "Effects of 
nuclear war on health and health services" 

26. The members of the WHO Management Group unanimously agreed at their meeting on 20 
and 21 November 1990 that the terms of reference for their task, as formulated in 
resolution WHA34.38, had been fulfilled. The two WHO reports of 1984 and 1987 provided 

1 See also document A44/13. 
о 
Results of case-control study of leukaemia and lymphoma among young people near 

Sellafield nuclear plant in West Cumbria. UK. by M.J. Gardner, M.P. Snee, A.J. Hall, 
C.A. Powell, S. Dowries and J.D. Terrell. British Medical Journal. Vol. 300, 
17 February 1990. 



comprehensive information on the subject. The technical content of the reports and their 
conclusions and recommendations had never been publicly challenged. The reports served 
as basic and reference documents for several reports and documents prepared by the United 
Nations and other agencies and organizations. They had become textbooks for teaching 
medical students. On the basis of these reports a medical curriculum had also been 
prepared by IPPNW. 

27. The meetings of the WHO Management Group held since 1987, when the second edition of 
the report was published, provided the latest information, which is reviewed in 
paragraphs 12-22 of this report. It was recognized that the present research in this 
field concentrates mainly on the effect of low doses of radiation, on radiation 
protection or a follow-up of the consequences of nuclear accidents, and is directed more 
to the peacetime uses of atomic energy. The members of the Group were of the opinion 
that there were specialized units and departments within WHO which had the knowledge and 
skills to deal with the subject and monitor developments. 

28. The members of the Management Group therefore wish to propose to the 
Director-General that he consider a new approach to the problem which they studied: 

-The WHO focal point for these activities would remain the Office of Planning, 
Coordination and Cooperation (PCO). It would continue to distribute the tasks 
arising in this field to specific, established WHO units and programmes, or 
eventually call on special consultants. 

-Only when a specific need arises would the Director-General call a meeting of the 
WHO Management Group. 

-When the members of the Group saw the need for new action, they might propose to 
the Director-General that he convene a meeting. 

-These suggestions are made in view of the fact that nuclear weapons are still 
being produced and therefore the potential danger of the consequences of nuclear 
war on health and health services has not yet been eliminated. 

29. The members of the WHO Management Group also wish to propose to the Director-General 
that the World Health Assembly be informed of their recommendations. 
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ANNEX I 

INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE OF EXPERTS 

IN MEDICAL SCIENCES AND PUBLIC HEALTH 

TO IMPLEMENT RESOLUTION WHA34.381 

MEMBERS 

Professor S. Bergstrom (Chairman) 
Department of Biochemistry Research 
Karolinska Institute 
Stockholm, Sweden 

Sir Douglas Black 
President, Royal College of Physicians 
London, United Kingdom 

Academician N. P. Bochkov 
Director, Institute of Medical Genetics 
Moscow, USSR 

Dr S. Eklund 
Director-General Emeritus 
International Atomic Energy Agency 
Уienna, Austria 

Dr R. J. H. Kruisinga 
The Hague, Netherlands 

Professor A. Leaf 
Professor of Medicine and Ridley Watts 

Professor of Preventive Medicine 
Harvard Medical School 
Massachusetts General Hospital 
Boston, MA, United States of America 

H.E. General 0. Obasanjo (Vice Chairman) 
AbeokuCa, Nigeria 

Dr I. Shigematsu (Vice Chairman) 
Chairman, Radiation Effects Research 

Foundation 
Hiroshima, Japan 

Professor M. Tubiana 
Institut Guetave-Roussy 
Villejuif, France 

Dr G. Whittembury 
Instituto Venezolana de Investigaciones 
Científicas 

Caracas, Venezuela 

Academician L. A. Ilyin 
Chairman, National Committee for 

Radiological Protection 
Ministry of Health of the USSR 
Moscow, USSR 

Dr H. P. Jammet 
Directeur du Centre International 

de Radiopathologie 
Fontenay-aux-Roses, France 

ADVISERS 

Dr H. Kato 
Department of Epidemiology and 

Statistics 
Radiation Effects Research Foundation 
Hiroshima, Japan 

Dr С. E. Land 
Environmental Epidemiology Branch 
National Cancer Institute 
Bethesda, MD, United States of America 

1 The Committee met on 14-16 April 1982, 2-4 November 1982, and 
10-11 February 1983. Sir Douglas Black and Professor Tub iana (members), 
Academician Ilyin (adviser) and Dr Boswick (observer) did not attend the meeting on 
14-16 April 1982. Dr Land (adviser) attended the meeting on 2-4 November 1982. 
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Boston, MA 02114 
United States of America 

Dr Z. Pisa (Secretary) 
Head, Research Department of 

Preventive Cardiology 
IKEM, Videnska 800 
146-00 Prague 4 
Czechos 1 ovak.1 a 

Professor J. Rotblat 
Emeritus Professor of Physics 
8 Asmara Road 
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Professor I. Shigematsu, Chairman 
Radiation Effects Research Foundation 
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Princeton University 
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Professor T. Ohkita 
Emeritus Professor of Hiroshima University 
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