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Na,. 55/15 Effects of Atomic Radiation

Statement by the Minister of National Health
and Welfare, and Chairman of the Canadian Delegation to
the tenth session of the United Nations, Mr. Paul Martin,
made in the First Committee, November 1, 1955,

The Canadian Delegation agrees with the
proposal of the United States for the establishment
of a special Technical Committee to co-ordinate
information relating to the effects of ionizing radiation
because it is conscious of the primacy that must be
accorded to human values in the development and application

of nuclear energy.

' There is no need to re-state in this body all
that has been said about the cataclysmic effect for our
civilization of the release of nuclear energy. Like all
such forces, it has incalculable possibilities of good and
evil, It would be cowardly in the extreme to renounce the
prospects of good because of the fear of evil.  Nor could
we now, even if we wanted to do so, exercise the new force
we have liberated. We have no alternative but to behave
like civilized human beings in the face of this magnificient
and terrible challenge. To save ourselves we shall need
discipline and intelligence of a high order, We must also
be fearless in our pursuit of truth. This is too dangerous
a matter to allow us the luxury of personal or national
pride and prejudice. It 1s necessary that we.work together
on this subject, and I trust that, although differences
of view are bound to exist on means'apd methods, we can
at the end attain the splendid unanimity that was
achieved - in spirit if perhaps not 1n fact - at the
conclusion of our debate on the peaceful uses of nuclear

energy.

Radiocactivity, of course, is not a new

Since life first appeared :n thés p%anef,

X been exposed to cosmic and natural
24FI0R; 244058 BARO ntities of radiocactive materials

r m minute qua
igdtggiggi{rgnd elsewhere. With the discovery of X-rays
in 1895 and of radium a year later, the possibility
emerged that some human beings would be exposed to greater
amounts of radiation than naturally occur in the everyday
environment.

In the early years, when these new medical

tools were used without adequate precautions, a number

harmful consequences, and in some
B% Benacns AuLiered ative effect of exposure to

¢ the cumul
uggggtgg;gédrizgiation over a prolonged period. In some
industries, too, such as the luminous paint industry, workers
have uffe}ed 1ﬁJury and death from radioactive materials ;
takensinto the body. Since that time, a system of protection
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has slowly developed and extensive precautions are now
observed in the atomic industry and by enlightened
radiologists.

In spite of the fact that safeguards of this

kind have been in effect in my own country for some yeals

the health problems associated with radiation have
increasingly engaged the attention of officers of my owd

Department of National Health and Welfare and of a numbe’ |

of other government agencies since the development of ouf
atomie¢ energy programme. In addition to the protective
measures taken by the authorities at our Atomic Energy
project to ensure the health and safety of their own
workers, extensive precautions are required to safeguard
the health of persons working with radioactive isotopes
in research laboratories and industry. Medical uses of

radioactive isotopes are sub ject to review by physician%ﬂ

specially experienced in this field. We find it necessé
also, to provide assistance and advice on measures for
the safe storage, transportation, handling and waste
disposal of radiocactive materials of all kinds.

A broader problem is presented by the undoubtedh
fact that in recent years there has been a slight, thoué
appreciable, increase in radiation all over the world.
The health implications, for our own and succeeding

generations, of this inerease in radiation warrant thgimﬂ*

most sober and thorough consideration, Already signi
studies are being pursued in a number of countries, W
the result that a body of scientific literature in,thi;mt
field is rapidly developing. It must be acknowledged
some conflicting views have been expressed, but the oni$
oonsensus of the best scientific evidence available Seﬁﬂ
to be that no signific¢ant immediate or long-range harP
sffects of serious proportions will result from the
inereased radioactivity that has occurred.

Nevertheless, it would appear to me as a Layme?
shat there remain a number of unanswered questions,
Jarticularly in relation to POssible genetic effects
vhich underline the need for the-compilation and co- the
ordination of existing information by a body such 85 443
proposed technical committee and which call for conbi?
research by competent Scientists, With this in mind’pepar
the Canadian Government instructed officers of my OWD a
ment early this year to accept this whole question 85 4

< N
k> 3kt

kind of work now being done ang the substance, ther
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of what the Proposed committees would be conce’rne wi

W6 approached this problem by esteblishing’®
aational Committee, consisting of out}a'tandins expert?
from the variousg interested government agencies and t
&aazggianlun%vﬁrums. This Committee held its figgoul

€ last May and rec for
dovesvigution. eécommended three areas
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l. The monitoring of certain materials for radioactivity.

It was proposed to institute a nation-wide prograrme
for the assay of some of the more toxic radiocactive
materials, such as radiocactive Strontium 90, in certain
Substances., This programme has now been started by my
Department with very considerable assistance from members
of our atomic energy project at Chalk River, Ontario.
Later, as the programme develops, the work will be extendeq
to provide for the systematic measurement of other radio-
active materials present in the general environment which
may be potentially harmful to human health, The whole
Project will be carried out as a long-term survey.

2. A study of genetic effects of radiation,

Experiments on certain rapidly-breeding lower forms
of life, such as bacteria, plants, insects and small
mammals, have established the fact that genetic changes
can be produced by exposure to radiation. By analogy
it is assumed that the same phenomenon will occur in
humansg, but it will take many generations to assess the

magnitude of the problem,

I am told by my medical and technical advisers that,
in determining genetic effects on man, the;e are two
principal difficulties, First, most mutations will remain
hidden until one individual receives the same mutated gene
from both parents. Secondly, naturally occurring genes
for recessive defects and abnormalities are already numerous
in the population. Neither these naturally occurring
mutant genes nor those that might be induced by radiation
are likely to produce a significant effect in the children
of the individuals carrying them unless the parents have
received the same defect from a common ancestor,

The genetic problem is exceedinglyicogplgx; the
factors are not known and our scientists are
i?f:é;?fﬁg to carry on useful 1nvest1g§tlons in this field,
A great deal of study has gone into this gquestion, and a
long range programme is now being deve;oped,for the col-
lection and study of human data that will aid in the

assessment of this problem. :
3. A study of the somatic effects of radiation.

In addition to the pbssible-genetic effects that

he more

future generations, there is t

Tégggigggwfggbigm of harmful effects from ;adiation e o

might be induced in directlyiixgosed.%?giZ%g:g%:-isAbzigg
- ed soma

ROH,he, fudl 9iotieas 36 iaof the national Committee

w for the approva natic .
fo"aRlah 1 havo wizaddy Tefersed,. Sudieg of those
ht res
ggggitigﬁswrgicgemigrgely of a statistical nature, although
some laboratory work is contemplated,
into these
tailed planning has gone
prOJeotsM::g g; Government would be happy to maﬁe datg t
available to a special Technical Committee, such as tha
Drg A deb otho United States Delegation, so ﬁhg; we may
sha?o.aichyother member states of the Uhitedh a oni-,t
1nf0:nZtion on the techniques employed and the results
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obtained from these studies. The progress already made
in my own country in undertaking research .of this kind

leads me to conclude that other member nations will have
initiated similar projects. For this reason, if only to
avoid costly and unnecessary duplication of effort, it

would seem desirable at this stage to provide machinery
for the compilation of scientific data now available t0
individual =~ omber states which may not have yet been widel

¢circulated.

And now, Mr, Chairman, I should like to comment‘mﬁ
briefly on four points, arising out of the statement .

made yesterday by the United States Representative, which
I feel should be mentioned in order to make clear the o
position of my delegation which would be prepared to SuPP

a proposal along these lines. , :

First, the Committee envisagzed is to consist of
qualified scientists nominated by governments, We agree
fully that a committee of this kind should be small. 1
On the other hand, in a field of such complexity, it wou
be unreasonable to expect any one individual from any ol
nation to be sufficiently knowledgeable to deal intelll5w#
with all the intricate questions that might come befol‘et
Committee, We, therefore, would like it understood thé
the scientific representatives on the Committee could
feel free to call in alternates and consultants as

necessary. ’

Secondly, I should like to call the Committee'S
attention to the terms of reference of the special DOd{y
to be established. It is suggested, quite appropriate
in our view, that the special Committee will undertakefi],-st
what will in effect be a survey. This is the logical f7
step to enable govermments to assess the situation 1B
light of the facts as they will have been established.
The Govermments will then have information on the 1eve
of radiation through the whole world instead of Jjust 135
their respective territories as at present and will thﬁm
be in a position to determine the hazards involved OB p
best and most authoritative available information. ’
Committee should do more than circulate reports.
should organize systematically the materials receiveds
putting the various contributions in proper perSPactiV
Perhaps its most important work will be to tackle the
difficult problem of recommending a research Programmemﬂ’
to answer the questionswhich now beset us, In this ﬁ;
taking it will of course be essential to proceed 0B ts
basis of information received from national committe®>’

e

I come now to my third point which relates °°t§:e

date of July 1, 1958, or earlier, by which the Comm jyed
is expected to provide a summary of the reports receto

The Canadian Delegation agrees that it is importan® % nds

have some sort of deadline in order that, on the onechor’

the report will not be unduly delayed, amd, on the OF%

that we should not be Pressed into bringing in a ’jﬁmud

conclusive, particularly in relation to wemetic © d
the study of which may well extend over gany years 8%
indeed, several generations,
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Finally, there is the question of the participation
of the Specialized Agencies. The Delegation of Canada
endorses wholeheartedly the view that the 3pecialized
Agencies should concert with the Committee concerning any
work they may be doing or contemplating within the sphere
of the Committee's jurisdiction. We do not think that
any specialized agency should presume to take over the
duties of the Technical Committee. On the other hand,
WHO, for example, which has recently established a section
to deal with health problems arising from the use of
nuclear energy - and other of the specialized agencies -
may be in a position to make useful contributions,

» Through the ages, each new scientific and industrial
advance has brought with it new problems, We have only
to think of the airplane. While the airplane has done a
great deal to bring people and communities closer together,
it has created a whole new set of problems relating to
such matters as the regulation of international air routes,
safety and health standards. Nuclear energy is, in a sense,
unique among scientific discoveries in that preventive

action against the hazards it may create is now being
taken well in advance of its actual widespread development.

Mr. Chairman, few discoveries in recent times have
made such an impression on the human mind as the release
of nuclear energy. This generation has an obligation to
posterity to hand down the legacy pf.nuclear technglogy not
only with all its useful potentlalities but also with
corresponding knowledge of how to deal with its inherent

hazards.
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