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Rates of thyroid cancer among
women in Belarus have
increased up to 12-fold since the
explosion at the Chernobyl
nuclear power plant, near Kiev,
Ukraine, in April 1986.

Among young women aged
under 14 in higher risk areas of
the republic the rates have
increased almost 30-fold since
the disaster, new research has
shown.

“This study docu-
ments dramatic increas-
es in the incidence of
thyroid cancer among
both higher exposure
and lower exposure
areas within the republic
of Belarus and among
all age groups studied,”
says an “advance access”
report of the study
published online on
27 May in the 
International Journal of 
Epidemiology (www.ije.
oupjournals.org (doi:
10.1093/ije/dyh201)).

It adds: “The magni-

tude of increases observed is
remarkable given the relatively
limited time interval since Cher-
nobyl and argues for continued
surveillance in Belarus as well as
other affected areas.”

The explosion at Chernobyl
resulted in the release of sub-
stantial amounts of radioactive
materials over western regions
of what was then the Soviet

Union, including radioisotopes
of iodine, caesium, strontium,
and plutonium. The most signif-
icant contamination was in
Belarus and Ukraine, as well as
the western region of the Russ-
ian Federation.

The report says that although
previous studies of the incidence
of thyroid cancer in Belarus have
shown an increase since the
Chernobyl explosion, the size 
of the increase is not well
quantified.

The authors, from the
Roswell Park Cancer Institute,
New York, and the Institute of
Oncology, Minsk, used  data

from the Belarus
national cancer registry
and trends in average
annual incidence of
thyroid cancer. 

The data show big
increases since 1986.
Between 1980 and
1986, for example,
there were 0.15 cases
per 100 000 diagnosed
in girls aged under 14
in high risk areas. By
the period 1997-2001,
the rate had gone up
to 43.84. Among
males of the same age,
the rate went up from
0.08 to 18.81.

Thyroid cancer has increased 
12-fold in women since Chernobyl
Roger Dobson Abergavenny 
142, 156

Watchful waiting is not a good
idea for some patients with early
localised prostate cancer because
local progression and aggressive
metastatic disease may develop
after 15 years. This finding
comes from a 20 year study—one
of the largest and longest yet—
from a Swedish group and
published in JAMA (2004;291:
2713-9)

“We had not anticipated this
increased risk after 15 years,” the
lead author, Dr Jan-Erik Johans-
son of Örebro University Hospi-
tal, told the BMJ.

The study followed 223
patients with early stage, localised
prostate cancer. They received no
initial treatment if the cancer was
localised to the prostate as

judged by digital rectal 
examination and there were no
distant metastases. If the cancer 
progressed to symptomatic dis-
ease, patients were treated with
oestrogens or orchidectomy.
Local progression without gen-
eralised disease may cause sub-
stantial suffering, the authors
wrote. About 70 patients received
hormonal treatment, Dr Johans-
son told the BMJ.

During the first 15 years,
most cancers followed an indo-
lent course: 25 (11%) of patients
died of prostate cancer. Ten
more died during follow up.

Follow up from 15 years to 20
years showed a “substantial
decrease in cumulative progres-
sion-free survival (from 45% to
36%), survival without metastases
(from 76.9% to 51.2%), and
prostate-cancer-specific survival
(from 78.7% to 54.4%).” Mortality
from prostate cancer increased
from 15 per 1000 (95% confi-
dence interval 10 to 21 per 1000)
person years during the first 15
years to 44 per 1000 (22 to 88
per 1000) person years beyond
15 years of follow up (P=0.01).

Dr Johansson and colleagues
followed the group for a mean of
21 years, beginning in 1977. About
half the patients were diagnosed
as a result of cancer being found
during resection for supposedly
benign prostatic enlargement.
The mean age at diagnosis was 72
(range 41 to 91) years.

All 223 patients were fol-
lowed until death or September
2001; none were lost to follow
up. Patients who agreed had a
new fine needle biopsy every
other year during the first six
years of follow up.

During the study period, 89
patients (40%) had progression
of disease, with 39 of them (17%
of the entire cohort) developing
generalised disease; 203 patients
(91%) died—35 (16%) of prostate
cancer. Patients younger than 70
and those with poorly differenti-
ated cancer were more likely to
die of cancer than older patients.

The unexpected finding was
that disease and death from
prostate cancer accelerated after
15 years, regardless of the stage
at which the tumours were first
diagnosed.

Early localised
prostate cancer
may accelerate
after 15 years
Janice Hopkins Tanne New York 
206
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In brief

Survey finds longer waits for
cancer treatment: Cancer
patients now wait two weeks
longer for treatment than they
did six years ago, in three out of
four NHS centres. This is a
finding of an audit by the Royal
College of Radiologists of all
radiotherapy centres in the
United Kingdom. The report
attributes the rise to an increase
in the number of patients being
referred for treatment. It will be
published next month on the
college’s website: www.rcr.ac.uk

Dutch institute warns of polio
threat: The Dutch Institute of
Public Health and the
Environment is warning doctors
to be alert to the threat of
poliomyelitis among African
population groups who may have
had contact with the current
outbreak in northern Nigeria.
The institute has urged Dutch
health services with large West
African populations to maintain a
95% level of childhood
vaccinations (www.rivm.nl)

Hookah pipes to focus in
antismoking campaign: Israel’s
health ministry and the Israel
Cancer Association are launching
a publicity campaign aimed at
discouraging youngsters from
smoking hookahs (tobacco water
pipes), traditionally used by
elderly Arab men but now
“fashionable” among Jewish
teenagers. A survey showed some
40% to 57% of Jewish pupils
from sixth to 10th grades had
tried a water pipe, and many used
one regularly.

Norway launches smoking ban:
Norway is the second country in
the world to have introduced a
smoking ban in all indoor places.
The health minister, Dagfinn
Hoybraten, said that the blanket
ban was designed to protect
people working in bars and
restaurants.

Cancer Bank is launched: The
Wales Cancer Bank was launched
this week by the Welsh Assembly
health minister, Jane Hutt.
Patients with possible or
confirmed cancer will be asked
for their permission for a portion
of their tissue and a blood sample
to be stored for future scientific
studies. 
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