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ABSTRACT

Cancer incidence rates among the workers of the AEC and its retirees have
increased several fold in the last decade compared to the rates experienced in
previous ones. This has brought about a wave of claims for compensation with
negative repercussions in the media about the state of radiation safety in the
nuclear research centers in the country. The Nuclear Research Center - Negev,
being, generally closed to public and media visits, has taken the brunt of this
criticism. Consequently, the question spelled out in the title has caused much
concern and deserves to be discussed and explained. The purpose of this paper
is to review what we know in this context and to show that the observed
morbidity rates, worrying as they may be, are entirely natural, and, by and large,
unrelated to the occupational exposures of the workers.

It is well known that cancer incidence rates in the population rise steeply with
age, especially over 50. As both research centers are approaching the age of 40,
it is clear that a very large fraction of the workers and all retirees have passed
this age and many are already in their 60's and even 70' s. It is a well established
fact that close to 40% of the population in this country (and many others as well)'
develop some type of cancer during their lifetime and close to a half of these
succumb to it. As most of those cancers occur after the age of 50, this explains
the increased rates alluded to above.

Notably, numerous research centers around the globe have reached similar
ages in the last decade and experience similar increases in morbidity, that have
caused understandable concern and the initiation of epidemiological studies
intended to identify the health effects of extended exposures to low doses, if
any. Such studies have been carried out in several countries and followed,
altogether, about 100,000 workers through 40 years. The studies showed no
excess of cancer mortality among workers compared to the general population
(adjusted for age, sex, etc.). A similar study conducted in this country by the
Ministry of Health for the workers of the AEC yielded comparable results.

This review paper presents some statistical data about cancer morbidity in
Israel and in other countries and comparative summaries of the results of the
principal epidemiological studies that have been mentioned above.
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