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Abstract

In October 2013, the Radiation Medical Science Center of the Fukushima Medical University and the Section of
Environment and Radiation of the International Agency for Research on Cancer held a joint workshop in Fukushima,
Japan to discuss opportunities and challenges for long-term studies of the health effects following the March 2011
Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant Accident. This report describes four key areas of discussion – thyroid screening,
dosimetry, mental health, and non-radiation risk factors – and summarizes recommendations resulting from the
workshop. Four recommendations given at the workshop were to: 1) build-up a population-based cancer registry
for long-term monitoring of the cancer burden in the prefecture; 2) enable future linkage of data from the various
independent activities, particularly those related to dose reconstruction and health status ascertainment; 3) establish
long-term observational studies with repeated measurements of lifestyle and behavioural factors to disentangle
radiation and non-radiation factors; and 4) implement primary prevention strategies targeted for populations
affected by natural disasters, including measures to better understand and address health risk concerns in the
affected population. The workshop concluded that coordinated data collection between researchers from different
institutes and disciplines can both reduce the burden on the population and facilitate efforts to examine the
inter-relationships between the many factors at play.
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Background
On October 17 2013, the Radiation Medical Science
Center of the Fukushima Medical University and the
Section of Environment and Radiation of the Inter-
national Agency for Research on Cancer held a joint
workshop in Fukushima, Japan. The workshop brought
together a multidisciplinary team of researchers to share
state-of-the-art research related to radiation epidemi-
ology, dosimetry, and mental health and discuss the
opportunities and challenges for long-term studies of the
health effects following the March 2011 Fukushima Daii-
chi Nuclear Power Plant Accident. While many topics
discussed at the workshop have been raised in earlier
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publications such as [1-5], the workshop organizers felt
it would be useful to share the perspectives communi-
cated during the workshop on four key areas - thyroid
screening, dosimetry, mental health, and non-radiation
risk factors of chronic disease - related to current,
on-going projects in Fukushima [6].
Thyroid screening
A large-scale thyroid ultrasound screening program
targeting approximately 360,000 children (ages ≤18 years)
residing in the Fukushima prefecture at the time of the
incident began in October 2011 [5,6]. The program is
part of the Fukushima Health Management Survey
designed to initially establish baseline thyroid status and
then monitor participants over their lifetimes. The sur-
vey program responds to widespread public concern
about thyroid cancer risk following the accident. Based
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on the Chernobyl accident, radiation-related thyroid
cancers would not be expected less than 3–4 years after
the accident [7]. The thyroid ultrasound screening pro-
gram in Fukushima benefits from a design that includes
an assessment of baseline thyroid health immediately
after the accident, well before any radiation-effect
would be expected. Nonetheless, population concerns
need to be adequately addressed as the baseline inci-
dence of thyroid cancer is predicted to increase substan-
tially as a function of introducing screening into the
population [8]. Further challenges may remain to disen-
tangle a screening effect from that of radiation in the
medium- and long-term; particularly if follow-up and
adherence to the screening is dependent on the level of
radiation exposure received. Workshop participants
noted that although the survey establishes important
baseline information, there may still be implications of
identifying, via screening with improved diagnostic
techniques, thyroid diseases that might otherwise never
have been detected, in particular an excess of very small
or asymptomatic (occult) papillary thyroid cancers for
which active surveillance rather than treatment inter-
vention may be the best option [9]. Integrating the thy-
roid screening program with other components of the
Fukushima Health Management Survey [6] (e.g., linkage
with the Comprehensive Health Check and Mental
Health and Lifestyle Survey) can help to understand the
broader long-term physical and mental health of tar-
geted participants undergoing screening.

Dosimetry
Estimating individual radiation doses among clean-up
workers (on-site workers as well as off-site workers) and
the general population alike is essential for studies of the
long-term health effects following the accident. It is in-
dispensable to link results of the clean-up workers’ dose
monitoring to their health check-up data so that it can
be used for further follow-up studies. Dose reconstruc-
tion efforts among Fukushima residents, such as those
described in [2,10] are based on a combination of envir-
onmental measurements, whole body counting, personal
dosimeter measurements, and self-reported location and
dietary patterns (collected as part of the Fukushima
Health Management Survey). Based on data from 421,394
Survey participants reported at the 16th Meeting of Health
Management in Fukushima Prefecture, estimated external
effective dose in the first four months after the accident
was <3 mSv for 99% of participants (excluding workers
with occupational radiation exposures, including but
not restricted to those from Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear
Power Plant) in regions other than the most highly con-
taminated area, where 97% of the non-occupationally
exposed population is estimated to have received an
effective dose < 3 mSv [11]. Other studies have similarly
demonstrated low-dose exposure levels among the resi-
dents in Fukushima, including evacuees, through direct
and indirect measurement [12-14].
In 2013, UNSCEAR provided preliminary dose esti-

mates for the general population based on environmen-
tal measurements and human transfer models [15]. The
UNSCEAR report noted the lack of internal measure-
ments at the time general population doses were evaluated;
based on subsequently available internal measurements, the
authors of the report suspect their estimates may exceed
true exposures. Doses were estimated for three age-
(infants, 10 years, and 20 years) and location groups
(by increasing exposure: “non-evacuated areas”, “pre-
cautionary evacuated areas” and “deliberately evacu-
ated areas”). Prefecture-average thyroid dose estimates
across these areas range from 0.5-83 mGy with the
highest estimates for infants and individuals living in
the deliberately evacuated areas. Dose estimates to the red
bone marrow and breast range from less than 2–10 mGy
across the three areas.
Multiple institutions are involved in dose-reconstruction,

possibly acting independently of one another. Workshop
participants encouraged the comparison of dose estimates
made by different groups for the same individuals (presum-
ably based on somewhat different information and model
assumptions). This could be challenging, however, if the
various systems rely on different personal identifying
information, thus making it difficult to link individuals
across studies. Workshop participants also emphasized
the importance of calculating organ-specific dose (rather
than effective dose) to estimate cancer and non-cancer
disease risk as a function of dose in future epidemiologic
studies [16]. A detailed set of recommendations for
estimating dose following radiation accidents such as
Fukushima are described in [17].

Mental health
Mental health is a core component of the Fukushima
Health Management Survey, incorporating both research
and clinical (including counselling) components [6].
Meeting participants discussed two broad categories re-
lated to mental health, infrastructure and the impact of
the accident on the population’s mental health. Infra-
structure largely concerns the disruption and subsequent
re-establishment of mental health services in disaster-
affected areas. Workshop participants highlighted a
multitude of factors including trauma, quality of life
among the evacuees, stigma and fear/anxiety about radi-
ation exposures. These factors can affect mental health
in both the short- and long-terms and can lead to phys-
ical symptoms that may be attributed exclusively to the
radiation exposure if not properly studied. Participants
stressed the importance of conducting long-term studies
of psychosocial health following the disaster.
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Changes in non-radiation risk factors
Directly related to mental health is the question of how
non-radiation factors, specifically lifestyle and behav-
ioural factors, may alter health of the population in the
long-term. There is information that continued fear re-
lated to radiation exposure may lead parents and
teachers to keep children indoors and that many people
continue to avoid locally grown fruits and vegetables,
favouring instead food (even if processed) produced
elsewhere [18,19]. Many of those evacuated, due to ele-
vated radiation levels or the devastation of the tsunami
and earthquake, transitioned from farming communi-
ties to urban settings. Longitudinal studies of lifestyle
and behavioural factors (e.g., diet, physical activity,
smoking and alcohol consumption) that may be related
to persistent stress can establish whether there are
changes in these factors and examine whether any such
changes are associated with long-term risk of outcomes
such as cancer and cardiovascular disease. Short-term
comparisons of population health before and after the
disaster suggest a decline in health status as measured
by waist circumference and several metabolic factors
[20] but longer-term data based on larger samples are
needed.
Conclusions
The four key areas discussed here - thyroid screening,
dosimetry, mental health, and non-radiation risk factors
- are closely related. Examples of this inter-relationship
include the impact of mental health on long-term
changes in other cancer risk factors or the impact of
thyroid cancer screening on mental health. Four recom-
mendations given at the workshop were to: 1) build-up
a population-based cancer registry for long-term moni-
toring of the cancer burden in the prefecture; 2) enable
future individual linkage of data from the various activ-
ities currently conducted independently, in particular
integrating the different components of the health
survey [6] with internal and external dose estimation
efforts outside of the health survey and newly develop-
ing disease and mortality registries; 3) establish long-
term observational studies with repeated measurements
of lifestyle and behavioural factors to disentangle radi-
ation from other factors; and 4) implement primary
prevention strategies targeted for populations affected
by natural disasters, including measures to better
understand and address health risk concerns in the
affected population. A resounding conclusion from the
workshop was that coordinated data collection between
researchers from different institutes and disciplines can
both reduce the burden on the population and facilitate
efforts to examine the inter-relationships between the
many factors at play.
Abbreviations
mSv: Millisievert; mGy: Milligray; UNSCEAR: United Nations Scientific
Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Authors’ contributions
TI and SJS jointly coordinated the workshop and drafted the manuscript. MA,
HO, JS and SY designed and moderated the workshop. SJS, PEB, ID, TAI, TEI,
AK, TO, SS, ITC, HY, SEY contributed to the workshop as speakers. All authors
actively participated in critical revision of the manuscript and approved the
final manuscript.

Acknowledgements
The workshop was supported in part under a grant made to the International
Agency for Research on Cancer by the Ministries of Health, Labour and Welfare
of Japan (Grant agreement number 2012-02-21-01). The funding source had no
involvement in the content of the workshop or preparation of the report.

Author details
1Section of Environment and Radiation, International Agency for Research on
Cancer, 150 cours Albert Thomas, 69372 Lyon Cedex 08, France. 2Radiation
Medical Science Center, Fukushima Medical University, 1 Hikarigaoka,
Fukushima 960-1295, Japan. 3Psychological and Behavioral aspects of Life
after Cancer, Danish Cancer Society Research Center, Strandboulevarden 49,
2100 København Ø, Denmark. 4Department of Radiation Medical Sciences,
Atomic Bomb Disease Institute, Nagasaki University, 1-12-4 Sakamoto,
Nagasaki 852-8523, Japan.

Received: 7 November 2014 Accepted: 3 March 2015

References
1. Sasakawa Y, Secretariat of the International Expert Symposium in

Fukushima. Conclusions and recommendations of the International Expert
Symposium in Fukushima: Radiation and Health Risks. J Radiol Prot.
2011;31:381–4.

2. Akahane K, Yonai S, Fukuda S, Miyahara N, Yasuda H, Iwaoka K, et al. NIRS
external dose estimation system for Fukushima residents after the
Fukushima Dai-ichi NPP accident. Sci Rep. 2013;3:1670.

3. Akiba S. Epidemiological studies of Fukushima residents exposed to ionising
radiation from the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant prefecture–a
preliminary review of current plans. J Radiol Prot. 2012;32:1–10.

4. Boice Jr JD. Radiation epidemiology: a perspective on Fukushima. J Radiol
Prot. 2012;32:N33–40.

5. Yamashita S, Suzuki S. Risk of thyroid cancer after the Fukushima nuclear
power plant accident. Respir Investig. 2013;51:128–33.

6. Yasumura S, Hosoya M, Yamashita S, Kamiya K, Abe M, Akashi M, et al.
Fukushima Health Management Survey Group: Study protocol for the
Fukushima Health Management Survey. J Epidemiol. 2012;22:375–83.

7. Cardis E, Hatch M. The Chernobyl accident–an epidemiological perspective.
Clin Oncol (R Coll Radiol). 2011;23:251–60.

8. Jacob P, Kaiser JC, Ulanovsky A. Ultrasonography survey and thyroid cancer
in the Fukushima Prefecture. Radiat Environ Biophys. 2014;53:391–401.

9. Brito JP, Morris JC, Montori VM. Thyroid cancer: zealous imaging has
increased detection and treatment of low risk tumours. BMJ. 2013;347:f4706.

10. Nagataki S, Takamura N, Kamiya K, Akashi M. Measurements of individual
radiation doses in residents living around the Fukushima nuclear power
plant. Radiat Res. 2013;180:439–47.

11. Fukushima Prefecture: Dai 16 kai Fukushima ken ‘Kenmin kenkou chousa’
kentou iinkai haifushiryou, shiryou 1: Kenmin kenkou chousa ‘kihon chousa’
no jisshi joukyou ni tsuite [The state of the implementation of the
Fukushima Health Management Survey: Basic Survey in Proceedings of the
16th Prefectural Oversight Committee Meeting for Fukushima Health
Management Survey] (in Japanese); 2014, http://www.pref.fukushima.lg.jp/
uploaded/attachment/80429.pdf (accessed October 10 2014).

12. Morita N, Miura M, Yoshida M, Kumagai A, Ohtsuru A, Usa T, et al.
Spatiotemporal characteristics of internal radiation exposure in evacuees
and first responders after the radiological accident in Fukushima. Radiat Res.
2013;180:299–306.

http://www.pref.fukushima.lg.jp/uploaded/attachment/80429.pdf
http://www.pref.fukushima.lg.jp/uploaded/attachment/80429.pdf


Inamasu et al. Environmental Health  (2015) 14:26 Page 4 of 4
13. Matsuda N, Kumagai A, Ohtsuru A, Morita N, Miura M, Yoshida M, et al.
Assessment of internal exposure doses in Fukushima by a whole body
counter within one month after the nuclear power plant accident. Radiat
Res. 2013;179:663–8.

14. Taira Y, Hayashida N, Yamashita S, Kudo T, Matsuda N, Takahashi J, et al.
Environmental contamination and external radiation dose rates from
radionuclides released from the Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant. Radiat Prot
Dosimetry. 2012;151:537–45.

15. United Nations Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation:
Sources and effects of ionizing radiation. 2013 Report to the General
Assembly with scientific annexes. Volume I, Annex A: Levels and effects of
radiation exposure due to the nuclear accident after the 2011 great
east-Japan earthquake and tsunami; 2014.

16. Simon SL, Bouville A, Kleinermann R, Ron E. Dosimetry for epidemiological
studies: learning from the past, looking to the future. Radiat Res.
2006;166:313–8.

17. Bouville A, Linet MS, Hatch M, Mabuchi K, Simon SL. Guidelines for exposure
assessment in health risk studies following a nuclear reactor accident.
Environ Health Perspect. 2014;122:1–5.

18. Goto A, Reich MR, Suzuki Y, Tsutomi H, Watanabe E, Yasumura S. Parenting
in Fukushima City in the post-disaster period: short-term strategies and
long-term perspectives. Disasters. 2014;38 Suppl 2:S179–89.

19. Sato O. Estimation of dietary intake of radioactive materials by duplicate
diet method. Fukushima J Med Sci. 2013;59:111–6.

20. Tsubokura M, Takita M, Matsumura T, Hara K, Tanimoto T, Kobayashi K, et al.
Changes in metabolic profiles after the Great East Japan Earthquake: a
retrospective observational study. BMC Public Health. 2013;13:267.
Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of: 

• Convenient online submission

• Thorough peer review

• No space constraints or color figure charges

• Immediate publication on acceptance

• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar

• Research which is freely available for redistribution

Submit your manuscript at 
www.biomedcentral.com/submit


	Abstract
	Background
	Thyroid screening
	Dosimetry
	Mental health
	Changes in non-radiation risk factors
	Conclusions
	Abbreviations
	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	sections12940-015-0013-z
	Author details
	References

