COMMENTARY

The Right to Know in a
Troubled and Victimized Society

Svetlana Tutorskaya®*

I is not popular now Lo cite works of Tenn in our
country [the former Soviet Univm]. It is understand-
&8 able: new documents shed light on the “double
standard” politics of this famous leader His letters
with orders “lo shoot more intelligentsia” shocked
everybody when they were recently released. But, L
sugpost, there is somothing childish in the current
refusal to analyze Lenin's works scriously in the con-
text of now historical knowledge and experience. Tn
this trend of our sociely to eliminale anything con-
nected with the past and to name everything anew, 1
sce a danger, Whoever does not respect history and
analyze it honestly does not deserve a decent futare, T

ras very impressed when I saw on a public building
in Washington, D.C., the inscription: “Invesbgate the
Past.”

In one of his articles, Lenin wrote: “The working
people are able to be a creative power anly when they
have absolutely full infermation about all the process-
es of life, about all actions of government and various
social groups Only in this case ate people capable of
taking important decisions consciously * The dramat-
ic, and even iragic, distance between these words and
real life (a distance that exisls not only i our couniry?
is obvious. Bul why should the leader of the stale,
who already at that time had imposed censorship on
the press, proclaim the principle of the public’s right
to know? T think he had no alternative Furthermore,
the Communist Parly had always announced that it
carried forward the ideas of the French Revolulion.

Mow we at last live in Hmes when the “working
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people know. ” not everything, of course, but plenty
of important information, including information
about environmental pollution. The first thing that
helped this expansion of public information was the
new process of clections. To become a deputy, you
now must struggle for the minds of the voters, win
their interest and respect. Many candidates now
include issues of the environmend in their programs.
Only after heated debate, for example, were citizens
uf the Moscow area where 1 live informed that some
local plants emit in the night substances that may
cause allergy. You may now publish any information
about pollution. In only one issue of Tzoestia (March
24, 1992 there were three separate items on environ-
mental issues:

1. All the dairy and meat products in Moscow are to
be sold only after sanitary inspection. There are
many cases when products turned out to be
contaminated with bacteria. The epideminlogic sit-
uation in the city is not good.

2. The French company La Générale des Faux will
repair water pipes in 5t Petersburg and supply
fresh drinking water.

3 Af 237 am., lhere was an accident at Leningrad
Atomic Power Station. There was a leak of inert
gases from block 3. The level of radiation in Lhe sta-
tion zone is 16 microroentgen per hour. The state of
alarm has been cancelled.

Before glasnost, nol one of these items would have
been published. Until recently the press was discour
aged from writing about negative events in Moscow
and Leningrad Official information for journalists
was scarce and often not correct. Even if a journalist
had information from other sources and could prove
this information was correct, it was extremely diffi-



cult tor gel his or her arlicle published.

The Russian press is currently investigating the sit-
uation in Sverdlovsk in 1979, when a strange epidem-
ic of anthrax took the lives of 64 people. The goal of
the investigation is to discover whether the epidemic
arose from ingestion of contaminated meat or from
accidental exposute to a biological weapon. As a jour-
nalist, [ am proud that now it is pessible to conduct
this inquiry independently and publicly, though as a
patriot of my country, 1 am very distrossed at what
[he results may lam out to be,

Tn Izoestia (April 24, 1992), the article “Forty Secret
FProtocols of Kremlin Teaders™ was published, reveal-
ing for the first {ime the docoments of official scoret
meetings held in the immediate aftermath of the acci-
dent at Chernobyl During the first week afler [he
accident, there was no information in the mass media
abenzt the real magnitede of ihe disaster. As we now
know, a special group of Politburo officials began
meeling on April 29 The group worked daily antil
the middle of May. On May 7, the Secrotary General
of the Communist Party, & Gorbachev, took part in
the secret proceedings. All the documents of this
eroup were held under close security

The author of the article in [zoestiz, journalist Alla
Yaroshinskaya, obtained access to these documents
because, as a Deputy of the Supreme Soviel of the
U 5512, she was a member of the parliamentary com-
mission appointed lo nvestigate the accidend Bul lo
get copies of these documents was impossible, as long
as the Communist Party existed. Only when it
coased to exist did the commission get all the docu-
moents.

The most striking information from these docu-
menis that are no lenger secrel is hat on May 8, 1986,
the Health Ministry of the USSR eslablished new
threshelds for radiation safety that were 10 Hmes
higher than those previously established on the basis
of scienlific evidence. This particular decument also
said: “Tn special situations, it is possible to establish
Timits 50 times higher.” Because of these illegitimale
new high standards that were not based on scientific
data, many penple were not evacuated in time or pro
vided proper lreatment

Another major deception of the Health Ministry
revealed in these documents is related to the safely of
food products. Tournalists were told that if radioac-
tive meat Is frozen for a long time, it loses ity radioac-
livily and can then be eaten In addition, these docu-
ments reveal that large quantities of radivactive meat
- were sent to various cilies and diluted in the produc-
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tion of meat products: one part of radivactively
conlaminated meat per nine parts of good meat
Moreover, There were suspicions though no evidence
that people drank radicactively contaminated milk.
The Attorney Ceneral of the TS5 R began prosecu-
fions of these violations of sanitary norms. But since
the collapse of the USSR, there has been no infor-
mation about how this prosecution has procecded.

The exact number of people wha were suffering
from radiation and who wese hospilalized as a result
has been kep? secret. In the secret Pelitburo records,
the stalement of the First Deputy Minisler of Health,
0O Shepin, was cited: "0On May 6 at 9 a.m., 3,454 per-
soms are hospilalized; 2,600 persuns are recelving
treatment, among them 471 children ™ At the same
time the public stalemenls (the “truth for simple peo-
ple”} said: “Lhe diagnosis of acute radiation illness is
confirmed for only 187 persons {all from the staif of
lhe nuclear power planty; 24 of whem have died, two
immediately after the disaster ” The public statement
then continued: “The diagnesis of radiation iliness
was nol conlirmed in the hospitalized population,
including the chifdren ”

Politbura secret documents less than a week later
stated (Protocal 12, May 12, 1986} 710,198 persons are
hospitalized for diagnosis and treatment; among
them are 343 persons possibly with radiation iliness,
amiemg them 33 children ”

To one of these secrel ollicial meetings the editors-
in-chiof of the main national newspapers were invit-
oo, They were instructed to “pay major allention to
the meamarey that are taken by the TPariy and he
Covernment to mitigate Chernobyl's consequences
and o wrile more about how people are working to
carry oul these iniBatives.”

When thesc facls are now published, it is clear, for
example, why a senior medical official, who was in
charge of mitigating the medical consequences of the
disaster, was so annoved when journalists asked
abenat the real number of people with radiation ill-
ness. During one conference, at which T was present,
this official respoended to this question by saying
"Thirty-ome persons died after Chernobyl, Tn the greal
railway catastrophe in Bashkiria many more people
died, but nobody now mentions them. Why on earih
da v conbinue not to trust us?™ Subsequent events
show (hal people actually did have reasons not to
trusl 1he afficial information. | do not want here to
claim hal this official alime is guilt}f; he is & part of &
big machine thal produced deceptions. Some of our
radickiologisis and doctors frim Belarus and Ukraine
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refused {o abide by the offidal “new” slandards for
safe radiation exposure thresholds, They alse refused
to suppress heir diagnoses of radiation lhess. Some
doctors wreote lellers to our newspapers, which were
published An arficle T wrote for fzpesfr discussed
how radivbiologisis disagreed strongly with the
notion of a seniot afficial that a lifetime dose of 35
RBE was within acceplable Timits This cumulative
dose was estimated for healthy people working at the
nuclear power planis, not for children, old people,
angd pregnant women The radiobinlogists also stated
that after a l'|i|1_3;h dose of radiation exposure, a new
low one may trigger the onset of radiation ilness,
which is why it was so impartant to measure the real
doses received by the populalion, and then to let
them go b ather places to live, lo evacuate and take
care of them. Tt was very difficult to publish this arti-
cle, but it was lnally prinked {Lrpestiz, Movember 11,
1984

Doctors who were contageous enough 1o (el the
truth said that they were not allowed to write down a
diagnosis of radiation illness. This is not the first time
in the history of vur country that the truth about radi-
alion exposure has been suppressed Soon aftet
Chermobyl, a new sensational slory was released to
society abonit huge atomic catastrophes in the Lrals in
the 19305 and 1960s. fzeestia published a large article
about it in the winter of 1941 About 100 kilometers
from Chelyahinsk, a big nuclear weapons production
complex was built in 1948 Radicactive waste was dis-
rharged in to the loral river, the Techa, without prior
treatment or decontamination procedures. Tn this
way, approximaiely 3 million curdes of radiation were
ieleased into the Techa over the course of several
Vears

T 1957, in another nudear plant in the area, nob fay
[rom the city of Kyshiym, lhe sccond catastrophe
oecurred. Thiwe tadivactive wasle wax stored I hig
tanks, The summoer of 1937 was hol in the Urals; (he
tanks overhcalod: and the wastes explodoed, veleasing
20 million curies into the envitoament  About 2 mil-
linn curies from Lhis accident entered the atmospher
and forced the creation of the Fast Urals Radioactive
Zome, Only after this large disaster did auathorities
decide to evacuale the populations of 3% villages that
were located on the shores of the Techa River and
other people from the zone, But the people from the
Techa Fiver area had already been exposed to serions
levels of radiation dating back to 1945

The teams of people who tried to mitigate the con-
sequences of the radioactive contamination of the
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Tocha arca were also exposed (0 radiabion because
adoquate safety measures were nol laken

The third dizaster in the Urals ocourred in 1967,
Radipaclive wastes were released info a small lake. In
(hal vear there was a major heat wave and the shores
of Lhe lake, and even its bottem in many places,
became dry. The radioactive seil in the dried-up lake
bed was lifted by the wind and spread across a radius
of several tens of kilomoters

Medical scientists at the Chelyabinsk Department
of Biophysics Tnstitute now say that although the
highest dose received by the populations in the
Chernobyl area was 40 rem, people living along the
shores of the Techa River received over the course of
several vears nealy 400 rem to their ved bone marrow,
In the area of Kyshtvm, the cumulative dose is esti-
mated to be 8] rom,

Nebody informed the people during the late 1940s
through the mid 19505 about these catastrophes So
(although it is nol a great consolation) it can be said
that government polilics in Chernabyl did not have a
colontal perspective as some leaders of nationalists
movements within the former T.5.5.R. have been say-
ing. The first people who were victimized by 1adia-
tton exposure were the Russian populations in the
Urals. Contamination of the Techa River created a
new discase entity: chronic radiation illness It is true
that the personnel of all nuclear power plants were
also at risk. But these people knew at least to some
extent what these risks were and took some measures
of protection.

For two years, from 1948 to 1950, the population of
the Techa area did not know that they should not
drink waler from the river, go fishing and SWImning,
or eat berries and mushrooms from the fotest They
received no infurmation and ne adeguate medical
help. The physicians in the arca wore not allowed to
make a diagnosis of radiation llness. In additon,
they were required to sign documents stating that
they would reveal no informalion regarding radiation
related illness. After the accident in 1957, signs were
pusted in many areas of the Urals warning: “no fish-
mg,” "o swimming,” “don’t pick berries and mush-
rooms.” Still, the population of the Techa River area
was denied the right to know the basis for these
instructions. Sixteen thousand persons were exposed
to sericus levels of radiation An increase in the num-
ber of cases of leukemias and other cancers followed
these exposures, and some people were found ta have
multiple cancers.

It has been said that democracy is a bad political
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structure, but the problem is that all other forms are
much worse. We are now witmessing in our society a
new brend of politicians, very often of a nationalist
nature, who manipulate information about the envi-
ronment for carcerist, nationalist goals. A physician in
Minsk, in the department of pediatric hematology.
told me an interesting story. A month before my visit
there was an clection campaign in Belarus The
deputies to the city soviels were to be elected. Lvery
day in frond of the hospital meetings were organized,
where people spoke about the children— the victims
of Chernobyl—and appealed for help for them and
for their families But then {he campaign was ovet
‘Thiz physician reccived a lelephone call from an
oneologist colleague in Shitomir, Ukraine, There had
also beon many meclings in froni of her cancer clinic.
“®ow with the eleclion over, it Is so still here” her
colleague said. “Nobody comes any more and asks
what we need.” “Just imagineg,” my physician {riend
answeted, “it is the same here”

Mevertheless, even if some misuse the right Lo
know for their own personal or political gain, it is still
their right to know 1t is fair to say that in this new sil
uation all people who use or rely on data or informa-
tion about the environment should be educated,
taught specifically how to interpret the issues, and il
possible, not be biased politically. Here [ would like
{o cite a passage from the Economist (February 15,
1992)

Many greens..appear to believe that the anky
acceptable amount of poliulion is vere or —which
laoks more sensible, but is almosk as daft—t{hat alt
pollution above some arbitrarily low threshold
must be stopped  This cannot be right.. the nution
that such a balance should in prindple be suck—
and that, as & resull, the “right” lovel of pollution is
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greater than zeto and varies according lo ciroum-
stances—ought to be uncontroversial Without that
idea, mtellipent discussion of enviroamental policy
is impossible.

The sad reality of our current social life is that
many factories and plants are closed not because of
high levels of pollutien. [n Yerevan, Armenia, after
many demonsirations, a big chemical plant was
closed. International experts were invited to investi-
zate the situation The independent experts affirmed
that the lovel of pollution was accoptable, and Lhe
plant was reopened. There had been so many articles
earlier in the newspapers against the operation of this
chemical plant that none af the newspapers could
then explain the change in approach wilh any ade-
quate understanding. this is a new situation, where
our press plays populist games, and it will not in the
long rum help us to know the yeal truth, o develop
economic production, and feed the hungry people
And it is not only the press in the former Soviet
Union that is at times guilty of playing populist
ERLIeS,

The problem of environmental information, the
right to know and to be able to act to protect your
own healih and bfe, will never lose its significance. ln
the conflicls over data and intevpretation, stromg pas-
sioms and misuse of information are inevitable to
some: degree. The more civilized the soclety, the more
possible it is 10 avaid the extremes of this process. For
the principle of the right to know to work effectively,
manv features of our public, professional, and eco-
nomic Tives must funcHon well We need sound regu-
lation of eoonomic prodiction, informed vnderstand-
ing on the part of politictans and health professionals,
technically excellenl and comprehensive sclentific
investigalion, and an educated public £
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