PUBLIC HEALTH: NUCLEAR POWER PLANT EMERGENCIES—CME
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Nuclear Power Plant Emergencies and

Thyroid Cancer Risk
What New Jersey Physicians Need to Know

Laura H. Kann, Mp, MPH, AND FRANK vON HIPPEL, PHD

In the event of a severe nuclear power plant emergency resulting in the release of radioactive iodine, potassium iodide, a

relatively safe and effective salt, may be used as prophylaxis. This article presents a history of thyroid cancer due to radia-

tion exposure and the risks and benefits of potassium iodide prophylaxis.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. To know what protective measures can be put
in place to protect the public from radioactive
iodine in the event of a nuclear power plant ac-
cident.

1. To know the risks and benefits of taking potas-
sium iodide (k1), the most effective time to ad-
minister it, and the dosage to be given, in the
event of a nuclear power plant accident.

111. To know to whom the state of New Jersey dis-
tributed potassium iodide (ki) to be taken in the
event of a nuclear power plant accident.

INTRODUCTION

Al Qaeda terrorists initially plotted to attack U.S.
nuclear facilities on September 11, 2001, but de-
cided to defer these targets for future strikes.' De-
spite successful regime changes in Afghanistan and
Iraq, the risks of future terrorist strikes within U.S.
borders still exist.” These developments under-

score the need for physicians to be aware of the
civil defense strategies available to mitigate the
health effects resulting from terrorist attacks
against, or unintentional events within, nuclear fa-
cilities. This issue is particularly pertinent for New
Jersey physicians, since virtually the entire state is
within a fifty-mile radius of a nuclear power plant.

New Jersey has four commercial nuclear reac-
tors and six others within fifty miles of its borders
in Pennsylvania and New York. Three of the four
New Jersey nuclear power plants are located in
Salem County, on an artificial island in the Dela-
ware River. The fourth is located in Ocean County.
New York has two operating reactors located in
Westchester County, approximately fifteen miles
from the New Jersey border. Pennsylvania has
seven reactors: the closest two are in Limerick,
approximately twenty miles from the New Jersey
border. Two more are located at Peach Bottom,
which is approximately forty-eight miles from the
New Jersey border.’
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