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Report of the United Nations Scientific Committee 
on the Effects of Atomic Radiation 

to the General Assembly 

I. During the last I'cw years the United Nations 
Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic 
Radiation (UNSCEAR)' has undertaken a broad review 
of  the sources and effects of ionizing radiation. The 
results of this work have been issued in a series of 
publications: the UNSCEAR 1993 Report with nine 
scientific annexes. the UNSCEAR 1994 Keport with 
two scientific annexes and tile present UNSCEAK 1996 
Iceport with one scicntific annex, "Effects of radiation 
on the environment". These three publications form a 
series of reports entitled Sources utid Effects oflotiizitlg 
Radiu~ion, which together inform the General Assenlbly 
and the scientific and world community of the 
Committee's latest findings and evaluations. 

3. The scientific annes of this report \vas developed 
over several annual sessions and completed at the forty- 
fifth session of the Committee. at which L. Pinillos 
Ashton (Peru), A. Kaul (Germany) and L.-E. Holm 
(S\veden) sewed as Chairman, Vice-Chainnan and 
Rapporteur, respectively. The names of members of 
delegations who attended the sessions during which this 
report was considered ;ire listed in the Appendis. The 
Comrnittce wishes to acknowledge the assistance of a 
small group of scientists in the preparation of the 
scientific annex: D. Woodhead, (principal consultant) 
R.M. Alexakhin, B.G. Bennett and A. Bouville, who 
conducted the revie\\s of the scientific literiiture and 
\vho made the preliminary evaluations on ivhich the 
final assessment of the Committee is based. 

3 .  'I'he Co~nmittee considers in this report the effects 
of ionizing radiation on plants and animals in the 
tnvironment. These effects have not previously been 
addressed directly by the Committee. The emphasis of 
past assessments has been on determining the effects of 
radiation on human health. With the increasing interest 
around the world in nurturing the environment arid 
concerns about possible detrimental effects of radiation, 
the time is appropriate for the Committee to provide a 
suiiiniary of thc effects of radiation on the environment. 
The information for this summary has been drawn from 
reported observations in natural and contaminated 
environments, from experimental studies and from the 
Committee's own assessments of radiobiological effects. 
The intention is to provide countries, national and 
international organizations and the scientific community 

11 The Lrnired Nations Sciennfic Committee on the Effects of Atonuc 
Radiation was esrahlished by h e  Gensral Asxmbly at its renth session. 
in 1955. la tenns of ri-ferrncr are set out in resolution 913 (X) of 3 
December 1955. 'rllr. Committee was originally composed of the 
following Member States: Argentin?. Australia. Brlgiuni, Brazil. 
Canada. Czechoslovakia. Egypt. France. India. Japan, Mcxico. 
Sweden, IJE Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Nonhern Ireland and the United Stares of 
Arnerica. 7hr menltxrship was subsequently enlarged by the General 
Asxmbly m its resolution 3151 C (XXVIII) of 1 1  December 1973 [o 
include the Fakml Republic of Germany. Indonrsia. Peru, Poland a d  
Cle Sudan. By rrsolution 41/62 B of 3 Deccniber 1986. the General 
Assembly incrraseil the membership of the Comn~inee to a maximuni 
c,f 21 members and invited China to become a niember. 



with a reference text on the effects of radiation on plants 
and animals in all sectors of the environment. 

4. All living organisms have developed and survive 
in environments subject to a natural radiation 
background. Global fallout from nuclear weapons tests 
in the second half of this century has made minor 
additions to this background. Also, increments in 
radiation exposures of a more local or regional nature 
have arisen because of en~issions to the atmosphere, 
water bodies and the ground from the operation of 
nuclear power facilities. from industrial, medical and 
defence-related operations and from some accidents. 
Generally, there have been no apparent effects in plants 
and anirnals from these radiation exposures. Following 
severe accidents. however. damage has been observed 
in individual organisms and populations. 

5. There is a wide range of sensitivities of plants and 
animals to ionizing radiation. In general, mammals are 
the most sensitive of the animal species, followed by 
birds, fish, reptiles and insects. The range of 
sensitivities of plants overlaps that of animals. 
Reproductive capacity, which is particularly important 
for the maintenance of the population. appears to be the 
most radiosensitive population attribute. For natural 
plant and animal communities, there is little evidence 
that dose rates of 0.1 milligray per hour ( i t .  about 
1.000 times greater than the nahlral background) to a 
small proportion of the individuals (and therefore. lower 

average dose rate to the remaining organisms) would 
have any detrimental effects at the population level. 

6. The Committee is proceeding with a new 
programme of work to evaluate further the sources and 
effects o r  ionizing radiation. Recent data on radiation 
exposures in copntries worldwide are being collected in 
order to determine representative values and ranges of 
such exposures in human population groups. New 
inforniation from radiobiological and epidemiological 
studies is being reviewed, nhich should improve 
understanding of the effects of radiation and the 
underlying risks. During the 41 years of work of the 
Coni~mittee, considerable knowledge has been acquired 
of radiation sources and of the inevitable and 
circumstantial exposures that are a part of human life. 
An understanding of the underlying mechanisms of 
radiation interactions will improve the assessments of 
radiation risks. The Committee will continue to direct 
its efforts towards a broader understanding of ionizilig 
radiation sources and effects. 

7. Following established practice, the Report to the 
General Assembly does not include the scientific annex. 
The UNSCEAR 1996 Report, Sotlrces and Eflecfs of 
lot1izit7g Radiutio~t, with the scientific annex "Effects of 
radiation on Lhe environment", will be issued as a 
United Nations sales publication in order to achieve 
wide distribution of the findings for the benefit of the 
international scientific community. 
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