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Chernobyl, Help for a Deadly Legacy

\

Phrographs by Thomas Atc Donald for The New York Ttmes

Generations gather at St. Michael's Ukrainian Church in New Haven. From left, Pilar Roncal, her daughter Pilar Geba and Maria and Sonia Geba.

By ROBERT DUBROW

T took only a few seconds for one

of the nuclear reactors at Cher-

nobyl, Ukraine, to explode on

April 26, 1986, and start spewing
radioactlve materlal into the atmos-
phere. But the toxic legacy of the
Incident will last for decades, If not
generations. »

As concern has grown for the chil-
dren exposed to radiation at the time
of the accident, as well as for new
generations, so too have support ef-
forts. Since 1989, the Children of
Chornobyl Rellef Fund, supported by
the state’s small but determined
Ukrainian-American  community,
has provided medical and other hu-
manitarian aid to Ukraine. And it
“appears to be In it for the long haul

Chapters of the reliel fund, based
in Short Hills, N.J., have been set up
in Hartford, New Haven and Dan-
bury, along with smaller groups in
Stamford/Darlen, Bridgeport, New
Britain and Willhmantic. A steady
stream of funds has been ralsed
through concerts, auctions, bazaars,
banquets, bake sales. road races and
mail appeals.

The relief fund's 19th alrlift —
supported in part by $8,000 raised in
Hartford — arrived in the Ukrainian
city of Lvov in November, with an

bulance and al i lve
care unit supplies and equipment.

Alex Kuzma, whose parents were
born in Ukraine, is the director of
development for the Children of
Chomoby! fund, working from his
office in Hamden. (The group uses
the post-Soviet Ukrainian spelling of
the town, abandoning the Russian
,spelling imposed on the former So-
cialist Republic.)

- According to Mr. Kuzma, major
Jhealth problems faced by Ukraine's
children include cancer, an infant
mortality rate that is twice the Euro-
\pean average and birth defects.

“In virtually every neonatal unit
that we've been to,”” Mr. Kuzmasaid,
_“the doctors have reported that

they're seeing higher rates of birth
defects, more children with multiple
birth defects, and very bizarre birth
defects.” An epidemic of childhood
thyroid cancer Is clearly the result of
exposure to radloactive lodine, he
says.

Dr. Martin Chemnlack, an assocl-
ate professor of medicine at the Uni-
versity of Connecticut Health Center
and a former director of the thyroid
cancer fleld studles in Belarus, also
heavily contaminated by the Cherno-
byl accident, projects that over 50
years, anywhere from 17,000 to more
than 50,000 fatal cancers will occur
worldwide due to radiatlon exposure

byl was a big, big tragedy. Each on¢
of us had a call inside to help."”

Associated with St. Michael's
Church Is a 75-student. nondenomi-
national Ukrainian studies school.
The children collect tays for the re-
lief fund to send to Ukraine

Another St. Michael's Ukrainian
Catholic Church, in New Haven, is
the home of that city's chapter. A few
years ago, when a girl who traveled
from Ukraine to be treated for lcuke-
mia at Yale-New Haven Hospital
needed a bone marrow transplant,
the chapter raised close to $100.000

‘The transplant was successful, and |
the girl now lives in the New Haven |

area.

Performances by the Veselka
Ukrainian Dance Ensemble, a chil-
dren’s folk dance group based at the
church, have raised about $15,000.
Each Sunday after church services,
the chapter also raises money by
selling coffee and pastry.

The Danbury chapter s the |

newest, founded in eatly 1997 at the
Holy Trinity Orthodox Church. Fa-
ther Luke Mihaly, the parish priest,
wanted to get the parish out into the
community; he appears to have suc-
ceeded

The Trinity 5K Road Race for the
Children of Chormobyl in September
and an art auction in October raised
a combined total of $3,500. A benefit
concert by the Yale Russian Chorus
Is scheduled for Feb. 1. *'We've really
broken new ground,"” Father Mihaly
sald of his 60-member parish.
“‘We're becoming known in the com-
munity. We've met new people. It's
been a Godsend for us.”

Martha Andriuk, a classical singer
who lives In Darlen, Is an executive
vice president of the fund. Working
with the St. Vladimir's Ukrainian
Catholic Church in Stamford, she or-
ganized and performed a concert
that raised money for a blood diag-
nostic laboratory established by the
fund at the Lvov Regional Special-
Ized Pedlatric Hospital. The Hart-
ford chapter has also contributed to
this laboratory, which was recently
rated by a European review team as
the finest in Eastern Europe.

Other national leaders of the fund
also have Connecticut connections.
Orest Dubno, a New Haven resident,
Is chairman of the fund's national
board. Ksenia Kyzyk from New Ha-
ven, who began volunteering for the
fund when she was a student at Trin-
ity College in Hartford, Is now the
assistant executive director in Short
Hills. Nathan Hodge tearned to speak
Ukrainian and Russlan when he was
a graduate student at Yale; he began
a two-year stint as In-country direc-
tor for the fund in Kisv last Tune
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Chornobyl aid
drying up but
needs remain

T was a small headline buried in the Sunday
Ipapcr. “Study wams Alps still radioactive.”

Most readers probably missed it, but the impli-
cations were protound.

Twelve years after the nuclear disaster at
Chomobyl. French researchers are waming that
campers and shepherds are still at risk from high
levels of radiation which drifted into the Alps in
1986. The findings are especially astounding when
we consider that the Alps are located hundreds of
miles west of north-central Ukraine. where the
nuclear meltdown occurred. Significant amounts
of radiation were deposited in one ot the most pris-
tine areas of Europe. home of the Albertville
Olympics and the source of spring water sold to
health buffs around the world.

Though 12 years have passed, Chornobyl
remains a nightmare for many people across the
Northern Hemisphere. a sobering reminder that
there is nowhere left to run or hide from radioac-
tive releases.

As the Nuclear Regulatory Commission weighs
the decision whether to restart the Millstone
nuclear plant. it is worth contemplating just how
unforgiving this technology can be when coupled
with human error and an unhealthy dose of hubris.
To be sure, the Soviet technology which brought
us Chomobyl was far below Western standards.
with far fewer safety features and backup systems.
Still, the whistleblowers at Millstone and some
hair-raising near-misses at other U.S. atomic plants
have reminded us that American technology is not
foolproof. that lapses in safety procedures could
lead to catastrophic results.

Over the past year. Hollywood and Broadway
have lavished thetr attention on an 80-year-old dis-
aster that has far less bearing on the present. Public
fascination with the Titanic shows no signs of
waning, while concern about the Chomoby! after-
math is harder to sustain. The United Nations and
the G-7 nauons are complaining of “donor
fatigue.” and there is growing resistance to the
pleas for help coming trom Ukraine and Belarus -
the two nations most aftected by Chornobyl
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The recent U.N. pledging conferences designed
to raise the millions of dollars needed to stabilize
the crumbling Chomobyl sarcophagus have come
up short. and Western scientists are warning that a
collapse of the structure around the melted reactor
core could lead t another dangerous release of
radiation.

Human nature is tull of quirks and oddities. We
find it easy to express outrage over a failure of
lifeboats to pick up the Titanic's survivors in the
North Atlantic. but we seem willing to write off
entire future generations of Ukrainians and
Belarusians whose gene pool is being contaminat-
ed by radioactive isotopes.

There were 1.200 souls who went down with
the Titanic. Though much harder to calculate, the
human toll of Chomobyl will certainly be higher.
Even some of the more conservative nuclear scien-
tists now estimate that Chomobyl will cause
between 17.000 and 50.000 fatal cancers.

We can expect many casualties beyond those
stricken with cancer. For the sixth year in a row,
there has been a sharp decline in population in
Ukraine and Belarus. Life expectancy has dropped,
and birth defects have doubled. The rate of thyroid
cancer among children in the most contaminated
areas has increased 80- to 100-fold. Perhaps most
frightening s the fact that the Chornobyl disaster is
still unfolding with thousands of children and
young adults exhibiting pre-cancerous conditions.

Here in Southern Connecticut, we are blessed
with medical know-how and valuable community
resources that can have an immensely positive
impact on the lives of people in Eastern Europe
and around the globe. There are a number of med-
ical experts who have played an important role in
the treatment of Chornobyl victims and in seeking
the truth about Chomobyl's long-term health
effects. Dr. Nicholas Dainiak. chief of medicine at
Bridgeport Hospital: Drs. Jack van Hotf and Peter
Bearsley. pediatric oncologists at Yale's School of
Medicine: eptdemiologist Dr. Martin Cherniack of
the University of Connecticut. and Vito Mazza of
West Haven. who is president of Hunger Relief
and Development Inc.. are just a few of the unsung
heroes who have devoted much of their time to this
cause.

Airlitts and medical shipments funded by
Connecticut residents have brought life-saving aid
to the aftlicted region. This investment ot charita-
ble dollars has proven exceedingly cost-effective.
as doctors have made important strides in combat-
ting children’s leukemia. thyroid cancer and
immune deficiencies.

Although we can take heart in these accom-
plishments. we need to remember that hospital
development and health programs are extremely
costly. even under the best ot circumstances.
Ukraine. Belarus and other tormer Soviet republics
are rebuilding their health infrastructure atter
decades of gross neglect, corruption and govem-
ment mismanagement. The enormous challenges
they tace are compounded by the effects of
Chomobyl which are still mounting.

Orest T. Dubno of New Haven is board chairman
and Alexander B. Kuzmma is assistant executive
director for the Children of Chornobyl Relief Fund.
The fund is a national charity with chapters in
Connecticut that has delivered move than $-40 mul-
lon in awd to Eustern Europe. Readers mav write
Dubno and Kuzma in care of 127 Treadwell St..
Hamden 06517




































