
Radiation, a problem that is also Brazilian concern 

More than two decades after the largest radioactive accident in Brazil, the cesium still 

makes victims in Goiania. Among the main problems are: osteoporosis, skin diseases 

and alterations in the nervous system. 

The recent nuclear accident in Fukushima turned everyone’s eyes towards Japan and 

attracted attention to radioactive dangers. However, many forget that Brazil itself was 

the stage of a similar tragedy 24 years ago, when a junk collector from the city of 

Goiania, at Goiás state, took home and disassembled a piece of radiotheurapeutical 

equipment that contained cesium-137 in its interior. This radioactive element – which is 

now leaking from the Japanese nuclear plant – still makes victims in Goiania. 

At the time, 19 grams of cesium were enough to contaminate 249 people and produce 

13 tons of atomic waste. The collector’s family and his neighbors, who had direct 

contact with the radioactive element, showed the gravest symptoms, such as skin 

burns, vomiting and diarrhea, and four people died. 

The survivors received medical treatment and today are not in danger of contaminating 

other individuals. Doctor Alexandre Rodrigues coordinated the treatment of the 

accident’s first victims at request of the National Commission for Nuclear Energy 

(CNEN, in portuguese). According to him, about a year after the contamination, the 

affected people eliminated the whole cesium through feces, urine and sweat. 

Despite of not having cesium in their organisms anymore, the victims of the accident 

and their descendants still suffer with osteoporosis, dental, skin, and nervous system 

problems caused by genetic mutation. 

“The cesium affects the contaminated and irradiated population until its third 

generation”, affirms Julio Nascimento, coordinator of the Interdisciplinary Cesium-137 

Accident Research Core (Nipac) of the Pontifical Catholic University of Goiás (PUC-

GO). 

Exposure to radiation can also cause cancer. However, in the last epidemiological 

study carried out in the region, in 2006, by the federal research center Oswaldo Cruz 

Foundation (Fiocruz), an increase in disease cases among those exposed to cesium 

was not confirmed. 

 



Nascimento, who has been accompanying the accident victims closely, contests these 

results. “The high cancer rate among the population is perceptible even at a primary 

level of observation”, he asserts. “The CNEN denies this reality and only provides 

official notes trying to diminish the effects, but it is clear that the regional frame of this 

disease does not match with its development in society as a whole.” 

Rodrigues, on the other hand, says that it is not possible to make this claim without 

proof. “The mutation incidence through radiation is very low due to our organism has 

the capacity to repair this transformation”, he points out. “Genetic alterations happen 

with all of us and, even after an accident, they are so disseminated in the population 

that it is not possible to tell if a case of cancer was spontaneous or provoked by 

radiation.” 

Victim Monitoring 

Since the accident, the State Secretariat of Health in Goiás has maintained a  support 

and health monitoring body for the cesium-137 victims, which is now called Leide das 

Neves’ Superintendence (SuLeide), paying homage to the victim that was most 

severely exposed to the radiation – a kid who even got to swallow small quantities of 

cesium and finally, died.  

The institution provides medical, dentistry and psycho-social assistance to 863 people, 

among them the radio-affected, their children and grandchildren. However, Nascimento 

points out that many of the victims don’t get enough attention due to not having been 

considered exposed to the radioactive element. 

“Only those who directly touched the cesium were considered victims, but many others 

were contaminated through indirect contact”, he affirms. “A group that should be 

considered as victim is the families of the military personnel who stayed on the 

contamination site full time. While being constantly exposed, they returned home in 

their contaminated uniform and hugged their relatives.” 

Every three months, the CNEN performs measurements in the contaminated areas and 

today the radioactivity in these places doesn’t represent health risks anymore. But 

Nascimento believes that the evacuation at the time of the accident was not efficient 

and that there can still be small quantities of cesium in other spots in the region. 

“On the day when the contaminated houses were brought down it was raining, and the 

radioactive material was spread throughout the city, arriving to the rivers and lakes. 



Besides, the contaminated people were only isolated 15 days after their first exposure 

to the cesium.” 

To this day, only 14 deaths were officially recognized as being caused by cesium 

exposure in Goiania and the members of the Cesium-137 Victims Association still 

demands recognition that other people were affected by radiation. 
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