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Background 
 
Green Audit has been engaged since 1997 on studies of the effects of discharges to 
the sea and air by nuclear sites. These effects are on cancer, leukaemia and infant 
mortality in populations living downwind or close to contaminated coastal and estuary 
intertidal sediment. An account of these and the various arguments over the results 
can be found in Busby 2006 and in CERRIE 2004. One of the first studies in this 
series was of breast cancer in populations living near the contaminated coast close to 
the Hinkley Point nuclear site in Somerset (Busby et al 2000). A series of studies in 
the early 2000s which employed census ward data from the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS) showed that Social Class and age adjusted breast cancer mortality 
risks were approximately double the national average in the ward of Burnham North, 
and generally significantly higher in wards near the coast downwind of the nuclear 
plant. Follow-ups of the initial study with data as it became available continued to 
show statistically significant high risk of dying from breast cancer for women living 
in Burnham North which is directly downwind from the nuclear plant. The results 
were disputed by the local South West Cancer Intelligence Unit (SWCIS) even though 
their own study confirmed the high level of risk. Incidence could not be examined as 
the data was refused at ward level on the grounds of confidentiality. For this reason, 
in 2002, a local citizen group, Parents Concerned about Hinkley PCAH carried out a 
door-to-door survey in Burnham North, which was designed and analysed by Green 
Audit (Busby and Rowe 2002, Busby 2006). 

This survey confirmed the high risk from breast cancer in Burnham North in 
the 5 years prior to the survey in 2002. It also turned up significant excess leukaemia 
risks. Again, the SWCIS followed up with a study using incidence data and again 
their results supported the findings of excess risk in Burnham North. Nevertheless the 
author of the study, Dr Julia Verne, maintained that these results were due to chance 
and no effect from radiation existed.  
 Ionising radiation is a mutagen: it is genotoxic and causes damage to the 
foetus and germ cells. If the breast cancer excesses downwind from Hinkley Point 
were caused by releases from the plant, we should expect increases also in 
miscarriages and in infant mortality in the same area. In 2007, Green Audit examined 
infant mortality data from ONS for every ward in Somerset between 1994 and 2004 to 
see if there was any relationship to proximity to the nuclear plant. The study found a 
statistically significant (up to 3-fold excess) effect on infant mortality in wards close 
to the coast and estuary and near the nuclear plant, including Burnham on Sea. The 
results were peer reviewed by experts consulted by the BBC and presented in a BBC 
Television Programme in 2008.  
 Also in 2008 a landmark decision in the House of Lords overturned two 
previous decisions on Freedom of Information to small area cancer incidence data, 
made by the Scottish Information Commissioner in relation to the matter of childhood 
leukaemia near the contaminated coast of Dumfries and Galloway. Radioactive 
discharges from Sellafield on the coast cause increased rates of childhood leukemia 
along the coast of South West Scotland (Busby 2008). Although the ruling by the FoI 
Commissioner was overturned in the Lords, the latter did order that incidence data for 
small areas must be released so long as the numbers of cases involved was greater 
than 5. The pressure group Stop Hinkley accordingly applied to the South West 
Cancer Intelligence Unit for the breast cancer incidence data for wards in Somerset in 
two blocks, 1994-98 and 1999-2004 so that the numbers in each block generally 
would be greater than 5, and the data was released. This enabled, for the first time, the 



analysis of breast cancer incidence in the wards of Burnham on Sea in a long enough 
period to establish whether there is a statistically significant effect on incidence, 
supporting the breast cancer mortality and infant mortality results already found. 
 
Method 
 
Incidence numbers for female breast cancer ICD10 C50  were supplied by the SWICS 
for census wards in the whole of Somerset aggregated to two blocks 1994-1998 and 
1999-2004.  
In this study, only the wards of Burnham North and Burnham South were examined.  
5-year age group populations were obtained from the 1991 and 2001 census figures 
(ONS). The comparison rate for breast cancer incidence in each 5-year group was 
taken from the 1997 Series ONS MB1 Cancer Statistics Registrations for England and 
Wales. No adjustment was made for Social Class in this study. Standardised Incidence 
Ratios were calculated for both periods and for the whole period. 
 
Results 
 Results are given in Table 1 below. 
 
 
Table 1 Breast cancer risk relative to England and Wales between 1994 and 2004 ( 
Age Standardised Incidence Ratio, SIR)  
 
 Burnham North Burnham South Burnham on Sea 
Expected 94-98 24.5 24 48.5 
Observed 94-98 39 30 69 
SIR 94-98 (RR) 1.6 1.3 1.4 
Expected 99-04 35.1 29.6 64.7 
Observed 99-04 45 53 98 
SIR 99-04 (RR) 1.3 1.8 1.5 
Expected 94-04 59.6 53.6 113.2 
Observed 94-04 84 83 167 
SIR 94-04 (RR) 1.4 1.6 1.5 
 
 
Table 2 Statistics of excess risk in Burnham on Sea, both wards, 1994-2004 
 
Relative Risk 1.47 (95% CI 1.25<RR<1.72) 
χ2 22.37 
p-value (Mantel Haenszel) 0.0000022 
 
 
Discussion 
The incidence of breast cancer in Burnham on Sea is clearly significantly high over 
the entire period. Over this 11 year period, more than 50 women developed the illness 
than could expected on the basis of national rates. From earlier studies it is clear that 
many of these women died. It is of interest that these incidence data now show that 
Burnham South was also affected: this was not so clear from the mortality data.  



The continuous denial of adult cancer excess near nuclear sites and 
contaminated sediment has been made by the government and by radiation risk 
agencies on the basis of deductive comparisons with Japanese A-Bomb victims. 
Scientific method demands that we examine similar populations with similar 
exposures. The evidence for the cancer producing effects of chronic exposure to low 
levels of radioactive fission products and uranium is now so alarming and massive 
that it is a criminal disgrace that those agencies who are employed with public money 
to protect the public seem mainly concerned with denial of what is now clear to 
everyone. The SWCIS argument that the excess in Burnham on Sea was due to 
chance, that there are bound to be some areas where the rates are high, cannot be 
sustained in the face of the incidence data. Since incidence data brings in a larger 
number of cases than mortality, we can calculate a p-value of 0.000002 for the excess 
risk. This means that we should expect an excess risk of this magnitude in one ward in 
450,000.  In other words, this is not a chance affair, and these cancer cases were 
caused by some exposure. The infant mortality study and the other cancer excesses 
point to the nuclear site and its releases. The ability to analyse incidence data to the 
small area of Burnham on Sea is important, and shows the value of such data in 
examining environmental risks. It is outrageous that the House of Lords, ‘advised by’ 
the British government, overturned the reasonable decision by both the Scottish 
Freedom of Information Commissioner and the Scottish Appeal Court of Sessions 
which supported this decision.  

The EU has recently set up a modestly named ‘High Level Expert Group’ to 
deal with the increasing concern about the health effects of low dose radiation and the 
belief that the current risk models are in error (something which the risk agencies 
themselves do not, in fact, concede). This group will apparently recommend research 
over the next 30 years. This is unacceptable. The results of this present study, and the 
many others which support it, argue that the current radiation risk model is wildly 
inaccurate for internal exposures to fission products and uranium discharges from 
nuclear sites (Busby 2006, Busby and Fucic 2006, CERRIE2004). Until this matter is 
properly addressed, women (and men) living near nuclear sites will continue to die, 
and their children will continue to die. 
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