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lonising radiation: are orthopaedic
surgeons’ offspring at risk?
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The hazards of exposure to ionising radiation are well
documented. Fears have been raised that occupational
exposure to ionising radiation by orthopaedic sur-
geons may have detrimental effects on the future
health of their unborn offspring.

The current members of the British Orthopaedic
Trainees” Association and orthopaedic consultants
appointed during the last 5 years im the United
Kingdom were contacted using a postal guestion-
naire. Obstetricians and gynaecologists of a similar
age group were also contacted to act as the control
group. The collected data were compared with the
latest national data as published by the Office of
Population Censuses and Surveys for England and
Wales (OPCS, 1991).

Im all, 504 guestionnaires were posted to orthopaedic
surgeons and 1597 to obstetricians and gynaecologists.
Reply rates were 334 (66%) and 986 (62%), respec-
tively.

Our data reveal a higher rate of congenital
abnormalities as compared with the normal popula-
tion in both groups (P < 0.001). However, there were no
statistically significant differences in the rate of
congenital abnormalities between the offspring of
orthopaedic surgeons and obstetricians and gynaecol-
ogists (P=0.78). These findings suggest that the
increased rate of congenital abnormalities observed
in both groups is more likely to be associated with
factors other than exposure to X-rays.

In this study, male surgeons had a higher incidence
of female children compared with the normal
population (P=0.01). The incidence of childhood
malignancies does not appear to be raised in either
group.

These findings suggest that the current levels of
occupational exposure to X-rays by orthopaedic

Correspondence to: Mr H G Zadeh FRCS, cfo Mr T W R Briggs
MCh FRCS, Consultant Orthopaedic Surgeon, The Royal
Mational Orthopaedic Hospital Trust, Stanmore, Middlesex
HAT 4LP

surgeons is unlikely to be associated with an
increased risk of congenital abnormalities or child-
hood malignancies in their children.

It is generally accepted that exposure to ionising radiation
can result in genetic damage and this may become
manifest in the form of congenital abnormalities or
childhood malignancies in the next generation (7). The
use of X-ray imaging is an integral part of orthopaedic and
trauma surgery. A number of recent studies have assessed
the level of exposure to ionising radiation by various
health workers (1—6). The results have generally been
reassuring, as it is reported that the level of occupational
exposure to X-rays during diagnostic imaging 1s within
the recommended limits set by the International
Commission on Radiological Protection (7). However,
there is little data available regarding the health of the
children in these groups.

Following reports from Sellafield and Hanford nuclear
reprocessing plants which assert a significant association
between the paternal occupational exposure to ionising
radiation and an increased incidence of leukaemias or
congenital abnormalities in their children (8,9), fears have
been raised that the children of orthopaedic surgeons may
also be at risk.

The aims of this study were to ascertain the incidence of
congenital abnormalities and childhood malignancies in a
group of orthopaedic surgeons, comparing these findings
with the normal population and a control group of
surgeons who do not routinely use X-ray imaging
{obstetricians and gynaecologists),

Materials and methods

The current members of the British Orthopaedic
Trainees’ Association and the orthopaedic consultants






