To the Editor
August 21, 1987

JAMA

535 N. Dearborn St.

Chicago, IL 60610

Sir:

When the foremost determinant of a phenomenon is omitted from consideration, researchers are necessarily perplexed ‑‑ as re​vealed in the August 7, 1987 issue of JAMA, largely devoted to articles on environmental radiation hazards:

"One of the strangest things about radon is that it's level in any given house is totally unpredictable. Speakers from Canada and Ireland told how the highest and lowest levels measured in their countries were in identical houses side by side, and other participants nodded in frustrated agreement."(1)

Their frustration will continue until they integrate the follow​ing facts and considerations into their household radon researches:

· Household radon levels ‑‑ derivative of radium present in the earth's crust ‑‑ are ordinarily estimated from the number of alpha particles detected in measured quantities of household air during unit time.(2)

· Tobacco smoke contains polonium 210, also an alpha particle emitting radioisotope, descendent of radon and with a half life of 138 days.(3)

· Tobacco smoke, containing polonium 210 and combining with household dust, settles on household surfaces and clothing and contributes to household alpha particle activity therein during ensuing months and years (Figure 1).
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· Hence, any attempt at estimation of household radon levels by measurement of household alpha particle activity, which fails to ascertain and consider household tobacco smoking experience during the last two years is bound to be a frustrating exercise.

· An index of residual alpha particle activity from tobacco smoke‑polonium 210 contamination of a household can be obtained (roughly) by ascertaining the number of cigarettes, pipefuls and cigars smoked in the household during each of the preceding 24 months by each and all household occupants, and weighting the alpha particle activity contribution of the monthly sum of all tobacco units smoked according to the polonium 210 half life curve pre​sented in Figure 1.

According to Letourneau: "...the same risk from radiation is always interpreted as being worse than cigarette smoking, which doesn't carry any dread ‑‑ there's no Hiroshima in cigarettes, you see."(4)

Not so! There is a Hiroshima in cigarettes. The alpha particles emitted by polonium 210 in tobacco smoke are indistinguishable from those emitted by radon from soil and water. And alpha part​icles are the most powerful known mutagens ‑‑ more than 20 times more mutagenic than an equivalent number of RAD's of gamma radiation. They alter genetic structures, accelerating malignant cellular evolution, and causing cancer, degenerative cardiovascular disease, and early death.(5)

Sincerely,

R.T. Ravenholt, MD, MPH  fax 206-528-1833,  e-mail ravenrt@oz.net
To The Editor
       24 January 1988

JAMA

535 N Dearborn

Chicago, IL 60610

Sir:

When commenting upon my letter on Smoking and Radon (1), Le​Tourneau et al conjectured a level of 4 mEq/m3 of polonium 210 in a room from the smoking of one package of cigarettes therein, while citing typical indoor radon levels of 55 Eq/m3. (2)

But Bergman and Axelson have shown a doubling of radon daughter ​alpha particle activity in a room (24 m3 ) when just 12 cigarettes were passively burned therein (Figure 1).(3) And long‑lived radon daughters ‑‑ 210 Pb (22 years) and 210 Po (138 days) ‑- ​accumulating in heavily‑smoked homes, offices and hotel rooms would result in much greater increased levels of ionizing radia​tion therein. (4)

Tellingly, while radon from soil and water has been present in the earthly environment throughout the several million years of human evolution, the lung cancer epidemic is almost entirely a 20th century phenomenon ‑‑ overwhelmingly related to the production, rapacious marketing and general abuse of highly​ addictive cigarettes. (5)

In expert pick‑pocket fashion, tobacco purveyors and colluding organizations invariably magnify tiny alternative hazards, such as environmental radon, seeking to distract public attention from tobacco ‑‑ the juggernaut cause of premature mortality in the United States.

Sincerely,

R.T. Ravenholt, MD MPH   e-mail ravenrt@oz.net
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