Radiation and Pregnancy: A Fact Sheet for the Public
Note: If you are pregnant (or if you are thinking about getting pregnant) and you have questions about how radiation exposure could affect you or your pregnancy, you should talk with your doctor. Your doctor can help you better understand the risks of radiation exposure to you and to your developing baby.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has prepared this fact sheet to help you understand the possible health effects to your fetus from exposure to radiation.
Prenatal Radiation Exposure
The exposure of a fetus to radiation is referred to as prenatal radiation exposure. This can occur when the mother's abdomen is exposed to radiation from outside her body. Also, a pregnant woman who accidentally swallows or breathes in radioactive materials may absorb that substance into her bloodstream. From the mother's blood, radioactive materials may pass through the umbilical cord to the baby or concentrate in areas of the mother's body near the womb (such as the urinary bladder) and expose the fetus to radiation.
The possibility of severe health effects depends on the gestational age of the fetus at the time of exposure and the amount of radiation it is exposed to. Unborn babies are less sensitive during some stages of pregnancy than others. However, fetuses are particularly sensitive to radiation during their early development, between weeks 2 and 18 of pregnancy. The health consequences can be severe, even at radiation doses too low to make the mother sick. Such consequences can include stunted growth, deformities, abnormal brain function, or cancer that may develop sometime later in life. However, since the baby is shielded by the mother's abdomen, it is partially protected in the womb from radioactive sources outside the mother's body. Consequently, the radiation dose to the fetus is lower than the dose to the mother for most radiation exposure events.
Increased Cancer Risk
Radiation exposure before birth can increase a person's risk of getting cancer later in life.
Unborn babies are especially sensitive to the cancer-causing effects of radiation. However, the increased risks depend on the amount of radiation to which the baby was exposed and the amount of time that it was exposed. For example, if the radiation dose to the fetus was roughly equivalent to 500 chest x-rays at one time, the increase in lifetime cancer risk would be less than 2% (above the normal lifetime cancer risk of 40 to 50%).

This letter was posted on the Radon Listserv 2-2-12 in a discussion on Radiation and Pregnancy and the above CDC Fact Sheet
Jeff

I do not respond to many postings on this list serve.  But, I felt an obligation to offer an additional perspective on the CDC guidance. While the guidance to “talk with your doctor” about concerns for radiation exposure seems reasonable, in fact many (most) doctors have had no training on radiation safety or radiation health effects.  Thus, there guidance may be based on radiation mythology and what they have learned from the news media. 

I would suggest modifying the guidance to say, “Talk with a doctor who has had training in radiation safety and health effects,” such as a cardiologist. 

I have been training medical doctors on radiation health effects for 25 years and find that without such training, their knowledge of radiation Is not much different than anyone who watches the evening news.  I have also trained radiation safety staff at many hospitals who have unanimously agreed with my perspective. 
 Ray Johnson, MS, SE, PE, FHPS, CHP.
Director, Radiation Safety Counseling Institute
16440 Emory Lane
Rockville, MD 20853
ray@radiationcounseling.org


Next post:

Hopefully people will read the very last line of the article.  We usually figured about 10 mR per chest x-ray.  500 chest x-rays would then be 5000 mR/hr, which is the maximum a rad worker in a Nuclear Power Plant is allowed per year.  The NRC limits a declared pregnant worker to 500 mR over the 9 months of the pregnancy

Gary McCahill

Connecticut Department of Energy and Environmental Protection, Radiation Division (CT-DEEP-RD)
Radiation Control Physicist
79 Elm Street (Basement)
Hartford, CT 06106
