Lawrence,
I just got back home to Ottawa after a couple of days in Washington and as I quickly scanned our newspapers I see that Helen Caldicott has an op-ed on Port Hope in today’s Citizen. As much as I would like to fire off a rebuttal in a finely tuned op-ed of my own I have other pressing obligations before heading to meetings in Europe later this week. So, given your previous interest in debunking her nonsense I’ve decided to rant to you, and encourage you to continue to challenge her nonsense.
As you might recall, I’ve spent a career trying to promote healthy public policies in the realm of tobacco. That is a field that is also prone to people who think they can command more attention by misstating the science, but not nearly to the extent we witness on environmental issues. In neither case does there seem to be an awareness of the opportunity costs of promoting dumb ideas. Time and money spent dealing with nonexistent or miniscule problems means those resources cannot be intelligently deployed on serious issues, while ultimately also hurting the public credibility of the overall fields of public health and the environment and thus making truly useful policies much tougher to implement.
But beyond having spent a career working on public health issues there is another reason I have been angered by Caldicott’s misrepresentations on the health risks of low level radiation. I am from Port Hope. I grew up there, attended the now-scary St. Mary’s School and at the time of the big 1970s scare about radiation in the town I had a summer job as part of the ‘clean up team’ – largely consisting of us walking grid patterns throughout the town with Geiger counters and making note of anything above general background radiation levels so it could be dug up and removed.
It was a terrific summer job for a university student. Lots of fresh air and exercise, as well as time with friends. Also, once I worked out that I could walk and listen to the beeps on the Geiger counter while reading books I also polished off Toynbee’s Study of History. But it was far more PR than public health. The vast majority of the tons of ‘contaminated soil’ that was dug up to appease public concerns and to allow governments to appear to be doing something was simply good topsoil. Indeed had it been put on the lawns of communities in the Canadian Shield it would have lowered rather than raised their radiation exposure. 
One of the jobs I had that summer was to stand by the gate of a site where this apparently contaminated soil was being taken and to thoroughly scan the dump trucks with my Geiger counter as they were leaving in order to ensure all the radioactive material had been disposed of. Well, being a bored and sceptical student I started to also scan the trucks as they arrived fully laden with the removed soil, and guess what? That they were free of elevated radioactivity levels upon leaving was not overly surprising because they were similarly free of such radioactivity upon arriving. They were, at great monetary and carbon expense, removing soil that registered normal background levels of radiation. 
This is not to say that there were no areas of significantly elevated radioactivity. We did find some of those. These sites were naturally cleared, but they were a tiny part of the overall work that was done as a result of the hysteria at the time. Also, as you have pointed out (and as my exceedingly healthy and active parents, who still live in Port Hope and who will turn 88 and 90 this year, also point out) the science does not indicate that low level radioactivity is a problem. Indeed it might be protective. What we do know is that spending untold millions of dollars dealing with non-existent problems is preventing us from spending that money on real ones.
That ends my rant.
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