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Treating the lingering effects of the 1986 Chernobyl disaster.
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On April 26, 1986, an explosion at the “Chornobyl,” 

or “Chernobyl” Atomic Energy Station unleashed 

a radioactive cloud of unprecedented proportions. 

Nine million residents across Ukraine, Belarus 

and southwestern Russia were exposed to cancer-

causing agents. Desperation was compounded by 

the reluctance of Soviet authorities to acknowledge 

the disaster and evacuate the region. According to 

the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs, more than 5 million people 

currently residing in the contaminated zones continue 

to face Chernobyl-related health risks. 

Radioactive material in these contaminated zones 

remains a threat because it cannot be gathered 

and destroyed. Elements such as cesium-137 

and strontium-90 settle into the environment, 

contaminating food and water. The human body 

mistakes these elements for potassium and calcium 

and absorbs them. These radionuclides have half-lives 

of approximately 30 years, which means it will take 

30 years for half the radioactive atoms released in 

1986 to decay. After an additional 30 years, a quarter 

of the initial amount will still exist.
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nineteen miles in radius, 
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cleanup workers stand at the site of the chornobyl atomic energy station, spring 1986.
photo | courtesy of valentin rayevsky
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The Children of Chornobyl Relief and Development 

Fund (CCRDF) was founded with the mission “to 

protect and save the lives of Ukrainian children, all of 

whom confront the legacy of the Chernobyl catastrophe 

and other environmental disasters.” Amid the chaos of 

the collapsing Soviet Union in 1989, CCRDF began 

creating health solutions for Chernobyl survivors. The 

organization’s five areas of focus are neonatal intensive 

care, treatment of orphans with disabilities, pediatric 

oncology, infant cardiac surgery and circulation of 

information to medical professionals in Ukraine. 

the collapse of the soviet union, compounded by the chernobyl disaster, strained the health care system in ukraine. ccrdf 
provides neonatal equipment to clinics throughout the country.  

neonatal intensive care

The Chernobyl plight spans generations. Radioactive 

material is passed from a mother to her unborn 

child. Complications can include a range of immune 

deficiencies, mental disabilities and physical deformities. 

Olena Nyzhnykevych, chairwoman of the CCRDF 

advisory board says, “Our main program’s focus is on 

improving neonatal intensive care, which up until 1995 

[did not exist] in Ukraine.” CCRDF outfits children’s 

hospitals with proper neonatal and perinatal equipment. 

Alongside these new tools, funding for physician 

training takes priority. 

| health |
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in 10 years of operation, this hospital has treated 1,500 children who otherwise would have gone without 
medical care. 
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orphans with disabilities

“Without any question, the number of children that 

ended up in the orphanage system increased after 

Chernobyl,” says Ivan Grigoravich, the director of the 

Puhachiv Orphanage for Girls. Grigoravich says that 

historically the topic of disabled children was not 

addressed. “Even Chernobyl issues were like secrets. 

Nobody said a word that there were children being 

affected by Chernobyl,” he states. 

The orphanage is located within a 19-mile exclusion 

zone around the Chernobyl nuclear reactor. Puhachiv 

lacks the funds to provide specialized care for its 84 

disabled residents. CCRDF is beginning to work with 

the orphanage to meet its needs. five-year-old vika lives at the puhachiv orphanage.

since play is a focus for the facility, the orphanage hopes 
to provide playground equipment for the children.



79need  issue 5  2008

residents generally range from 4 to 16 years of age, although some stay well into adulthood because there is no other 
place for them to live. an interactive daily routine allows for plenty of time to draw and play. 
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girls play in the rehabilitation room at the orphanage.



81need  issue 5  2008

Government funding has been allocated for basic 

needs; however, resources are lacking for developmental 

programs. “Kids were coming up to you that wanted to 

say something, but they were not able to communicate 

because they didn’t have anyone teaching them,” relates 

grigoravich (right) holds 7-year-old paulina. she recently received a life-saving operation in which a large growth was 
removed from her spine. 

Grigoravich. CCRDF trains the orphanage staff to 

create programs that nurture cognitive and motor 

skills. The organization also provides materials such 

as crayons, games and tumbling mats that serve as key 

elements of the developmental program.
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chernobyl heart syndrome

After the Chernobyl accident, congenital 

heart defects became prevalent in Ukraine. 

Children are commonly diagnosed with 

holes in their hearts, a condition referred 

to as Chernobyl Heart. Although this 

widespread syndrome is treatable, the 

demand for surgery exceeds the capacity of 

area hospitals. “The waiting list for surgery 

in Belarus is 7,000 and in Ukraine it is in 

excess of 10,000,” reports Dr. William M. 

Novick, founder and medical director of the 

International Children’s Heart Foundation. 

Infant cardiac surgery is a growing option 

in Ukraine, where CCRDF delivers surgical 

equipment to partner clinics. At the Amosov 

Institute of Cardiovascular Surgery located 

in Kiev, treatment is on the rise with the 

help of CCRDF.           

the waiting area of the amosov institute of 
cardiovascular surgery in kiev (top left). 
ccrdf provides operating room equipment to 
the institute (top right). a patient recovers in 
the intensive care unit (lower left). this young 
patient is in good condition after her open-
heart surgery (center). without this medical 
equipment from ccrdf, many infants with 
congenital heart defects would not recover 
after surgery (lower right). 
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information and outreach

Sharing medical knowledge is a vital component of 

CCRDF’s mission. Ukrainian nurses and physicians 

are encouraged to attend medical conferences 

organized by CCRDF. In addition, the organization 

translates and publishes medical books which it 

doctor sergiy siromakha discusses funding for future projects with olena nyzhnykevych, the chairwoman of the ccrdf 
ukraine advisory board.

distributes to conference participants free of charge. 

“When we have books left over, we send them to 

medical university libraries and other libraries 

throughout the country, so people have access to 

information,” explains Nyzhnykevych. 

| health |
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CCRDF’s outreach includes a mobile lab that brings 

health care to those living in areas where access to 

medicine is limited. Dr. Olha Horishna says the 

community has welcomed the mobile lab because “they 

are scared of the problem of Chernobyl.” Horishna’s 

outreach work involves educating residents on measures 

they can take to combat the dangers of continual 

ccrdf’s outreach enables medical professionals to better serve communities.

exposure. She says, “there are natural supplements that 

you can take that help diminish the level of radionuclide 

in your body.” 

The most recent CCRDF outreach initiative aims to 

establish a center that educates expectant mothers about 

family planning, breast-feeding and care of infants. 
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“Chernobyl is a problem, 

but it’s not hopeless,” states 

Horishna. By educating and 

equipping medical professionals, 

CCRDF provides Ukrainians 

with the health care needed to 

improve their quality of life for 

generations to come.

| health |

a child treated at a ccrdf partner clinic peers out of his room. 

children of chornobyl relief 
and development fund usa
60-c north jefferson road
whippany, nj 07981
usa
973.463.1986
info@childrenofchornobyl.org
www.childrenofchornobyl.org

“Chernobyl is a problem, 
but it’s not hopeless.”
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