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. . . a history of strontium-90 absorption

The Baby Tooth Survey, a study of strontium-90 absorption
by children, is based on the analysis of a large-scale,

continuing collection of deciduous (baby) teeth shed by children
living in a particular georgraphical area.

The importance of an immediate collection of baby teeth
lies in the fact that teeth now being shed by children

represent an irreplaceable source of scientific information
about the absorption of strontium-90 in the human body.

What is Strontiuni-90 ?

Every nuclear explosion produces large amounts of radioactive materials,
one of the most hazardous being strontium-90. Since the beginning of
the atomic era, yearly increases in the amount of strontium-90 in soil
and food have been observed by the Atomic Energy Commission and the
U.S. Public Health Service. The mushroom cloud formed in a nuclear
explosion pushes the radioactive material high above the earth into the
stratosphere. From there it is gradually brought down in ram and snow
and contaminates the earth's surface.

How Strontium-90 Gets Into The Body

What happens when strontium-90 is deposited on earth stems from its
chemical similarity to calcium. Wherever calcium goes, strontium-90 goes
as well. Both substances are absorbed from the soil by plants, w c
in turn are eaten by animals who need calcium mainly for their bones
and teeth. In cows the two elements appear in milk. In the human
diet, about one-half of the strontium-90 comes from milk, the rest from





The Committee For Nuclear Information
The Baby Tooth Survey was initiated in December,
1958, as one of the activities of the Greater St. Louis
Citizens' Committee for Nuclear Information (CNI). The
Committee was organized in April, 1958, by a group of
scientists and public-minded citizens who felt that the
community should be given accurate information on the
known effects of nuclear energy and radiation. Scientific
facts are assembled and studied by the Committee and
then made available to the public through regular bulle
tins and a speakers bxireau.

Ihe Idea
The initial impetus for the Baby Tooth Survey came
from an article by Dr. Herman M. Kalckar, a Johns
Hopkins University biochemist. In the article, which
appeared in Nature, a British scientific publication
(August 2, 1958), Dr. Kalckar proposed a worldwide
survey of baby teeth for strontium-90 content and states
"Such an International Milk Teeth Radiation Census
would contribute important information concerning the
amount and kind of radiation received by the most sensi
tive section of any population, namely, the children.*

Because of the striking lack of scientific information
on the human absorption of strontium-90, CNI responded
to the challenge.

A Cooperative Program
To collect and catalogue the huge number of teeth needed
to study the St. l^ouis area would be a difficult task for a
professional research team. CNI, however, was in a
position to enlist volunteer help and community-wide
support for such a project, and could thus provide a
research group with the teeth needed for study.

When the proposal was presented, an enthusiastic
response came from the deans of both St. Louis and
Washington University Schools of Dentistry. They joined
with other scientists to form a Scientific Advisory Group

to guide the program. The Washington University School
of Dentistry further aligned itself with the project by
setting up a research team which immediately applied
for a grant from the National Institute of Dental Research
of the U.S. Public Health Service under which a labora
tory could be established and maintained to carry out
the strontium-90 studies. This grant for $197,454 has
been approved and the laboratory is now set up.

Ihe Collection
Under a physician director, and a Baby Tooth Survey
Committee composed of women volunteers, the collection
program was organized. Tooth forms describing the survey
and listing necessary background information were pre
pared. All libraries and schools and later drugstores
have become d is t r ibut ion centers. A mass d is t r ibut ion
of these tooth survey forms to school children early in
the program served to introduce the tooth survey into
virtually every household with children in Greater St.
Louis, and generous support by newspapers and radio
and television stations has maintained a growing
interest. Children's television programs have been
especially influential in recruiting the support of the
youngsters. Active participation in the program has
come from church and social organizations, school
teachers and school nurses. Boy Scout, Girl Scout and
"Y" groups and a host of individuals. The I960 spring
drive began with a proclamation of Tooth Survey Week
by the Mayor of St. Louis and was so widely supported
by the entire community that 10,000 teeth were collected
in a single month.

An Active Dental Community
The role of the dental community in this program has
been one of major importance. In addition to the active
support of both schools of dentistry, invaluable aid has




