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SUMMARY
In this report, the authors contribute to the continuing study of
a possible association between parental occupation and the sub-
sequent development of neoplastic disease in their offspring.
One thousand seven hundred and forty-seven childhood cancer
cases were identified in the Danish Cancer Registry and
matched with 8630 population controls. Information on the
occupation of each parent at the time of conception and
during early pregnancy was obtained through record linkages.
Significantly increased risks for renal cancer and for osteogenic
and soft tissue sarcomas were observed in children whose
mothers were employed in the provision of medical and dental
care. Significantly increased risks were also observed for the
children of fathers employed in the manufacture of iron and
metal structures, in machine repair as machinists and as smiths.
The risk of cancers at all sites was significantly increased in the
children of healthcare workers. These findings are attended
by a number of uncertainties and overall, the numbers in each
category are not high. While some potential associations were
confirmed, the authors conclude that parental occupation is
not likely to be a major risk factor for childhood cancer.

COMMENT
An apparent increase in the incidence of leukaemia
among children living in the vicinity of nuclear installations
in the United Kingdom has been extensively investigated.
In 1990, Gardner! reported an association between child-
hood leukaemia and paternal exposure to ionizing
radiation. This study related to a nuclear fuel reprocessing
plant and the possibility that factors other than exposure
to radiation might be involved was present. In a later
report, Urquhart et ai. 2 described their study of a popula-
tion living near another reprocessing plant but were
unable to confirm an association between childhood
leukaemia and paternal radiation exposure. It was
pointed out, however, that these findings did not refute
the previously proposed association. In a review of this
topic entitled 'Data in search of explanation', Evans!
described the differing results of many studies that have
been undertaken of populations living near nuclear
plants. He also drew attention to the findings of Kinlen
et al." who argued that the patterns observed were pre-
cisely those that would be expected if an unrecognized
infection, similar to feline leukaemia virus occurred
in utero, or in preschool children. It might have been
responsible for the excess of childhood leukaemia in the
early age groups and for the deficit as a consequence of
the immunizing effects of infection, in the later age
groups. Kinlen and Hudson> have also shown that an
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excess of leukaemia in children under the age of 15 in
the United Kingdom was, during the period 1950-53,
associated with population mixing occasioned by the
movements of large numbers of army personnel.
While the infection hypothesis in relation to the

occurrence of childhood leukaemia is attractive, other
workers, including Olsen et al., have studied the effects
of exposure to chemical agents. Bunin et ai.6 have noted
an association between the occurrence of retinoblastoma
in children and parental occupation in the metal industry
or in welder machining. Similarly, McKinney et at.7 have
reported associations between childhood leukaemia,
maternal employment in the food industry, and pre-
conceptual paternal exposure to wood dust, ionizing
radiation and to benzene. The literature on this topic is
now extensive and in a recent review, O'Leary et at. ,8 at
the University of Southern California, have pointed to
the implication in childhood malignancy risk of parental
occupational exposure to paints, petroleum products,
solvents, agricultural pesticides and metals. All these
researchers emphasize the need to exercise caution in
interpretation of the findings; findings that involve rela-
tively small numbers, numerous confounding factors and,
in some cases, the possibility that the observation may be
due to chance alone.
At present it is difficult to determine whether children

are, in fact, placed at risk by reason of the occupational
exposures incurred by their parents. The possibility that
the findings may be due to chance and to the statistics of
clusters must be borne in mind. However, the evidence
accumulated over the past 15 years suggests that it is
necessary for the general physician to be alert to the
possibility that parental occupation may have a bearing on
childhood disease.
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