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Background: In a world that has been affected by the global COVID-19
pandemic, the idea of keeping the ICRP recommendations fit for purpose is
one whose time has come! However, the idea of keeping the ICRP
recommendations fit for purpose cannot be achieved in isolation without a
global North-South collaboration.

Materials and Methods: this paper stems from the livestream session of the
first digital workshop of the International Commission on Radiological
Protection (ICRP) on the future of radiation protection, 14™ October, 2021 to
4™ November, 2021. Where experts from across the globe shared their
perspectives on how to make radiation protection fit for purpose using
evidence from literature and real-world experiences.

Results: the expert panel during the live session agreed that radiation
protection experts from the global North who are versatile in the science and
practice of radiation protection will have to collaborate with those from the
global South and end-users to ensure that the system of radiological
protection designed by the ICRP to protect patients, workers, the public, and
the environment meets the need of end-users and produces the desired
impact. End-users of radiation protection all work in diverse settings and
contexts.

Conclusion: Authors of this paper argue that there is a need for greater
inclusivity through a global North-South collaboration over the next decade
to develop the next fundamental recommendations that will shape radiation-
related policy, practice, guidelines, and regulations around the world. The
global road map for digital cooperation published by the United Nations in
June 2020 at the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic could serve as a useful
guide to make this a reality. This would ensure that existing divides are not
further exacerbated by current physical restrictions.
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Introduction

The role of the International Commission on Radiological Protection (ICRP) in providing
guidance and recommendations on radiological protection over 90 years ago since its
establishment is appreciated and its impact felt globally [1]. Several guidelines and
recommendations have been developed over the years that have informed policy and practice and
thus guided the use of ionizing radiation in medicine, the environment and non-human biota
without limiting the positive aspects of such uses. The idea of keeping the ICRP
recommendations fit for purpose is one whose time has come! This is because our knowledge
about radiation and its uses over the years has increased tremendously even in non-conventional
areas due to increase in human activities and a better understanding of the environment and
various radiation sources and the growing need for evidence-based protection guidelines and
recommendations [2].

The COVID-19 pandemic has greatly affected the way we do things globally, hence the need for
a fit for purpose approach. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic further highlighted the need
for the radiological protection community to rethink their approach to radiation protection to
ensure it is fit for purpose in a world that has been transformed by the pandemic. Anecdotal
evidence shows that over the years, health professionals in radiology and radiotherapy
departments in the global south have treated radiation safety and infection prevention and control
as independent concepts however, the pandemic has just reminded us how interconnected both
concepts are. The lessons learned during the global pandemic on how to maintain strict infection
prevention and control measures without compromising patient safety is one which should be
maintained and enshrined into regular practice especially in the global south where this has not
been the norm.

The gap between the global north and south keeps widening by the day. This is further
exacerbated by the non-pharmacological approaches established to curb the global pandemic
such as social and physical distancing as well as travel restrictions and limitations on face-to-
face meetings. Hence, the need for a collaborative effort to ensure that no one is left behind in
line with the UN sustainable development goal agenda. Ensuring that no one is left behind in our
drive to achieve an ICRP recommendation that is fit for purpose is important. This would mean
finding a way to carry along under represented populations, those in conflict, fragile and
vulnerable settings as well as the digitally excluded [3].

The next decade is very significant for health as well as other aspects of the human endeavours,
it has been tagged a decade of difference for the world’s children, a decade of action for patient
safety among others. Several issues relating to climate change, one health approach, planetary
health, machine learning, big data among others will continue to gain relevance over the next
decade and beyond. The radiological protection community must be proactive in this regard to
ensure that a fit for purpose recommendation is established for all areas of human activities that
involve the peaceful use of ionizing radiation. Hence the need for collaboration as one size does
not fit all.

Why a fit for purpose ICRP recommendation?

There are several reasons why a fit for purpose ICRP recommendation is needed. Empirical
evidences abound in literature on the gaps that exist between the global north and south in terms
of the development, deployment and implementation of ICRP recommendations in practice [4,5]
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as well as other key targets of radiological protection in medicine, prominent among which is the
unfinished task of the Bonn call for action in sub-Saharan Africa [6]. Variations in context and
settings of the practice of radiological protection also necessitates a fit for purpose ICRP
recommendation. A radiological protection intervention that has proven to be effective and
efficacious in one setting may not yield the same result in another setting. Hence this may
require an implementation research approach to unravel why such interventions do not yield the
desired outcomes in real world settings [7].

Global demographic and epidemiological transitions in the global north and south (young
populations and aging populations and the need for recurrent imaging). Increasingly, most
countries in the global south are faced with the prevalence of communicable diseases such as
HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis, pneumonia, malaria among others and a swift rise in non-
communicable diseases (NCDs) such as; Cardiovascular diseases, Respiratory disorders,
Diabetes & cancer. Other health challenges include; Infant mortality, Maternal mortality, Injury
and trauma. Based on research evidence, globally, 1 in 6 of the world population is an adolescent
with a higher proportion in low- and —middle income countries, London School of Hygiene and
Tropical Medicine [8]. Demographic transition is caused by the rapidly falling fertility rates and
a huge improvement in child survival due to improved vaccination, access to portable Water
Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) among other factors. Epidemiological transition on the other
hand is due to the decline in infectious diseases, (the gains of which were attained during the
millennium development goals and pre-COVID-19 pandemic era) and the increasing importance
in non-communicable conditions such as diabetes, cancer and cardiovascular diseases. The
implication of all these transitions for radiation protection in medicine is that radiation protection
experts are dealing with two extreme populations; an aging and a young population in both the
global north and south who may be suffering from chronic conditions that may require recurrent
imaging hence, the need for ICRP recommendation that is fit for purpose.

Evolutionary trends in technology such as data science, artificial intelligence, machine learning,
robotics among others is transforming different aspects of human endeavour, radiological
protection inclusive. Hence, the need for digital literacy and data readiness especially among
countries in the global south to ensure that such technologies do not further widen the current
digital divide between the global north and south [3]. One health, climate change, and planetary
health are discussions that are ongoing globally and directly or indirectly these have bearing on
radiological protection hence, the need for a fit for purpose ICRP recommendation. Modern
technology makes new applications of radiation safer. However, inappropriate or incorrect use
can lead to unnecessary or unintended radiation exposures and risks [9,10].

How can we achieve a fit for purpose ICRP recommendation?

For the ICRP to achieve a recommendation that is fit for purpose, relevant stake holders must be
involved thus, leave no one behind. These stakeholders should include experts from the scientific
community relevant to radiological protection to the non-technical audiences who are end users
of radiological protection services. Effective communication and public engagement on radiation
protection issues are essential. Radiation permeates every aspect of human endeavour hence, the
need for an ICRP recommendation that is fit for purpose this must take into consideration
economic and social factors consistent with indigenous knowledge and cultural norms of the
communities of practice. This will enhance buy-in from end users if they are part of the process.
This point has been highlighted by ICRP experts [1,2]. Radiation protection experts from the
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global south have been making useful efforts in this regard in trying to engage the public on
radiation protection and related issues by way of invited guest lectures and talk shows
(https://rss.com/podcasts/afrinuke/287803/) using various media.

Broadening the horizon of radiation protection beyond its current boundaries; lonizing radiation
is used in a range of public health interventions from preventive medicine to palliative medicine
for purposes of screening, triaging, diagnosis and treatment of diseases and even vector control
[11,12]. Beyond human health the beneficial aspects of ionizing radiation have found
application in industry, agriculture, research, mining and others. Therefore, there is a need to
broaden the boundaries of radiological protection to be consistent with the growing need.
Another important aspect of radiological protection that needs to be broadened and strengthened
is for those in fragile, conflict and humanitarian settings.

Develop a global road map for digital cooperation in radiation protection that is fit for purpose.
One major area where the global COVID-19 pandemic has affected our collective existence in
the past one year is the increased and increasing digital connectedness. Digital connectedness has
opened up a world of opportunities for countries in the global south to freely interact virtually
with their counterparts from the global north to share practice and exchange knowledge. A
typical example is this Future of Radiological Protection Workshop organized by the ICRP.
Events like this should be encouraged and sustained. This digital workshop could serve as an
opportunity to foster the development of a global road map for digital cooperation in radiation
protection as over 850 participants from around the globe are present to share their experiences
and expectations of an ICRP recommendation that is fit for purpose. Being cognizant of the fact
that some proportion of radiological protection community are digitally excluded like every
other member of the larger global population, a global road map for digital cooperation in
radiation protection could come up with possible solutions to bridge such digital divides to
ensure digital inclusivity for a fit for purpose ICRP recommendation.

Bridge the knowledge-practice gap

Proven and effective tools (e.g referral guidelines and radiation safety checklist) for the safe use
of radiation in medicine abound [11,13]. These tools have been reported to reduce wasteful use
of radiology in children and adults to > 50 % of X-ray referrals and > 30 % radiation dose
reductions [9,14]. Despite the availability of radiation safety guidelines, awareness and
compliance among referring physicians and frontline radiation health workers have been poor
[15]. Hence, the growing trend of unsafe use of ionizing radiation among children in conflict
settings predisposing them to possible cancer risk in future. Therefore, implementation research
into why these proven interventions is not yielding the desired results taking into cognizance the
context and settings of local setting is required.

A multifaceted implementation strategy encompassing a combination of several strategies such
as training, consultation, audit and feedback [7] with components of Information, Education and
Communication (IEC) tools approach could be necessary to bridge the radiation knowledge —
practice gap for a diverse audience. A participatory approach involving major stakeholders such
as policy makers, potential/active service users at all levels of the research will maximize the
relevance and impact of ICRP recommendations.

Encourage greater participation by providing technical support and funding where necessary. It
is one thing to produce an ICRP recommendation that is fit for purpose and it is another thing to
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ensure its full implementation and compliance in practice. This has been a major source of
concern in the global south. Lack of technical support to ensure full implementation of
guidelines and poor funding for radiological protection related events and training opportunities.
Most radiological protection researches in the global south are poorly funded.

A Global North-South Collaboration for a Fit for Purpose ICRP Recommendation- A Call
to Action!

For an effective collaboration radiological protection experts need to explore the strengths and
weaknesses of the parties involved. Having highlighted the prospects and the consequences of
radiological protection in the global north and south, we need to look at what both sides of the
divide have to offer so that we could find a common ground of interest.

What is the global north bringing to the table?

The global north is far ahead in terms of technical knowledge and expertise, human capacity
development training and funding opportunities as well as the enabling environment. As a
matter of fact, most of the recommendations, guidelines and standards of practice emanate from
the global north with some input from the global south. This is well established globally [2].

What is the global south bringing to the table?

The researchers from the global south also have their unique peculiarities in their own right.
Most radiological protection experts have a firm theoretical base of radiological protection with
limited opportunities to explore their full potentials due to lean resources that often compete with
other basic needs. Hence, southern radiological protection experts and researchers have learned
to adapt ICRP guidelines and recommendations to suit the context and the settings of where they
work and conduct their research. They are also in touch with the real-world settings and better
understand the radiation protection needs and challenges in such settings. They are experts in
indigenous knowledge, thus thinking globally while acting locally. They have developed
resilience in the practice of radiological protection in conflict and fragile settings complicated by
the COVID-19 pandemic. Researchers from the global south have learned and mastered the art
of a south-south collaboration in radiological protection which has resulted in
workshop/conference participations and joint publication [6]. Such evidences of south-south
collaborations then could engender a north-south collaboration.

How can we synergise for an ICRP recommendation that is fit for purpose? By synergizing here
global north and south experts in radiological protection could capitalize on their respective
strengths from the both regions for a fit for purpose ICRP recommendation.

Where do we go from here? An urgent call to action!

Where do we go from here is “the big question” from “the big picture” which is an urgent call
for action! All the resolutions of this future of radiological protection workshop should be taken
seriously. After all we are in a decade of action.

Conclusion

The idea of a fit for purpose recommendation of the ICRP is one whose time has come and this
laudable objective could only be achieved through a global north-south collaboration. The future
of radiological protection workshop affords the radiological protection community such an
opportunity and the time to act is now.
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