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Abstract 
 
Rates of total birth defects in England and Wales fell to minimum rate of 68.4 defects per 10,000 total 
births [live and stillbirths] in 1993 and 1994, followed by significant increases.  Table A, which was 
included in the beginning of each year’s data published by the Office of National Statistics [ONS] 
until 1997, listed a smaller selection of defects and showed a similar decline to a lower, and less 
well-defined, minimum rate around 45 defects per 10,000 from 1993 to 1997. Discontinuation of 
Table A in ONS data after 1997 meant that the significantly increasing rate of cardiovascular 
anomalies could not be readily seen in context of an eleven-year trend - suggesting political 
interference, from which ONS claims to be free.   
 
Background 
 
Birth defects are caused by “DNA disrupters” such as radioactivity, OP pesticides and toxic 
emissions from some industrial processes such as oil refineries, “waste-burning” cement works, 
power stations and incinerators.   
 
In December 2002, The Environment Agency admitted authorising 34 incinerators in England and 
Wales to burn radioactive waste. [1]  The list of radioactive waste-burning incinerators included 
Grundons, which is sited on the border between Berkshire and the London Borough of Hillingdon. 
 
Hillingdon had the highest recorded rate of birth defects in London in 2000 and 2001, and receives 
emissions from two incinerators at Colnbrook, operated by Grundons.  The Belgian incinerator report 
proved increased rates of birth defects as well as a host of other health damage to residents in Sint 
Niklaas. [2]. 
 
John McDonnell, the MP for Hayes and Harlington, requested details of birth defect variations in 
London and elsewhere, and invited the author and Dr Dick van Steenis to the House of Commons on 
9 March 2004.  In addition to Office of National Statistics [ONS] data and other material relating to 
airborne pollution, Mr McDonnell was handed a copy of the Shropshire Star article [4 March 2004] 
about Lembit Opik MP, whose inquiry to the Department of Health over soaring birth defect rates in 
Wales had been referred to the Treasury. [3]   
 
On 24 March 2004, John McDonnell asked the following question [163606], which was listed as 
question 11 on that day: “John McDonnell (Hayes and Harlington):  To ask Mr Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, what the incidence of birth defects was in each year since 1996, broken down by region.” 
[4] 
 
The ONS had been gathering birth defect data since the Thalidomide scandal “to serve as an 
early-warning system for environmental causes of birth defects” according to the front page 
Independent article of 18 March 2002. [5] 
 
Detailed birth defect data by location was first published by ONS in 1987, when 200 locations in 
England and Wales were listed, showing total recorded births [ie live and stillbirths] and the numbers 
of defects recorded in 18 columns of different defects. [6]  ................../2 
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From 1995 onwards, the headings of some of the 18 columns changed.  From 1987 to 2001, the 
numbers of locations listed was gradually reduced to 100, making trend analysis difficult in many 
locations. [7] 
 
Methodology 
 
To get an overview, the total number of defects recorded in England and Wales in each year from 
1987 to 2001 was calculated and divided by the total number of recorded births, then multiplied by 
10,000 to get the rate per 10,000 total births.  Note that the changed categories from 1995 altered the 
continuity in the Total defects graph from 1994 to 1995.  
 
The results are listed in Table 1, together with the rates per 10,000 based on Table A selected defects. 
 
Table 1 
 
Year  Recorded Defects  Total Recorded Births Rate per 10,000 births 
 Total  Table A     Total  Table A 
       
1987 8,991  6,394   684,566  131.1  93.4 
1988 8,473  5,983   696,561  121.6  85.9 
1989 8,246  5,830   690,608  119.4  84.4 
1990 6,346  4,343   709,034  89.5  61.3 
1991 5,920  4,018   702,134  84.3  57.2 
1992 5,083  3,514   692,452  73.4  50.7 
1993 4,627  3,093   676,887  68.4  45.7 
1994 4,567  3,092   668,114  68.4  46.3 
1995 6,671  2,975   651,315  102.4  45.7 
1996 6,479  2,857   652,595  99.3  43.8 
1997 6,620  2,817   645,146  102.6  43.7 
1998 7,038  3,105   638,950  110.1  48.6 
1999 8,530  3,392   624,862  136.5  54.3 
2000 9,267  4,001   607,304  152.6  65.9 
2001 8,748  3,499   597,506  146.4  58.6 
 
Table 1 above shows the average rate of total birth defects per 10,000 total recorded births in England 
and Wales.  Note the decline in rate of defects until 1993/4 and the sudden apparent increase in 1995 
to 102.4, which was caused by the change of categories from 1995 onwards.   
 
Around 1990, controls of polluting airborne emissions were tightened.  The effect can be seen by the 
rise in birth rate from 1989 to 1990 and the corresponding sharp drop in birth defects.  The birthrate 
increased from 1989 to 1990 and fell for each subsequent year except 1996.  Factors that cause birth 
defects will also cause many pregnancies to fail, either by miscarriage or by termination for known or 
suspected defects.  In 1990, the number of terminations due to known or suspected defects was 1,668  
- the minimum number recorded in the above fifteen year period. 
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Discussion of findings 
 
In 1992, a decision was taken to allow “alternative” fuels to be burnt in power stations, cement kilns 
etc. despite causing a massive rise in PM2.5s.  That decision soon led to increases in asthma in certain 
areas, with marked variations in rate in adjacent areas proving linkage with polluting sources and also 
proving that many cases of asthma were caused by industrial emissions of PM2.5s, i.e. particles of 2.5 
microns and less in diameter, which are small enough to get deep into the lungs. [8,9] 
       
Many more articles and reports than referenced here have been published on the work of Dr Dick van 
Steenis regarding increased rates of industrial PM2.5 emissions causing increased rates of asthma and 
over eighteen other illnesses and increased mortality. [10,11, 12]  
 
Some locations have shown huge rises in the rate of birth defects, e.g. North Nottinghamshire data 
revealed an increase in the rate of total birth defects of 660% from 1998 to 1999.  BBC Countryfile 
[18 April 2004] featured herons in North Nottinghamshire with birth defects and the BBC website 
revealed that there had been an earlier programme featuring defects at the same heronry in 2000. [13] 
The City of Nottingham had an increase of almost 1,500% from 1998 to 1999, but such astronomic 
increases in the rates of human birth defects seem to have gone unreported. 
         
Whenever rates have been calculated for different locations [such as Hillingdon etc.] and a graph has 
been plotted, the control that has been chosen is Camden and Islington, being sited in the middle of a 
large urban area, which has heavy traffic. 
 
The ONS published “Table A”, which had appeared at the front of each year’s publication, for the last 
time in 1997.  The author was intrigued by the deletion of such a useful table, which listed the 
numbers of a selection of defects for 11 years, up to and including the year of publication. 
 
ONS claim to be free from political interference [14] and yet there must have been an instruction to 
cease printing Table A.  The author used ONS data to calculate the rate of defects per 10,000 total 
births for the selected defects in Table A from 1987 to 1997 inclusive using the data listed in Table A.  
The same calculations were made from 1998 to 2001 using the same ten types of defect listed in Table 
A.    
 
    [Insert Table A 1987-2001] 
 
Graphs of Total-v-Table A defects were plotted from Table 1 above for years 1987 to 2001, showing 
a upward trends from 1993/4 in both cases.  The discontinuity in the graph of Total defects at year 
1995 was due to the change in classification of defects.  The post 1995 trend is clear in both graphs 
and show a major increase in the rate of birth defects in England and Wales.  Graphs of “total defects” 
will provide an accurate indication of a range of adverse health trends, when plotted for locations in 
England and Wales - particularly those adjacent to known or suspected sources of PM2.5 pollution, 
such as the incinerators at Colnbrook, whose emissions impact on the downwind London Boroughs 
of Hillingdon, Ealing, Hammersmith, Hounslow, Brent, and Harrow. 
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    [Insert graph, Total-v-Table A]      
  and also Hillingdon/Ealing/Brent/Camden graph 1993-2001 
              
Conclusion    
 
The ONS birth defect data from 1987 showed an initial reduction in rates of birth defects, followed by 
a marked upward trend from 1997.  The author has been unable to get any response from ONS about 
the decision to suspend publication of Table A. [15]  It seems probable that a political instruction was 
given to ONS to cease printing Table A.  If such an instruction was given, the timing would have 
coincided with knowledge of the marked increase in birth defects since 1997. 
 
In 1997, Table A showed that numbers of cardiovascular anomalies recorded in England and Wales 
had risen each year from the minimum of 459 in 1995 to 515 in 1997.  If Table A had been continued 
in 1998 and beyond, it is most unlikely that the doubling of numbers of cardiovascular anomalies 
recorded to 1,113 in 2000 would have remained unnoticed and given wider publicity. 
 
The 1998 figure of 624 cardiovascular anomalies in 1998 is the most significant statistic in the “Table 
A” selected defects.  Whoever decided to order that Table A was to be deleted probably took the 
decision in 1998 or 1999, when accurate contemporary data, both of recorded defects and 
terminations for cardiovascular anomalies and other defects, would have been available. 
 
The deletion of Table A from ONS data in 1998 has delayed the opportunity of publication of 
definitive proof of worsening health impacts of increased industrial emissions of PM2.5s and other 
factors by more than five years.  Such censorship of data, which reduces the opportunity to improve 
the health and life-expectancy of the nation, is inexcusable.   
 
North and East Devon had the highest recorded rate of birth defects in England and Wales in both 
1999 and 2000, and the fourth highest rate in 2001.  The only resident who seemed concerned was 
Diane Irwin, a long-established dog breeder from Kingsteignton, Devon, who  found birth defects in 
litters, which had never occurred before: “I’ve been breeding dogs since 1969 and I’ve never suffered 
deformities before, but in the past year I had a puppy born with two toes where there should have been 
one.  I took her to the vet and he asked me if I had move next door to Sellafield.” [16]  The Sellafield 
quotation attributed to the unnamed vet in the Sunday Telegraph was actually made by the 
world-renowned top breeders from Somerset, who were contacted by Diane Irwin as her dogs shared 
the same bloodlines. [17]  
 
Footnote 
 
The 2002 ONS data was seen by the author for the first time on 8 May 2004.  The 200 locations listed 
in 2001 have been reduced to just 33, with the same five locations in Wales as in 2001.  England, 
which had 95 locations listed in 2001, only had 28 locations listed, making trend analysis by location 
impossible.   
         ................/5 
 
      

Michael Ryan, 21 May 2004 



 

Sheet 5 
 
John McDonnell MP had asked an earlier Parliamentary Question [163589] about birth defects in 
Hillingdon.  The answer was provided on 29 March 2004 [18] and revealed birth defect rates in both 
1994 and 2000 that were significantly higher than those obtained from ONS published data, despite 
both coming from the same source and using identical birth data.  The Hansard rates for Hillingdon 
have been plotted against the ONS rates and both graphs show a marked upward trend. 
    [insert graph of Hillingdon defects: ONS-v-Hansard] 
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Additional Notes made on 9 June 2004: 
 
See references to birth defect statistics in: 
 
1.  North Devon Journal, 6 May 2004 and 20 May 2004 
2.  Shropshire Star, 16 January 2004, 18 February 2004, 4 March 2004 
3.  Western Mail, 17 February 2004, 18 March 2004, 31 May 2004 
4.  Barnsley Chronicle, 30 January 2004 
 
All the above refer to birth defect statistics, and I am named in five of the above articles as having 
carried out the research. 
 
See also December 2003 press release about birth defects dated at www.countrydoctor.co.uk 
 
The rates of total birth defects per 10,000 recorded births [ie live and stillbirths] for Hillingdon are 
given below.  I’ve no idea why the ONS reply to John McDonnell’s parliamentary question number 
163589 should vary so much from the previously published data in 1994 and 2000. 
 
Year Rate of defects from ONS published data Rate of defects from reply to PQ 163589 
1987  91.3 
1988  119.6  
1989  78.9 
1990  33.7 
1991  85.5 
1992  70.6 
1993  84.1 
1994  124.2       194.8 
1995  152.0       140.3 
1996  129.5       146.7 
1997  189.3       177.8 
1998  109.8       107.0 
1999  131.3       146.2 
2000  267.4       348.6 
2001  242.3       266.9 
 
Note that North West London had the highest rate of defects in London according to the recently 
published 2002 data. 
 
The response to PQ 163606 is online and provides no useful information as the ONS construed 
“incidence of birth defects” as the numbers of recorded defects, and fails to include the terminations 
for defects.  Also the data is provided by government region and not by the 100 locations. 
 
 

Michael Ryan, 21 May 2004 



Table A: “Number of babies born with selected conditions” from Congenital Anomaly Statistics 1997 [1987-1997] and from Table 2a data, 1998-2001 

Prepared by Michael Ryan, 28 April 2004 

     1987  1988  1989  1990  1991  1992  1993  1994 
Central nervous system anomalies 511  509  426  360  324  319  255  256 
 Anencephalus   31  41  34  26  22  32  14  26 
 Spina Bifida   209  157  135  120  104  82  81  47 
 Hydrocephalus  117  137  109  92  102  99  71  79 
Cleft lip with or without cleft palate 588  529  543  542  526  492  438  444  
Cleft palate    251  274  275  217  261  239  220  185 
Cardiovascular anomalies  922  726  820  612  577  545  507  489 
Hypospadias & epispadias  1,123  1,102  1,063  869  740  545  551  535 
Talipes     2,183  2,080  1,938  1,090  922  767  645  717 
Down’s Syndrome   459  428  487  415  440  394  311  314 
 
Total defects    6,394  5,983  5,830  4,343  4,018  3,514  3,093  3,092   
Total recorded births   684,566 696,561 690,608 709,034 702,134 692,452 676,887 668,114  
Rate per 10,000 births   93.4  85.9  84.4  61.3  57.2  50.7  45.7  46.3 
 
     1995  1996  1997  1998  1999  2000  2001 
 
Central nervous system anomalies 253  239  206  258  265  348  233 
 Anencephalus   35  24  30  22  25  27  12 
 Spina Bifida   75  60  48  62  61  83  47   
 Hydrocephalus  66  69  61  73  61  97  65 
Cleft lip with or without cleft palate 385  405  375  384  394  390  356 
Cleft palate    187  151  197  199  183  197  191 
Cardiovascular anomalies  459  481  515  624  754  1,113  1,014 
Hypospadias and epispadias  491  513  466  501  555  597  573 
Talipes     709  596  637  609  757  756  664 
Down’s syndrome   315  319  282  373  337  393  344 
 
Total defects    2,975  2,857  2,817  3,105  3,392  4,001  3,499 
Total recorded births   651,315 652,595 645,146 638,950 624,862 607,304 597,506 
Rate per 10,000 births   45.7  43.8  43.7  48.6  54.3  65.9  58.6 
 
Note:  Cardiovascular anomalies listed as “heart and circulatory defects” from 1995 onwards.  Talipes listed as “Deformities of feet” by ONS in Table 2a 
      


















