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EPA, Utilities Grapple with PCB Problems

PCB's in transformers may be a thing of
the past sooner than expected

The Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) and a few utility companies seem
ready to accede to demands that steps be
aken quickly to replace electrical equip-
ment containing polychiorinated bipben-
yis or PCB's. This appears to be a rever-
sal, at least on the part of EPA, of a long-
standimg view that PCB’s in electrical
equipment pose ho significant health
hazard. The ulility companies, howsver,
have responded as a result of recent PCD
sccidents and the lawsuits that followsd.

In 1976, when Congress banned the
manufacturing of PCB's. it presumably
thought that problems with this perva-
sive and toxic chemical wery for the
most pan solvad. But a loophole in the
law aliowed the continued use of PCD's
in electrical transformers and capacitors
a3 insylaticn. A year ago, the utility

n

industry successfully argued before EPA
that tansformers RMlled with PCB's
should only be replaced as the aquip-
ment wore out. At this rale, transformers
would be replaced in 20 years. The cost
to proceed any faster would be prohibi-
tive, the industry contended.

Now EPA is moving to close Lhe loop-
bols. Becsuse accidents involving Lhe
release of PCB's are occurring much
more frequenily than previously be-
lievad, EPA is considering a costly pro-
posal that would ban PCB transformers
in public buiidings. But in the past &
months, two utility companies say they
have ducided 1o spsed up the replace-
ment program not because they believe
thers are sarious health hazards linkad
with PCB’s but because they say lhey
are weary of trying 1o counter the public

o

perception that PCB’s are exiremely tox-
fc. Public concerns were heightened af-
ter transformer accidemts in Bingham-
ton, New York. and San Francisco re-
sulted in the contamination of commer-
clal buildings, costing mitlions of dollars
to clean up.

Other companies are campaigning o
calm public fears about PCB's. General
Electric and Monsanto. for exampie.
heve beett aciive W Jisseminating infor-
mation claiming that the health efecis of
PCPH’s have been overblown. Alihough
thars s good evidence that PCB's are
toxic at high dose levels, the companies
maintain that the data on low-dose ef-
fects are far bess clear cut.

Last May, the Pacific Gas and Elecinc
Company decidsd 10 replacs its large
wrnnsformenrs shontly afier one of them
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exploded and contaminated & high-rite
office building in San Francisco. The
episode, and the subsequent lawsuits,
prompted the company lo sllocate $60
million over the next § years to replace
about 1000 PCB tramsformers. “'We got
tired of baliing public perception.”” said
company spokcsman Tony Ledwell, Re-
cently, the Florida Power and Light
Company. which services helf of Flori-
de, 100k the same siep end wili spend 515
mullion over the nexl $ yeers. Although it
hes not had ¢ major PCB eccident with
its irensformers, ““we're getling ahead of
ihe geme before a problem occurs,” said
company spokeswoman Siacey Shaw,
citing the accidenl in San Francisco snd
s timiler one in Binghamton that oc-
curred in 1982. ““The public's concerns
about PCB's have been severely exag-
gerated,” she said.

The cause for concern can be largely
sliributed to the fact that PCB's are
pervesive in the environmen, According
10 EPA, there are 750 mitlion pounds of
PCB’s sither in storage of in use in the
Unitad States. In a national hesith study,
EPA found that slmost everyonc has »
deteciedle amount of PCB's in adipose
tissue, although 1he number alectad has
dropped since Congress banned the pro-
duction of PCB's in 1976. About | per-
cenl of the U.5. population in i981 had
more then ) pans per million in their
falty lissue. & drop from & percent in
1977. The meaning of these low levels in
nol clear. '

TBut many sludies show that heavy
PCB exposure is toxic, according to data
presenied at & recent meeting on PCB's
héld at the National Institute for Envi-
ronmenial Health Sciences at Research
Trianghe Puark, North Carcline. PCH's
are in a class of compounds relatad to
dibenzodioxing and dibenzofurans. Ae-
cording to Ernest McConnell, chief of
the chemical pathology branch at the
Nalional Instituie of Eaviroamental
Health Sciences, PCB's rank thind he-
hind dioxins and furans when the most
toxic isomerof each group is considered.

Although General Elsctric has stated
that ““the queslion of whether PCB's
cause cancer in animals is unresoived,”
there is litle, if any, doubt in tha ece-
demic scientific commumity that PCB's
ere animal carcinogens at high dose lev.
¢ls. According to separste studies by
Diene Norback. a paihologist at the Uni
versity of Wisconsin Medical S¢hool,
and Renete Kimbrough. » medical ofiger
st the Ceniers for Disease Control,
PCB's cause liver Jumors in rats when
the animais are fed a heavy dose of 100
“parts per million over a period of 2 years.

In snimal studies. large doses of
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PCB’s are also known to cause a drop in
body weight. eniarge the liver. damage
kidneys, and change skin pigmentation.
They cause reproductive disorders in
minks and monkeys. According to one
swdy, minks fed a diet of fish contam-
inated with PCB's showed a severe de-
crease in \heir reproductive rate. Mon-
keys exposed 10 PCB's became infertile.
If. however. Ihe monkeys were taken off
the diel with PCB's, their fenility re-
surned. 1t is not clear whether PCB's are
mutagenic.

Several accidents with PCB's have
provided some clinical data. but Kim-
brough of CDC said a1 the institute meet-
ing that it is difficult o sort out the
toxicity” because some of the accidents
occurring in other countries may imvolve
different mixtures of PCB isomers. An-
other problem is how 10 test for the

Workers ciean wp &f
ter & PCB 1reniform-
er fire in San Fran-
cisco lest May. The
accidenr prompied
Pacific Gasr and
Electric io 1pend 560
miflion 10 replace el
the companirs large
rransformery with
PCR.

presence of PCB's and how to beut de-
termine adverse haalth effects. The con-
sensus seemed to be that fatty tissue
provides tbe most sensilive sample for
PCD's. Some scientists advocaind serum
samples, however, as & speedier and less
invasive test. The drawbeck is that se-
rum doss not bind PCB's as much as
adipose tissue.

Severnl studies do reveal some (oxici-
ty of PCD's. In 1968, about 1300 Japa-
nese became il after asting rice oil con-
taminated with PCB's that had leaked
from & heat exchanger. With PCB con-
centrstions exceeding {00 ppm. many
developed chioracne, » disAguring acne-
like disorder. According to & literature
search by Robent Miller, chief of the
epidemiology branch of the National
Cancer Insthiute, nine pregnant Japanese
women who had saten ibe rice oil gave
birth to childres with vanious abnormali-
ties. Some of the bebies showsd dark
pigmentation, which disappeared several
months later. At least two children de-
veloped overgrown gums. The babies
were also underweight. Kimbrough sug-
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gested that more extensive study of re.
produciive efects in humans is necded.
A number of Taiwanese were ahio
poisoned in 1979 by rice oil that had been
contaminated with PCB's. Shu.ying
Tang. a physicisn and biochemist a3 Na.
tiona! Taiwan University, reported 1hai
researchers in her group have correlaled
neurological damage with PCB exposure
among the Teiwenese who consumed the
oil. Other scieMists also noted motecular
changes in liver cells from patients who
have been exposed fo PCB's. I is un:
clear. they- say. what these changes
mean because the patients have not es
yet shown say clinieal symptoms of dis-
aase. )
Ammold Schecter, professor of preven-
tive medicine ai the State University of
New York at Binghamton who has been
sudying the Arefighters and others in.

volved in the accidenl there, suggests
that PCB's in transformers may even be
more hazardous than cuerenily believed
because furans are formed when PCB's
are subjected Lo the inensa heaiof afire.
Soot taken from the comamineied state
building contained from 270 1o $200 paris
per million of dibenzofursns.

According to Manin Haiper, chief of
the exposure evalyation division a1 EPA.
fires involving transformers and capaci-
tors conaining PCB's are much more
common than once thought. ““lt's no
longer a one in ¢ million chance. It's
much more prevalent.'’ By contacuing
fire depenimenis. for exampie. EPA hes
discovered tha) "'there have been ¢ cou-
pie hundred fires involving transformers.
Now the whole picture hes changed.”'

Halper estimaies that 1here are 30.000
to 30,000 ransformers with PCB's.
Whether other wility companies will {ol.
low the lead of thote in Californie and
Florida is unclear. but Halper specuinies
that the majority **will have 10 be forced
to repiace the old equipment.™
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