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Asbestos Information Association. North America

22 East 40th Street
New York, N, Y. 10016
212-689-3378

January 26, 1973

The Editor

The New York Times Magazine
229 West 43 Street

New York, New York 10036

Dear Sir:

Robert Sherrill's lengthy article, "Astestos, the saver of
lives, has a deadly side" (January 21), contains numerous
statgments of "fact" and ;nte“pretation witzh which we disagrae,
however, the continued inference throughout the article that
the askbestos manufacturing industry in the United States has
greadfastly refused through the vears, even to the present
day, tc honecr its obligations with regardéd to the health of

its employees 1s one that we believe deserves comment.

I believe it is appropriate to state at the outset that the
Asbestos Informaticn Association/tlorth America and its 19
ember cormpanies are Iully cognizant c¢f the potential ser:ous
"-alth effacts ¢f excessive asbestos dust inhalaticn and c?f
our okligations to protect 1ndus*ry work=zen from the various
asbestos related diseases. It is also important to point cut
that the askestes rslizaied diseass keing Szund today areng
some long-term industry employees is a result of. conditions
existing decades ago, at a2 time when neither the industry
ror the redical prefession knew very much shout =he hsalceh
effects of astesteos and even less akbout the proper means fcr
their contrcl.,
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I+ is because this statzment cf principle contrasts so sharctliv

withh the picture of the indus..y sainted by Mr. Sherrill that
this letter has been written.

Te give credit where zredit is deserved, there is no doubkt
that Cr, 3elikoff, whose research Zindings and statemants

have received 2normous publicitv over the past hali-cozen
yvears, sarvad az 2 zatalveh to precinltate a naw and stronger
ggnga oI uroency and :es“cL_;ﬁ11't" in %#ha astestcs LnfusTov
in the United 3tatas than aal evar existad befcre with rec:zzi
to cgceupational health., UnliXke iir. Sherrill, howaver,
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Zr. Selikocff has never tried to place the blame for past
mistakes and failures on the industry alone. In a 1970 paper
describing the resuits cf a joint -ndust*y—’abor sponsored
research project, he stataed that "It is too easy to indulgs
in what mignt be called the demonological theory of indusecri
hygiene history." Reiectirng the proposition that either
industry or orcanized labor was solelv at fault, he continued:
"Both conclusions are too convenient and are essentially
erronecus., It is much nearer the truth to say that both
industry and labor shared irn ignorance and neglect of the
problem. Science and medicine are also at fault here for

9 - o - - .. - 7 -
lnadequa-.- attzanticn o environmental and sccurationzi Ctea

-~
1 am

+

Mr. Sherrill’'s evaluvation of the situaticn was not so balanced.

Using words such as indifferent, defensive, hostile, uncoorera-
tive, etc. to describe the industry response to the problem in
general and to Dr. Selikoff's findings in particular, d¥r. Sherrill
selected a nurper orf isolated incidents, mostly Zrom the early
1960s, to document his thesis of a totally irresconsikble

industry. At no point in the article dcas Mr. Sherrill nake
mention of any ¢f the progressive steps taken by the industry

to learn more about “he hz2alth hazards c® asbestcs ané the

proper means for their control.

For example, in referring to the recent "explosion of literature
on the cccupaticonal hazards ¢f ashkestos," Mr. Sherrill used

as an example the October 1972 Lyon conference on asbestos-
health sponsored by the World Health Organizatizn. In the

very naxt sentence, he then-states that the asbestes industry
has "not seemed exactly overjoved to receive all this new data.”
In reality, using the same cornference as an example, of the
approxinmately 125 atrendees at Lyon, more than :=nree-dczen

ware representatives of the world askestecs industry sceking

not, as Mr. Sherrill would have us believe, to avoid kaowlzadge
but seeking in fact, to gain even more knowledge on asbestcs

and human health.

In additicn, of the 48 medical and technical papers prasented
at the corfarence, nines represented the findirgs of industry

aPOﬂqore research, zand anciher five wera reports srasented
by ashbes oz *rdust*" scientists on their own research., In
ccmparison, only six of the papers at tha coniference were

presen»ed AL co-uo's associated with Dr. Seiikeoff's lacoratory
at Mount Sinai and one of those was a paper coauthored with
an asbestos industry sciesntist!
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Iin fact, two 0f the world's largest nongoveramental sources
of funds for asbestos-health research are the Institute of
Occupaticnal and Environmental Health in Montreal, which is
sponscored by the Quebec Asbestocs Mining Association, and

the Asbestosis Research Council, sponsored by the British
asbestos manufacturing lndustry. The data generated through
research sponscored by these two organizations and alseo bv
various asbestocs companies acting independently nas contributed
significantly to our knowledge of the biclogical effects of
asbestos. These facts simply do not support Mr. Sherrill's
statements about an uncocoperative, indifferent industry.

Later on in the article, Mr. Sherrill insinuates that :the
infamous Tyler, Texas plant is indicative of conditions though-
out the industry. Mr. Sherrill is obviously theorizing from

a lack cof knowledge rather than from valid doccumentation, for
had he accepted our repeated invitations to visit an asbestos
manufacturing plant, ne would have realized that the situation
which existed at Tyler is not indicative of conditions
theughout the rest cof the industry.

This is not to say that every dust station in every plant in

the industry is below the five fiber standard established by

the U. S. Labor Department.. The industryv has always admitted
that some difficult engineering problems are still to be overccme,
however employees are being protected by other approved means
while engineering controls are being instituted. The asbestos
manufacturing industry has spent approximately S110 nillien

in the past decade on dust control and expects to spend an
additional $95 million over the next few years to achieve
complete compliance with the Laber Depariment standards,

In discussing the 1964 New York Academy of Sciences symposium
on asbestos, Mr., Sherrill neclects to mention that follewing
the symposium, a group of asbestos textile manufacturers,
disturbed at the high rates of disease Dr. Selikoff was findirg
among his insulation workers, approached the U. S. Public Heal:zh
Service and requested that the governmant undertake a cempletze
investigation of the U. S, asbestos :extile industry to
determine if a serious health problem existed. The industry
gave its complete ceooperation to the government on this study,
which ewventually invoived nearly 10,C00 asbestos industry
amployees throughout the country, 2Progress repcrts on the
various findings of this study have been presented at medicgal
meetings for a number of ycars. ileedless to say, your writer
made absolutely no mention in his article of the industry's
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role in initiating this study, nor ¢f the ccmplete cccoperation
extended to the government by the various <omzanies involved.

With regard to the Department of Lakor standards cn ashestos,
Mr. Sherrill attacks the government for its cdecision to retain
the present five fiber per c¢¢ stancard for another four years
before lowering it to the two fibers per cc standard recommended
by -he Naticnal Institute of Cccupational Safety and Health
(NIOSH) and the Department's own asbeszos Advisory Committee.
What Mr. Sherrill fails to mention i3 that both NIOSH and the
Advisory Cormittee recommended that the standard not be lowered
for two years (Mr., Saerrill weculd have us zzlisva zhov wamzad
it lowered immediately), and that Labcr's decisicon to delay

the adoption cf the stricter standard for an additional two
years was to grant the industry the time required to develop
and install the sophisticated engineering controls nacessary

to achieve such a tight dust standard,

In addition, Dr. Marcus M. Rey, Director of NIOSH, is in total
disagreement with Dr. Selikoff's prediction that of the 13C,000
or sSo new men that he estimaces will en=ar the asbestos indus<rzy
in the rext four years, approximately half will die of asbestos-
related disease because of Labor's delav in adopting the two
fiber standard.  Dr. Key assured the Lator Dspartmenz in a
‘letter sent prior to the publication ¢f %he standards that

"a new employes could work up to ten years at five fibers per cc
befcre the remaining working exposure of two fikbers per cc
would approach" a potentially hazardous buildup of asbestos in
the body. Dr. Key also admitted that the NIOSH-tachnological
"feasibility data were limited"” and that if the tes<imeny
presented at the hearings and the Arthur D2, Lititle “"fzasibility
study indizate that a two fibers per cc level is not achievable
until four years hence, I woull accept this as a reasonable
health standard.”

It should also be noted that as late as 1968, the American
Conference of Goverrnmental Industrial Hygienists' (the only
national standard setting bcidy in exisgtanece at that tinme)
recommended standard for asoestos exposure was five millicen
particles per cubic foot of air --~ approximately 39 fibers

per cc. This standard was lowered by the ACCIH te 12 fibers
per cc in 1968 and to five fibersz in Decemker 1971 by the

Labor Department. Thus, the standard Ior asbestes a2xposure

has been lowered twice in the last five years, and represents

a reduction of approximataly 82 per cent of the pre-13968 levels.
These facts should nelw zlave thie two vs. five fiker controversy
described by Mr. Sherrill ian itvs proper perspective, Eoth
standards are extrsmely tight by cciiparison with past levels,
and the industry's supper+< of the five £iber sctandari does nct
represent a refusal to honor its obligations to its empiovees,
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In addi<ion, contrary to Dr. Selikoff's statements in the
article, the medical evidence for two fibers is neither

extensive nor compelling, and is, in fact, heavily ocutweiched

by data showing that five fibers is an acceptable safe level.
Thus, the Labor Cepartment's decisicn to adopt the two fiber
standard in 1976 clearly demonstrates, contrary to Mr, Sherrill's
evaluation, that when controversies of this nature ariss, the
question shall bte resolved, not azcording to industry's wishes,
but in favor of the greatest protection to employees.

Of equally serious concern is your writer's obvious disdain
for the Arthur . Liztle Incorgcratad health zanel of "ii
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and technicians, all but two or three of whcem reputedly have
been 'consultants' to the asbestos industry at some time in
their careers.” One dces not have to be particularly acute
to insert the intended "paid medical lackey" or some such
phrase in place of the word "consultant." In realitv, of the
1l, three were government doctors (two from NIOSH and one from
the Department of the Navy); one was the medical director of
the nation’'s largest asbestos manufacturer; two would have to
be considered consultants to organized labor; only one is an
actual consultant to industry; and the remaining four have
done extensive research in the asbestos-nealth ar=za.

The only way Mr. Sherrill's statement makes sense is to assume
that since at least five of the doctors on the list have
conducted research sponscred by the industry, this makes them
"consultants" in Mr. Sherrill's mind and as such their findings
and opinions automatically become untrustworthy. This is a
rather curious attitude in light of the fact tha% Dzr. Seliko€$
(2 member of the panel), whose research work is the central
focus ¢f the article, was himself the recipient of substantial
research funds from the Johns-Manville Corporation, one of the
companies singled out in the article as being unccoparative.

While there are many other unwarranted statements and attitudes
expressed in the article that deserve comment, it should ncw

be quite clear, on the basis cof the evidence presented in this
letter, that the asbestos manufacturing industry in this

country is not the indifferent, hostile villiain that Mr. Sherrill
portrayed in his article.

Sirnce much of this information was sent to Mr. Sherrill or relaved
to him cver the phone, one must assume that his failure &t incluae
any of this material in his article was no accident, and that

it was ignored becauze it would have contradicted the horrendous
picture ¢f the industry that he wished to project.



The Editor ' A|A-36

The New York Times Magazine
Page Six
January 26, 1973

In this same vein, it should be noted that while the Department
0f Labor was severely attacked in the article, no opportunitv
was given to Labor to Jdefend or explain its actions. It is
also significant that while Mr. Sherrill admits that Dr. 3elikoff
is only one of "the three or four top authorities on ashestos
disease,” there is no mention whatever of who the other top
autheorities might be, or what their views are on the various
aspects of the preoblem. This comission is important because
many of the world's ranking asbestos-nealth experts believe
that many of the extrapolations and predictions made by

Dr., Selikoff are not justified by the published medical data.

In conclusion, I hope that this rather lengthy letter has
demonstrated guite clearly to you the incomplete, erroneous,
sensationalized and distorted manrer in which Mr. Sherrill
presented the asbestos-helath situation in his article.

Very truly yours,

Matthew M. Swetonic
Executive Secretary



