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MALIGNANT MESOTHELIOMA
A Cluster in a Native American Pueblo

Ricrarp J. DriscoLt, R.S., M.PH.,
WarLace J MULucAN, M.D.,
Danier ScHuLTZ, M.D,

AND ANTHONY CANDELARIA, E.H.T.

THE association between malignant mesothelioma

and asbestos exposure is well known.'3 Ofien the
€xposure is not obvious, and carefy] clinical and epide-
miologic Investigations are required to identify it. We
recently investigated five cases of this tumor in a Na-
tive American pueblo of approximately 2000 persons.
A unique juxtaposition of Cultural customs with the
presence of an industrial Plant exposed this popula-
tion to asbestos.

Malignant mesothelioma was diagnosed in three
patients at the Public Health Service Hospital in
Santa Fe, New Mexico, between April 1984 and Sep-
tember 1985, A search of the state tumor registry re-
vealed that two additional patients had had this type
of tumor between 1970 and 1982. A]) five (three men
and two women) were from the same pueblo, which
had no known €Xposure to asbestos. At the time of
diagnosis their average age was 635, and the average
period of survival between diagnosis and death was
3.8 months.

The expected -incidence of mesothelioma, calcy.
lated with data supplied by the Surveillance, Epide-
miology, and End Resuirs network, was found to be
0.003 case per vear for a community of this size,
Because its occurrence in the pueblo was 1000 times
the expecte i i
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METHODS OF INVESTIGATION

For the purposes of this investigation, a case of ma-
lignant mesothelioma was defineq as any case so des-
ignated by the New Mexico Tumor Registry and
confirmed by a pathologist’s analysis of histologic
samples. Medical records were reviewed for each de-
ceased patient to confirm his or her home of record
and declared occupation.

A questionnaire was administered to family,
friends, and one surviving patient 1o determine the
source and duration of asbestos €xposure. Questions
about occupations with demonstrated asbestos expo-
sure were included in the questionnaire, along with
questions about traditional Indian livelihoods such as
raising livestock, farming, and craft work *

On the basis of the results of the questionnaire and

and three samples were silversmith supplies.
Polarized light-microscopical analysis identified 10
of the 14 samples as containing mixed-fiber asbestos.
Chrysotile asbestos was found in Concentrations above
percent of the samples, amosite was
found in 30 percent of the samples, and crocidolite
was found in 20 percent of the samples. Most of the
material collected was felting from pipes or asbestos

OccuraTioNaL AND CuLTuRAL ExpPosures

Asbestos was found to be an integral component in
the preparation of sijver Jewelry by Native American
craftsmen. A random survey of American Indian sil-
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