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LEOMINSTER TRIBUNE

November 20,

The do’s and don’ts of big business

Vinyl chloride and Borden Chemical

by JOAN OLECK

EDITOR'S NOTE,-Last week, I

Vinyl chloride is oot an une

pleasant chemical to work with, It -
doesn’t clog your ears or make

your eyes and nose tun. There's no
immediate problem with breathing

and no odor other than a slight.

sweet smell at high concentrations,

+ Tomy Gaudet’s worries are much
more immediate. They include loss
of one-third of Ms lung capecity,
loss of his job, and the weekly
struggle to maintain & family of six

. :‘l’l ;I upemployment check of
Formerly in excellent heaith
before starting at Borden's six-
and-s-half years ago, Gaudet owes:
his problems to & chemival called
trypsin, Aside from its use in
chloride production,

 ppiyvinyl
o bears no chemical reiation
. to PVC, R :

Yeﬁthumuchi.ncmﬁmﬁ'ii‘tﬁ

~m.fwthe!igh¥‘hl:’d o:;l‘ut‘v’a!
en's, speci y " big
‘businegs y. react to chemi-
<al hazards in thelr midst.-whether
or not government ‘“‘watchdog”
agencies are lurking close behind.
In 1972, two years before vinyl
chloride began making headlines,
Anthony Gaudet, then a reactor
kettle operator at Bordens, devel
oped a painful cough. He guessed
- correctly that its source was the
fine dust lingering in the air from
the bags of trypsin workers
measura out into the blending
tanks of PVC. Trypsin is a
pancreatic enryme which effective-
Iy destroys odor-causing bacteris

1975

in these vats. As Gaudet puts it, “if
it does that to bacteria, imagine
what it does to your insides.”
Gaudet, interviewed at his home
in the workingclass Cleghorn dis-
trict of Fitchburg a short,
affable man, 35 years old, with a
neatly trimmed beard and thick-
rimmed glasses. He intessperses
the conversation with a dry, hack-
cough.

in .
' ile recalls that once his symp-

toms started, they became warse
and worse. I'd nm outside to
breathe fresh air,” he says. “After
awhile it-was. 30 bed 1 couldn't
breathe at all I kept going to the
plant physicisn. He said it was just -
a bad cold. He prescribed cough
medicine,”

Oue night in '73 Gaudet became
physically ill--"Everytime 1 took a
step [ couldn’t breathe. I thought |
was going to die”--Rushed o
Leominster’s intensive care unit,
he was treated for ‘“‘everything
from heart condition to, allergies.”

In the hospital Gaudet reques-
ted from Bordems, and got, a
compensation check. It was his
first and bis last.

Back st work agein, he still
suffered from the trypsin in the air

Continued on Page §
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though he was away from his old
area. By this timo he was under an
allergist’s care and somewhat re-
lieved by medication. Among his
frilow workess, however, half of
the 20-25 other kettle operators,
were sffected, four severely so
Some just gagged, a few coughed
up blood. Among them was
Donald Collette, president of the
v union, International Chemical
Workers, Local 55). He led the
campaign on Borden's to get the
trypsin dispensed in pre-weighed
packages.

The company refused, citing
increased costs, The employees in
turn refused to weigh-up the
chemical and called in the Nation-
al Institute For Occupationsl! Safe-
ty and Health (NIOSH). Four
doctors took five workers, among
them Gaudet, to Children's Hospi-
tal in Boston for skin and pulmon-
ary tests. Borden's refused salaries
for worktime lost.

The medical results, published
in the New England Journal of
Medicine, concluded that enzyme
dust is a matter of concern and
demands periodic screening. Fol-
lowing two months of negotiations
with the union, Borden's finally
agreed to pre-weighed trypsin.

Meanwhile, Gaudet's doctor
informed him that he had lost 30
percent lung capacity; he tried

grounds crew. But by doing so he
went off the six-day shift system
and lost $58 salary. "I was being

had been stipalated that I stay out
force me, especially the- young

and scared.”

Last July Gaudet! gave his
notice. He has yet fo ‘see a
compensation check, ,or reim-
bursement for the ptions: of
1 mileage to the doctor that the
company promised. He is a man
unable to pursue the skills he
spent six-and-a-half years obtaios
ing. And he is a man with a

will effectively prohibit him from
many other In essence,
Anthony Gaudet is a chemicsl
casualty, T .

transferring to buildings and
harassed too,” he remembers. “It -

of some areas, but they tried to-

gung-ho foremen. I was nervous

record--a  medical record--which

" Since “cancer” praduces bigger
headlioes tham asthmatic lung
conditions, Borden's, Great
American in Fitchburg, and the
thirty-EIus other U.S. PVC opera-
tions have taken great pains to
ensure against casualties caused
by vinyl chloride monomer (VCM).
In the wake of last year's “plastic
peril” scare, the Occupational
Safety and Health Administration
(OSHA) passed stringent reguis-
tions. As of April 1, 1975 these
called for optional respirators for
workers if in-plant VCM levels

exceed 1 m per million (ppm) -

and requ respitators for 25
gsm or more. Next April they will
required for 1 ppm or move.

The evidence indicates that

Borden's, for one, i3 com

with the standards; regular OSHA
inspections may or may not be a
factor. Workers like Tony Gandet
say, “They’ro doing it because thef
have to, it's a dog-eat-dog situa-
tion.” Others like a 25-year-old
production helper who ssked not
to be identified, say, ‘1 think the

safety department is really trying, .
“We have meectings. The de--
partment gives you a sheet about a

chemical, telly you the hazard and
Hlom, On the job. cromeeas seaare
on.-On the job, everytime 's
techaician

" & (VCM) leak, a safety

comes running out with his port-

“able detector. They throw you out

of the building or you have to put
on a respirator.” . .
The helper goes on to describe
the elaborate safety procedure
required of all kettie cleaners. The

. various intake valves which are

shut off, manual ventz which are
opened, and circuits locked off are
not unlike what this employee
remembers: from three.and-a-hailf
years ago when he started “at

. Borden's. Nor are the mandatory

gloves and the wrist straps to haal
the worker from the reactor by
rope different, or the “alarm cart”
which buzzes every three minutes
unless the wotker tells the outside
world he's all right by shutting it
off. What is pew, under OS
standards, is the mandatory 'air
mask and "bubblers,” or plexi-
glass tubes of water placed over
the reactor's intake and

valves. Should VCM remain in
these valves after several prepara-
tory air- changes, tha waver will
bubble., - e

In public relations material
Borden Chemical sends out from .
its central office in Columbus
(the Lcominster plant will oot
angwer inquiries though ne ad-
ministrator said he'd relate some
interesting items on the day he
quits), the company claims its PYC
reactors postdate the reactors
associated with the cancer cases.
Borden reactors, it says, are larger
and require less eotry. “Changes
bave been made in equipment to
minimize leaks, snd preventive
maintenance has been stepped uo.
The monitoring system continu-
ously checks the aiv within the
plant and wamning devices bave
been set..."

Union president Collette con-
firms all thess claims--"In all
honesty, the company has done
alot,” he says. “But the union is
still pushing. Levels in the reactor
rooms are above 1 ppm s0
everyone will have to wear respir-
atory equipment next year. The
company Is putting in some extra
ventilation fans. As a union man, 1
don't feel this is the way to resolve
the problem, :

“You can adapt to a mask for 2
limited time, them you start to
sweat, For a half hour it's ali right
but for seven hours it's int
able.” The State Office of Indus-

trial Hygene also wamns agaisst

. }ouks in masks from dentures and )

beards.

Angther problem, says Collette,
Is the sloppy way in which exhaust
systems are checked--"a guy just
puts his hand on it to see if it’s
sucking air’--and complaints by

‘ workers of - numbness in their’

hands. *“Yeatt ago, bifdre gloves
were required, they used to check
your hands. Nowadays, the com
pany doesn’t seem overwhelmed.”

Collette tells of some lapses of
attitude on the part of the com-

F“’; “They had safety meetings

. {on VO) last July and I heard

ple say the company said there
E:o serious data. So | went to a
meeting and the safety sngineer
was playing down tbe hazard.
‘When 1 brought this up to the
company they acted like they
didn’t know sabout it."
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aéollem slso relates an instance
in late ‘74, during the 0 ppm
emergency standard, when work-
ers in the shipping department
were exposed to levely over 100
ppm and as high as 2000 ppm. The
company provided charcoal can-
nister masks which under per-
manent standards are considered

“unsafe for levels above 25 ppm.
Collette knew of the standards and

objected. “The plant manager said
OSHA had said we could usc
them.” Collette recalls. "I called
him a Her.” |

For its part in VCM, OSHA has
been highly criticized from all
sides. PVC producers have called
its | ppm regulation “‘unrealistic.”
Others have demanded a zero

m, Judy de Pontbrisnd, member
g?the Occupational Health and
Safety Project in Cambridge,
called the 1 ppm limit “playing
games with pcoples’ lives” in light
of ignorance about cancer.

“OSHA can't be counted on to be
“an ally of workers,” she added,

*“they’re too susceptible to industry
pressures.” Dr. Ronald Ratney of
the OSHA office in Boston, defen-
ded the 1 ppm limit: “My own

“feeling is if you set a zevo standard

you can say ‘my machine gave no
teading’; sn employer can cop
wt-" 0 . < \
“Reading” OSHA ltseifcanbeoa
chore,” This reporter called the
Boston office for facts abou
Leominster-Fitchburg and waa ine
vited 0 pay a visit In Bostonm,

however, she was told the files, had

been moved to Springfield aod
besides, inspectors’ reports are

closed to public view; only final,-

citations may be seen,

The Springfield director gave a
different  version:  inspectors’
repotts could be seen but the files
would be unavailable for some

The citatious proved undrama-
t  ith only one “'serious” viola-
thon by Borden's in 1974 for lack of
“Type C' respirators. But Spring-
field TV producer Peter Friediand,
wh filmed a docuracntary on the
former PVC-facility, Monsanto,
filled in the gaps with an interest-
ing OSHA story. In 8 July, 1974
tnspectiop, seid Friedjand, an
OSHA staffer reported how an.
emergency ventilation system was
turned on &t the exact moment he

" entered the PVC facility. Obvious-

ly, any questioriable levels would
be ecliminated by such action.
When Friedland queried the srea
director, he neither questioned the

situation mor demanded any fol- -

low-up inspection.

After OSHA, the next federal
sgency most concerned with VC is
the Environmental Protection
Agency. Its interest lies, not so
much in the workingpiace as in the
community. . :

A May, 1974 EPA study repor-

‘ted in Borden's, “‘over 100 vents of =

varying sizes and Row rates which
lt?l:l;'lp&ub poimt in time, could

"+ a significant source of VCM
tissions.” Such vents are typical
and aliowed in PVC operations.
Donald Collett: said that break-
ages here arc oot tnirequent snd
recalls one that poured over 10,000
ppm into the air. He particulatly
objects to manua! vents which
wuorkers voluntarily pull to release
buiit.up pressure from the kettles.
The pressure released into the
atmosphere ¢arries traces of VC
(.06 ppm, on the average) via wind
currents into-the community. The
same thing occurs wherecver there
are PVC facilities. This October
Dr. Peter Infante of the Ohio
, Department of Health examined
1970-73 birth records for three
towns in that state having PVC
ghnts. He subsequently reported
irth defects up to three times the
normal rate.
Though Infante’s study did not

- definitely correlate PVC and birth

. defects and was in fact eritiotred
(two of pinc towns lacking PVC
facilities also showed high birth

- defects), it raised many questions.

Over long distgnce telephone,
Infante mentioned “‘three or four”’
"other reports linking VC and
mutagenic effects. He described in

. particular & report (at the Sym-

. posium on Environmeatal Muts-

. genesis, in Czeckoslavakis this
rn October) an the oaly coaaty in

orway showing exvess birth
defectn. It s the only county with a

. WC‘MIW- '

, . "What necds to be done,” said
Infaste, “& for people to lock at.
mpnlndom as & whole, not as

ividaal towns and hospitats. If

you bave PVC facifities in your

community (Leominster), there
ought to be a repeat of the birth
defects. Remember, these are
babies born to people in the

weeke, due to moving. _commuaity, aot just workers."

. NIOSH says the incidence of
cancer in PVYC workers is 49
percent higher than .normal ten
years after exposure and 84 per-
cent higher after 15 years. Hence,
. the babies Infante refers to may as
adults witness a teagic epidemic of
cancer among men who are work-
ing in PVC facilitles today. Or they
may witness nothing of the sort
Speculation is a chancey business.

As Collette sald in a recent
phone conversation, “It takes time
to befieve. -

“Wortkers tefl me, ‘I've worked
in it and it doesn't affect me.’ You
try to inform people of its serious.
aess, that it's a’ long-range -

.ptoblem...” v :

Here Colletts broke off his
sentence abrupthy, He seemed to
be waiting to ss if anyone was
listoning. -
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