Breast Lancer:

The Chlorine Connection
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As the tide of chemicals born of the Industrial Age has arisen
to engulf our environment, a drastic change has come about in
the nature of the most serious public health problems. For the
first time in the history of the world, every human being is now
subject to contact with dangerous chemicals, from the moment of
conception until death. — RACHEL CARSON, SILENT SPRING, 1962

these words in her groundbreakdng
~ book, Silent Spring, she died of breast

cancer. Three decades later, pollution of the
global environment and our bodies has
grown more severe. Simultaneously, breast
cancer is now the leading cause of death for
women between the ages of 40 and 55.

Breast cancer rates have risen steadily
since the dawn of the chemical age: From
1940 to 1982, breast cancer rates increased

T wo years after Rachel Carson wrote

by 12 percent each year. But more recently, *

rates have skyrocketed. From 1980 o 1987

alone, the number of breast cancer cases

reported in the US, rose by 32 percent. The
. disease kills almost 50,000 women in the

*. " US. alone each year. Fifty years ago, onein

“+ 20 women got breast cancer. Today, a
woman has a one-in-eight chance of getting

breast cancer during her lifefime.

The breast cancer epidemic is not
unique to the U.S. Breast cancer incidence is
growing rapidly in virtually all of the
world’s industrialized countries. In 1980,

- 560,000 women died of breast cancer world-
wide. By the year 2000, that figure is expect-
ed to double. The spread of breast cancer is
mirrored by rapid increases since the 1950s
ina number of other cancers, such as cancer

‘of the testis, prostate, kidney, skin, and lung,
as well as malignant myeloma, non-
Hodgkins’ lymphoma, and numeraus child-
hood cancers.

What is the cause of this cancer epi-

* demic? Scientific evidence suggests that can-
, cer is, in large pant, an environmental
+ disease. As far back as 1964, the World

k)

Health Organization stated that 80 percent
v cancera were due to synthetic carcino-
gens. But the powerful “cancer establish-
ment”—the American Cancer Society, the
National Cancer Institute, and a number of
research and care institutions, alt funded
and influenced in part by the chemical and
phammaceutica industries—would have us

~ believe that the cause is primarily personal.

If we only modify our habits, they suggest,
we can prevent cancer: eat right, don’t
smoke or drink, and stay out of the sun.
The debate over “personal vs. environ-
mental” causes has reached a fever pitch in
the breast cancer arena. The cancer estab-
lishment officially recognizes only three
major risk factors for breast cancer: a history
of breast cancer in the family; hormonat and
reproductive factors—such as early age at
menarche, late age at childbirth, and high
exposures to natural or synthetic estrogens;

and a fatty diet. The case for the first twois

quite strong, but the role of fat in foods
remains controversial and scientists have

not shown that it is a significant risk factor )
in isolation from the chemicals that contami-

nate the fat.

Even so, these "personal” causes do
not, in themselves, explain the breast cancer
epidemic. In fact, the three established per-
sonal risk factors account for only 20 to 30
percent of all incidents of breast cancer. The
vast majority of breast cancer cases—70 to
80 percent—do not fall into any of thése ,,
three risk categories. It is in this category
that the scientific evidence points to what
women'’s cancer activists had suspected all

The world’s largest haxardous waste incinerator i East Liverpool isstill burntag, but this Whtie: |
House protest by Greenpeace and community activists did garner national press and presidential
attention, resulling in new policies on incineration. (See p. 3) .

along: breast cancer is an environmental dis-
ease.

Evidence of the environmental connec-
tion to breast cancer abounds. Especiatly
suspect are the organochlorines, a class of
chemicals made from chlorine which
reached large-scale production during
World War II. DDT, PCBs and dioxin are -
some of the more notorious of the thou-
sands of organochlorines, all of which tend
to be highly toxic and persistent. Some
organochlorines, such as vinyl (or “PVC"),
the largest single use of chlorine in the
world, and certain pesticdides and solvents,
are manufactured intentionally. Others,
such as dioxin, are formed as accidental
byproducts of industrial processes based on
chlorine. Paper bleaching, the making of cer-
fain synthetic chemicals, the incineration of
chiorine-containing waste—all produce

. dioxin byproducts.

Because organochlorines tend to resist

- degradation and accumulate in the fatty tis-

sues of living things, hundreds can now be
found anywhere on Earth-—from the Arctic
to the rainforests of Brazil. Organochlorines
have contaminated our bodies as well: 177
different organochlorines have been detect-
ed in the fat, blood, mother’s milk, semen,

and breath of US. and Canadian residents.

. Once in the body, organochlorines have

been shown to cause cancer—some linked
directly to breast cancer—by creating genet-
ic mutations, disrupting natural controls in
cell growth and division, and suppressing
the immune system. And many organochlo-
Tines are known to mimic or interfere with
the body’s natural sex hormones, including
estrogen. Disruption of hormone regula-
tion—espedially of estrogen—is a well-rec-
ognized breast cancer risk factor.

A new Greenpeace report, “Breast
Cancer and the Environment; The Chlorine
Connection,” docurments the following:

W Womerrexposed to higher-than-normal
levels of organochlorines in the workplace

have been found to have ve:y high rates of
breast cancer. .

B Women with breast cancer tend to have

higher levels of organochlorines in their -

breast tissues than women who do not have . o
_ breast cancer.

| For decades, breast cancer mtes and-

organochlorine pesticide contaminationin *
Israel were among the worstin theworld. *°

Following an aggressive phase-out program
for several carcinogenic pestiddes inthe

(o‘onh'nued on p;age 2, chunn2) ’
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Cancer, Anyone?

I:e US. Environmentat Protection

Agency announced in early May.that it
will no longer allow emergency exemptions
for pesticides that violate the Delaney
Clause. Enacted-in 1958, Delaney prohibits
Foed and Dirug Administration approval of
any food additive found to cause cancer in
humans or animals. A federal appeals court
ruled in July 1992 that the EPA must cancel

_canwer-causing, pesticides found in

pn\c‘-f-td food like ketchup or applesauce,
“cm use this violates the clause.

= Lobbyls!s for the food chemicals indus-
try “have responded to the ruling by trying
to eliminate Delaney during this session of
Congress. They argue that Delaney should
be replaced with a “one-in-a-million” cancer
risk standard.

The Delancy Clause is exceptionally
important because it is the only “zero toler-
ance” standard for carcinogens in U.S. law.
Rather than eliminate it, environmentalists
are working to add new provisions. We
want to prohibit the application of carcino-
genic pesticides in the agricultural sector—
extending Delaney’s reach to include both
raw and processed foods—as well a5 in the
non-agricultural sector. We also want to
strengthen the federal Jaw with additional
controls on pestiddes that interfere with the
immune, reproductive, endocrine, and ner-
vous systems.

WHAT YOU CAN DO

(continued from page 1)

mid-1970s, however, contamination
dropped quickly to the levels found in other

countiies, and breast cancer rates followed
by dropping significantly over thenext
decade, especially among younger women.

Organochlorines are not the only envi-

ronmental cause of breast cancer, however.
Radioactive fallout from above-ground
nuclear testing, exposure to other toxic
chemicals, and hormones added to meat
and dairy products may also have con-
tributed to the rise in breast cancer cases.
But the scientific evidence on organochlo-
rines and breast cancer is compelling.

A Prescription for Prevention:
The Chiatine Phase-0Qut

Over the last 20 years, a few

" organochlorines have been banned or

restricted. But thonsands are still being pro-
duced, and thousands more—like dioxin—
continue to be produced unintentionally
whenever chlorine is used. Regulating these
chemicals, one by one, would take centuries.
A more practical solution to the problem
would be to phase out organochlorines as a
group, with chlorine—the chemical build-
ing block of them all—Specxﬁcally targeted

- far elimination.

This is the approach recommended in




1992 by the International Joint Commission
(IJC) on the Great Lakes, a government-
appointed international advisory body.
Motivated primarily by the threat these
chemicals pose to healthi of the Greats Lakes
ecosystem, the IJC specifically called upon
Canada and the US. to develop timetables
to phase out all industrial uses of chlorine
and chlorine-containing compounds.
President Clinton has yet to respond to this
recomimendation.

Alternatives are available now for all
major uses of chlorine. Responding to inter-
national momentum to achieve a global
chlorine-free society, several European
countries are already leading the way in
implementing chlorine-free substitutes for
bleaching in the paper industry and for
PVC in construction, packaging, and cars.
Many U.S. companies and fanmers have

already found that safer substitutes for chlo-

. rinated solvents and peshc:des not only
work, but save money, too,

Though the ewdence is not scientifical-
ly conclusive, it is strong enough to warrant
a precautionary approach: If we are to win
the battle against breast cancer, steps must
be taken now toward the elimination of
organochlorines.
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