ghost town

The Chemicals Around Us

Everyone calls it Love Canal, & small
neighborhood of several hundred
R:::e living in modest Cape Cud-style
s just 8 miles from the ro-rint
splendor of Niagara Falls. But last wee
it was fast becoming a ghost town—an
environmental disaster area fallen victim
to & witches’ brew of toxic chemicals that
hed been buried there over 30 years ago.
More than 40 families abandoned their
homes on 97th and 9th streets, setting
up temporary quarters in an Air Force
h i M“bi" Mothers and child
lined up at the local schoot to take blood
tests. Gov. Hugh Cu:hy, in an elecﬁgn-
d the resi at

erything seemed filne untll the mid-
1970s, when heavy rains beinn Bushing
out the chemicals. Suddenly a stench
was everywhere. Trees tumed black.
Children would throw rocks against the
g:vement and watch them ignite and

sh bright colors. Dogs sniffing in the
landfill devel: nose lesions that nev-
er healed. And when children ran across
the site, the oozing slime burned holes in
their sneakers.

TRAGIC COINCIDENCE?

More tragicully, several children were
Pom with birth defects. On 98th Street

yesr tour, p!
New York would relocate them and buy
up their now worthless homes. And )im-
my Carter, promising 84 million to match
the state’s aid, declared Love Canal a
Federal emergency area.

It was an emergency that built slowly.

Frontier and Colvin, people
1 wheth

I want to know,” says Robert Neubauer,
a laborer who took two separate yeurlong
layoffs because of a ncrvous disorder,
“is just what the chemicals have done to
my kids.”

There is no answer. The only certain-
ty is that the people of Love Canal are
simply !h‘: luelst v‘icli,mll ‘of . Im:pjonh!
man—toxic chemicals. In a grim update
of the Faustian legend, the ucts
and by-products of industrial efforts w

g dards of livi
Arer(hrenenin those same people wi.
disease and death. Chemicais vital to

kaging, paints, perfi p

it was a coincid
3

n 3 ohild:

that four y
were born to families on one block. “My
daughter has already had three oper-
ations [for a defective ear),” says Tim
Schroeder, 37, who works for a concrete

y. “She’s scheduled to have

For as long as 23 years ing in the
1830n, the Hooker Chemicals and Plas-
tics Corp. put tons of chemical wastes in
metal drums and buried them in a muddy
ditch. In 1953, Hooker deeded the dump

three more.” Pregnant women miscar-
ried at a rate 50 per cent higher than
normal, and feople complained of liver

and pi are g ail
that range from headsches and skin
rashes to sterility and cances. “There
are ticking time bombs all over.” cau-
tions S!eﬂ’en Plehn of the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency. “We just dom't
know how many potential Love Canals
there are.”

Scarcely a month goes by without
some frightening reminder of the chemi-

to the Niagara Falls board of ed:
which filled it in, built a school and let
developers put up scores of homes. Ev-
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ailments and nervous disorders. In all,
ists have identified 82 ch :

ds at the sit ! of them
known or suspected carcinogens. “What

MONS

cal plague. Last week, toxicologists at the
. h of Technok

reported d\llt‘;litrites. additives that pro-
tect consumers of bacon and other cured

s
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No place to hide: PBB-c

meats from botulism poisoning, ro-
duced clncet in the Iymph nodel

d cattle i d in Michigan

denn of factovy towns died e-rly from
and other

to the smoke that

percent imals in an

The study, u:cording to an immediate
government statement, “leads us to the
coucern that nitrites may increase the
lncldellce of cancer. . Two.mondu ago, &

..,ched out of tall chimneys and the

effluents dumped untreated into water-
ways. Today, o;oﬁnh out Dr. D-vid P.
Rall, di the National 1 of
E ! Health Sci “most

tetrachloride, a carcinogen once used
widely in dry cleaning, can be traced on
the brnth for a full
Most d ofy all, many ch |
hulrdx do not produce recognizable
to‘;m”_for l,yenrisdi Bladder cancer
ed off by benzidine, a
of hundreds of dyel. may n:’zonm diag-
nosed until 30 years after esposure.
These long latency periods have led
epidemiologists to forecast a su so-ne-
time soon in ilinesses stemnming
post-World War 11 industrial bmldn
during which lu(e nnmben ofnew n-d
now
in bulk for the frst time. Solne ocolq»u
fear that the enormous production of
dmgemul chemicals is overwhduau.
nature’s ability to cleanse itself. “We are
reducin| the clpwty of the planet to

support man, omas Lov of
the World Wildll[e Fund iaid

Such gloom is not universal. “The al-
leged impact of chemicals on hellth has
been exaggerated in a negative
claims Elizabeth Whelan of the Amcn-
can Council on Science and Heslth, a
nonproﬂt o:gnnhaﬁon formed in March
to " I phobia
across the co\m(rx * Cetnmly the scare
can be n part to
methods of detecﬂn[ toxins mdfuldq
them to specific ailments.

But there is no doubt that chemical
time bombs are ticking away in the envi-
ronment—and that locating all of them,
let alone disarming them, will prove al}
but impussible. “There are an awful lot
of cl\emmh out there that we know very
little about,” concedes EPA administra-
tor Douglas Costle. “Not all are toxic, but
certain of them have toxic properties. We
don’t know where they are. We don't
know in what quantities.”

At present it is almost impossible for
experts to assess the risks even for indus-
trial workers who come into conuc( duily
with dangerous com let alowe
the threat to the m Unlcss the
effectis uverwlulmi won't notice
n * explains cpidemmﬂn Sherry Sele-

an of the National Institute for Occups-
llonnl Safety and Health. The relatively
small number of current human-expo-
sure :_mdlu have not yet run long

some dlmle'mwn( Dow Chemiul Co.

d to
that were thought well within safety lim-
i1s. In May, the EPA wamed cities thata
of a mortar regul
ly used to np.lr tunnels und lewen hnd

of us live to be 85, s0 we're obviously not
going around in a poisonous cloud.”
INVISIBLE TOXINS

Yet today’s toxins act more imidioullr.
They are invisible and often scarcely
ble. In one case, to less

to any clusive re-
sults, while extrapolation of animal tests
to human beinp remains an arcane and
rt—thalidomide. after ail,

seemed safe enough in hamsters.

The danger is suficiently clear, how-
ever, to spur a Federal effort to clean wp
the ds. The 1977 Tomic Sub-

apparently caused nerve

workers who produeed it. Ana ﬁeiﬁ:{(j

trai;
o':;le with explosions and toxic fumes
ﬁ':m such substances as chlorine and

viny) chloride.

Chemically caused illness itself is as
old as the industrial revolution, and even
the most fervent environmentalists con-

cede that today's risks don’ ts mn(ch those

than one ten-thousandth of an ounce of
dioxin, an impurity caused in the manu-
facturing process for certain p d

stances Control Act requires corpoes-
tions to pmv'de the wmmﬂu with
the likely

led to disiguring skin Jesions. .
ern imm are_gen erally widesprea:

of a century ago. Then, h ds of resi-
26
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effects on people of ail new chemicals
that they plan to market. Further, the
EPA can ban or greatly restrict use of any
chemical now in circulation poscs s
high risk to the public. In effect, the
government can now regard chemicals as
guilty until proven innocent.

Newsweek, Augwet 21, 1978




cessed in up to 115,000 es-
caset de oar
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Mount Sinai Hospital. “The fact is, the

mandste ... will nut be
achieved ovemnight,” testi-
fied Steven Jellinek, EPA’s
assistant administrator for
toxic substances.

MORE PRECAUTIONS

Even without direct gov-
emment prodding, private
industry is taking more pre-
cautions. In 1974, the B.F.
Goodrich Co. announced that

agents

Toxic chemicals appear in a multitude
of guises. A few examples:
« ASBESTOS. Probably the most ubiqui-
tous of all hazardous substances, this
mineral is suspected as a cause of lung
cancer, gastrointestinal cancer and a
rare type of lung tumor called mesothe-
lioma. More than 800,000 tons of asbes-
tos are used annually in the US. to
manufacture at least 3. cts,
ranging from floor tiles to automobile
brake linings. Beer  gin and medications

to vinyl chlorid
monamer, a substance pro-
duced during the manufac-
ture of polyvinyl chloride
plastic, could induce a rare
type of liver cancer known as
lngiourcoma twenty years
later. * process

order.
1,000 new compounds are
introduced to the U.S. mar-

passed th flters during
their producdon In one survey, Arthur
Langer of Mount Sinai found traces of
the compound in every one of 130 ca-
davers that he exami

» CADMIUM. This mehl can cause kidney
di bone emb an in-
tensely painful neuralgic afliction of the
joints named by the ) se itai itai
{ouch ouch). Because of its wide use in
plating processes and batteries, cadmi-
um permeates the environment: when it
is smelted, the vapors slip into the atmos-
phere. According to Swedish research-
ers, the amounts of cadmium in adults in
industrial nations are already approach-
ing danger levels.

ket each year, ndding tothe s TS (2, PHOSPHATE.
Derailed tank car in Ohio: 300 people evacuated 70,000 he in rcu]a- Known , as tris, ﬂm chemical
. tion. So far, 26 flame use in

act is extraordi-

have been indisputably linked wlth can-
cer in human beings, hundreds more
have been pegged as carcinogenic to
animals, cr even greater numbers are
thought to cause other types of harm to
man and beast. To complicate matters
further, poisonous chemiul: can act in

t's like p
o em to move in any directlon on
mythln(, War-
of the Environmental Defense

Fund The EPA defends its deliberate
spproach as inevitable. “With jurisdic-
tion over as many as 70,000 chemi-
cal substances manufactured or pro-

Dead dog and child with skin disease in Seveso, italy: The full effects of the disaster are not yet clear

, are eight times as
likely to incur n( cancer as asbestos
workers who do not smoke. “We do not
encounter toxins singly in real life,”

says Dr. lrving Selikoff of New York's

dust, for exam

MONS
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children’s nighlweu in early 1977 after
tests showed it to be carcinogenic. Euli-
erthis month, a House panel

" noteven rep«!ed washings wouldmnke

tris-treated garments safe.

@« MERCURY. A basic component of batter-
ies and paints, this liquid metal attacks
the nervous system, causing mental re-
tardation and often death. When re-
leased into waterways it finds its way
lnto fish, and lubmu;ndy;inm people

nese died from mercury poisoning in !he




e
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notorious Minamata disaster during the
19503, which was caused by industrial
release of mercury wastes into the water,
and thousands of others suffered paraly-
sis and brain damage.

These dangers seem only dimly per-
ceived by the public until a disaster
occurs, In July 1976, an explosion at the
Icmesa chemical plant in the Italian
town of Seveso spread a blanket of dioxin
around the region. Within a few days,
pets and other animals were dying in the
streets, and humans were complaining of
skin rashes, itching, vomiting and diar-
rthea. No human deaths in Seveso have
been blamed directly on dioxin poison-

, but scientists caution that the full
ect: are not apparent until three years
lﬁer initial exposure. And deaths
nmﬂnmble to wlemsis of the llver.

by dioxin, doubled in the area be-
tween 1976 and 1077

Such frightening events are not
restricted to factory towns. 1n 1873,
a worker at the Michigan Farm
Bureau Services, Inc., accidentally
mixed the fire retardant polybro-
minated biphenyl (PBB) into a
batch of animal feed. That set offa
chain of contamination that has re-
sulted in the destruction of 30,000
cattle and ,000 chickens. At
least traces of PBB may bave infil-
trated the bodies of most of Michi-
gan's pearly 8 million residents.

KEPONE POISONING

Extreme contamination does not
necessarily result from a single in-
cident. For sixteen months, Life
Science Products Co., a Hopewell,
Va., subcontractor for Allied Chem-

jeal Corp., manufactured a chemi-
cal pesticide named Kepone. Work-
ers claim executives never warned
them the chemical was highly toxic.
A series of on-the:, Job illnesses
raised suspicions, and in Jul lW&.
the plant closed. More than 70

ple have since been fdon((ﬂ-d as
victims of Kepone poisoning, and
29 were hospitalized. Their symp-
toms include tremars, liver dem-
age, and in one case, sterility. Two

ildren of a Life S
ee have also been conumlnnted by the
chemical through contact with their fa-
ther. And vast tracts of the James River
and the seafood-rich mouth of the Chesa-
peake Bay have been declared off-limits
to Sshing because they arc tainted.

As a result, Allied hemicul plelded

Critics were not satisfied. “The econom-
icincentive for using these compounds,”
charges Dr. Irma West of Cal ifornia’s
Department of Health, "'is so much great-

!Knn the incentive to protect the work-
er and the public.”

WARNING SIGNS

C jes that fi or use
Is have freq d

b,

tween public benefits and public risks.
Tests on animals face two major objee-
tions: the effects of chemit:-ls on lab
animals’ bodies may be quite different
from those on humans, as in the tragic
dulidomld;edme the dows ul

often much higher than hum-ns vmld
ever encounter. This Iatter issue amse

y been
of ignoring warning :igns of chemlcnl
danger. In the "50s, for example, experts
at the Dow Chenuul Co. sponed poten-
bl

ly last year when the Foed
and Drug Administration announced
that it would ban saccharin because the
artificial sweetener caused bladdes can-

tial health h in 1 cerinexp ith rats. Poli
ether, a key ingredient of certain lasti d lists and fr - d dtmmﬂh
Dow limited its employ to d that the of

the toxic wmfound But other compa-
nies did not

llow its lead and, as a

Test for asbestos poisoning: A long fuse

result, say Fedenl henlth omclnls, doz-

given to the rats was equivalent 1o he-
man consumption of hundreds of cans of

diet soR drinks daily. Such as
amount of any substance, the crit-

sands of chemicals do not cawse
cancer or any other silment, what
everthe dose. believe i

a small nu-be;‘ o( animals fed
gross quantities of a chemi
cal get sick, there an risb
to at least some people who con
sume only small quantities of the
same substance.

DIFFICULT CHOICE

In some cases, it might be moee
dangerous to do without tomi
chemicals. Ifasbestos were bannet
from brake linings, for instamce
less efficient substitutes might lem
to more automobile deaths. Some
:im;;%‘el;‘:e;m to be no snswes

n ederal governmen
ordered that all childven’s ske'
retardant. Fi

wear be made flame
years later, the Consumer

fety Commission announced i
ban on tris, the most widely uses
retardant, use ani m
h d ‘( h h

uherpmduc' F&:ol Fl-f.vns :ﬂ

Defense and wants menufectur
ers to put warning labels on Fyro
FR-2, on the ground that it may als
cause cancer.

complex task. Most of the suspect com
ds piay some role, direct or imdb

ens of ly con-
tracted lung cancer.

Even when they are interpreted cor-
rectly, waming signs do not necessarily
remove risk. “All our statutory authority

rect, in increasing human comfort. The:
can be neither ignored nor banned alte
gether. No one has offered a convincim
rompmmiu “We look back on the Mid

no contest to 040
of violating antipollution laws, and was
fined $13.2 million. The fine was re-
duced to $5 million after Allied agreed to
establish an 88 million

is cast in the language of risk-benefit
Iysis.” expiains EPA admini

nalysis,
Costle. “You go out and assess the risks,
and you weigh them in making a judg-
ment against| !he benefits of having a par-
ticular ch . The use of the word

endowment fund for Virginia and to con-
tribute $5.2 million to help clean up the
Kepone. Life Science Products was con-
victed on 153 counts and fined $3.8 mil-

‘judgment’ implles !hl( you will make a
call on which reasonable men differ.”

There are plenty of opportunities to dif-
fer. Scientists frorn lndunry and govern-

lion, and its president and vice
were convicted, fined $25,000 apiece,
and placed on probation for five years.

28

ment disput
such basicissues n (he validity of animal
tests for humans or the relationship be-
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:Ie ges. nnd we say, ‘No wonder ther

P
throw their in the mm'.
muses EPA ﬂnﬁmor Costle. “No»
1 just hope that in the year 2035 m
grandchildren don’t look back on the
genention and nx No wonder the

hemical

Just cneleuly imrodumd into the env
ronment, uncontrolled’.”

—PETER GWYNNE with MARK WHITAKER 1n Nagoa Fab
SHANRON ang MARY HAGER w Wasmage:
SHARON BEOGLEY in Mow York and bureas repany
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