MEDICINE

DID DENTURE CREAMS
PUT USERS AT RISK?

Through 1980, benzene was present Nsome products

g W dentures mto place. kive

times during e day he repeated

this procese, using either Orafix Spe-
@al Or Brace brand adhesives. It wasn’t
until 1993 that Frey, *he retired head of
raaintenance for an Ohio school district,
learned that this mundane ritual might
have been deadly, Seriously I wilh leu-
kemig, he received a letter from a Phil-
adeiphia court notifying him that these
denture creams—.made by SmithKline
Beechamn PLC—had once contained ben-
zene, a proven earemnogen, “Hewent ia

I 15_years, Robert H. Frey be-
| éan hiS morming routine by stick-

the bathroom and threw up,” says Nan-
ey Frey, ks wife.

Frey died later that year at age 71.
and now his faraily is suing SmithKline
for §30 million. The company maitlains
that the levels of benzene presemt—
measured I parts per milion—were far
too low to do any harm. But some inde-
pendent experts disagree, So does the
Food & Drug Administration, which
foreed a rvecall of the products in 1990.
SmithKiine is facing similar suits Srom a
handful of other vietims or their survi-
vors. And at least four lawsuits have
been filed against Schering-Plough

The Paper Trail I—— TR din the
\1.-,wmfpripd loase by “ The dataShOWS that benzen%;asfdle;gg—tze600ppm a,nd
amtufs reveal company S| OSTOT - tale i . . .

RPN (i o7 raw materials in the or o products in the
st oo in the N/T [Noreliff Thgs;erl ﬁm?’.t_ , '-;-,P?Em ySv, May 26,1978
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$30 MILLION QUESTION:
Nancy Frey end family
are suwng SmithKline

Grip adhesive also con-
tained benzene.

HOW many people may
be affected by the ben-
wene conlamindlion js not
yet clear. because the
eampanies have fonght. ta
keep a tight lid on infor-
mation But the numnbhers
could be significant: Cf
the more 35 rmillion
denture wearers in the
U.S., some 10 milion are
estimated t0 be regular
users of adhesives. Tc-
day’s adhesives are either
8 ree of Yenzene Or con-
tain trace amounts be
liaved to be harmless.
gldfobgg;e the 19%0 re-

Special, Brace,
and Cushion (rip contsined enough ben-
zene that the FDA waraed of a “high
riek” of diocaac. Peter F. Infante, di-
rector Of the Occupational Safety &
Health Administrstion's Ofice of
Standards Review, estimates that the
benzene eould cause One extra case of
leukenia il every 2,000 people w.0 used
the creams regularly for fve years.
FRUITLESS. Tespite public assurances
that the creams were safe, some execu-
tives Of adhesive makers did express
concerns that the benzene n the prod-
ucts could pose a problem, according to
0 BUBINBDS WOTK investigation. Compa-
ny documents disclosed” N connection
with Jawsuits in Tampa and Washington.
D.C, show that as long ago as 1978,
scientists at Noreliff Thayer Inc. pushed
v lhave the carcinogen removed from
the company” adhesives. Noreliff—
which Inter hecame part of SmithK-
line—and its supplier, GaF Cap. made a
major effort to find 3 benzene-free for-
mulatica.

Unfortunately, these efforts preved
fruitless untdl the 1990 recail. Accurding
to company memos made public in the
lawsulits. products containing hanzena
remained on store shejves because
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csll lymphoma, says the

udhesives were dangerous and Scheving-Plough should alert the pudlic
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to prevent it?
brevent it? ¥9__ AUGI v, GRUENEBERC, Nores

nf such factors as lack of 2 palatable
replacement :n a competitive market,
strairs between a supplier and a cus-
tomer. and corporate upheaval. Only
when New York State authorities were
contacted by an anonymous tipster were
the products withdrawn and substitutes
quickly marketed.

The benzene saga was pried loose by
several plaintiffs’ attarmeys despite years
of resistance and a reliance on secreey
orders by corporate defense lawyers.
The story began arcund 1970, when
McKesson Corp., through its Noreliff
arm. began matketing the denture adhe-
sive Brace. The product used a resm
caled Gantrez 5-97, a fast-sticking ply-
mer made by chemical maker ar. Ben-
7ene Was a key ingredient I the resin’s

re. At the time, benzene—a
solvent—was Used in hair sprays and ;
dry-cleaning solutions. “People routinely i

used bonzene i the lab to waeh their
hands,”” says Daniel Mufson, a PhD
chemist and onetime head of product
development for Noreliff.

Indeed, in 1975, when Norcliff was
s0ld to Revion Inc., the company even
introduced ancther denture adhesive,

Special, made with the same res- -

Qrafix Spe
In. But signs of trauble began to ap

that year The National Institute -

Or Occupational Safery & Health class- |

fied benzene as a suspected carcinogen.
The chief worry among rcxulaters wap
that workers inhaling benzene fumes
cowld develop lenkemia, a link suggested
by doctors in 1928 and strengthened by
research published m later years.

As NurdifT producls grew i pupalacity,
more damning data began to emerge
ahout herzene In 1977, Infante published
a serninal study on leukemia in benzene
woriers, and the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency added benzene to its iist of

N0 regulation exists
f Thayer, June 9.1978

hazardous pollutants regulaied under
the Clean Air Act. Now, there is 'ittie
doubt about the danger. “We know far
certain that benzene cauzes muliip.e
forms of leukemia” saye Infante,

At the time th= EPA acted, the cca-
cerns swrrounded the inhalation of at~
borne benzene—not the irgestion of a2
form encased in a solid denture crears,
But the mounting bad news troubied
some scientists and staffers at Norelilf
and Car. Norciiff memoe made publc
in the lawsuits show that the company
commissioned tests in 1978 that found
350 to 600 parts per million of benzene
in both Orafx Special and Brace.

Beveral Norclf! executives, determined
to seek a benzene-free substitute, met
mid-1978 with GAFs prriiet manager for
Gantrez. In a memo, Augi V. Grueneberg,
a Norehiff Iab supervicor, asked whether it
was prudent 10 market the benzene-con-
taining achesives “even if no regulation
oxigts to prevent it Grueneberg
warned that regulators could ban oral
ingestion of the chemical, a move that

“wowld resuit in either removal of the °

current product from the market, or ob-
taining benzene-free Gantres.”
Grueneberg noted that benzene-free
Gantrez was under development at. GAF
but said that in the absence of an ex-
pticit ban, it was a “low-priority” pre-
ject. It would nse i prioxaty, he wrote,
only if Norcliff pressed for a change.
Ho added that Richardson-%icke Ine.
the maker of a rival product, Fixodent,
was working with GAF on 2 benzene-
free substitute.
sTRONG DOURTS. Norchf execntives did
appear to heed Gruenelrerg’ uemuw and

press for the substitute. In a hand-writ-

ten mema datad June, 1975, a Neareliff

execrtive said he was interested in “pet- |

ting benzene out—not lewering it.” He
emphasized his feelings by underiining
the word “out” three times. Offieisls cf
Noreli#f and » related Revlon subsidisry,
USY, wrote GAF to relay the concern.
GAF seemed eager to help—and keep
customers satisfied. “If the customer
s3id ‘Get the goddamn stuff out ¢r we'l
Quit buying it,” that =us un order,” re-
calls Louis Blecher, former head of prod-

uct regulstory compliance for cax in 3 -

recent mterview. Hewing to the letter of
the law—even if not gomg beyond it—
wag also paramount. says%iecher. “You
tended to respond to regulitions, federsl
and state, and . . thinic
n terms of morality
ang ethics after that”

mands within the
compuanies  wery,
however, no records
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changes

interfered with efforts to find a bti-
tute. In the late 1970s, Norclift’s adhe-
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‘We know for certain
that benzene
causcs multiple forms
of leukemia’
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In 1987, osma tightened the work-
place standard for average airborne ben-
zene exposure from 10 parts per million
to 1. But there was no standard
for solid products, such as denture
cream. Meanwhile, the market fer G
trez resin was expandmg Shortages (e-
veloped later in the 1980s as Gantrer
made its way into at least ONe brand of
toothpaste. The resulting benzene level
in ths toothpaste was far lower than
levels found N the denture adhesives.
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pany “worked closely in the develop
ment of these products” with customers
and “promptly provided thea: with all
relevant information at our dizpcsal.”
Again, fhongh henzene zeemed to
lose priority in a corporate shuffle. In
1989 SmithKline and Beecham merged
and the reformulation efforts were shit-
ed frem St. Louis 1 Parsippany, N.J.
Beecham even retired the Nordiff nome.
SmithKline Beecham continued to mar
ket the denwure adhesives.
WHISTLE-BLOWER. |t wasn't untid mid-
1990 that the issue surfaced again~—this
time with fur greater rumifcations. An
anonymous Whistle-blower sent an
alarming note to reguintars ar the Now
York State Consurner Protection Board
Residual benzene twrned up N a stady
of denture adhesives that the writer of
the unsigned letter claimed to be -
volved m. “Cur study was abruptly can-
celed and we were ordered to destroy
all reoords "' the writer said. “I sm W-
your good offices t¢ help get
these hlghly toxic adhesives off the
ghelves. csnno: g0 puble for fear of
losing My
New Yotk State regulators and the
¥PA tested the denture areams. Five of
the 10 brands 0N the market turmed out
to contain benzene. Qrafix Special and
Bracs headed the list, with 191 and 190
parts per million of benzene, respective-
ly. Schering’s Cushion Grip foilowed,
with 65 parts per million. Procter &
Gammble's Fasteeth and Fixodent were
far lower, With just 29 snd 12 part:
per billlion, respectively. During the
mid-1830s, Procter & Gamble, which
bought Riebanlwn—\’icks, had added s
step during processing that re-
4. moved most of the benzene
& from Garez “There was confi-
¥ dence this cherical ould be 3
. problem and showld be el

re 1o Temain & ¥ 7ueq” saye retired Richard.
e%ﬁar‘i to us ﬂwe a - 3 -Vicke Frsctitive Vier.

which is absolute neé onis so mexcuwbl" and F v B v
tomer of then:s or thelr opera ion - " The rpa quickly ruled
o tl I\ that theY honeStly dOn 't know . that no detectable amoun:
1ncomp€:tell Y m : i :  of benzene would be tolerat-
k¥ cd in the adhecives. The
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w reformxﬂate or re-
place the Gantrez resin. Lienhop headed
an effort to improve the denture adhe-
swe-. and, later. to find a replassment

for Gantrez. But he says he didn't know l

about the benzene problem wntil about
19%1. “The people in my lab were una-
ware of the stuff being in there” says
Lionhop, angry now about being kept in
the dark about a potential health hazard,

Norc_\it{ Tnaycr- “Tuly’ 18,

The tight supply of
Gantrez spawned tension between Nor
«lfT and GAF. Nurdiff tried W fod out
bow Gantrez differed from experimental
henzene-free  alternatives, bhut cay
wouwldnt say, according to a 1887 memo
from Lienhop to a superior. Lienhop
ccntended that ¢AF officials “have been
deliberateily uncooperative ... even con-
trodicting themocelves on oecagion.” A
GAF spokesman says now that the com-

L comparies chose not to
ﬁzht. Instead, they “Voluntarily”
recalled their products, and they still
insist that they posed no risk “We d¢
vl believe there was any healh huzard
asgociated with the benzene,” says
SeaithKine spokesman Joremy Heyms-
feld. He adds that SmithiQine reformu-
lated the adhesives to steer aear of an-
ticipated goverrment regulation:, not
because the company thought benzene
preacnted any dangen

By April, 1991, SmithKlire had begun
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nesting sites for songbirds.

Trees increase property values.
and make our homcs and neighbor
hoods more Hvuble.

Trees help conserve energy. They
coal onr hames and entire cities in
the summer, and slow cold winter
winds. Shadec trees and windbreaks
can cut home utility bills 15-35%.

Trees clear the air we breathe.
They provide Hfe-giviag oxygen
while they temove parricitiates from
the alr and reduee atmospherie car-
bon dioxide.

America nceds more trecs

The United States has lost a third
01 :8 torest cover IN the (ast 200
YT 3.

Our towns should have rwice ag
many street trees 2% they have today.

We need mMore trees around our
homu and throughout our commu-
attics. We nced more trees to pro-
wect our furm flekis axdd our rivers
and streams. [0 provide wood for
nur homes and a thausand products
we use every day.

10 Free Trees

The National Arbor Day
Foundation. the worid's largest tree-
plapting cnvironmental Organiza-
tlon, s sponsoring Its Trces for

Trm’s provide foord, shelter, and

America campaign to plant mitlions
of trees.

Here's how you ¢an participate.
When you join the Arbor Dav
Poundation you will recetve ten froe
Colorado blwe spruces. or ocher
eonifers seircted

be shipped Kt Hed
i N
your arca. Kebruary through May in
the spring or October through mid
December in the fall. The six to
twelve inch wees are guaranteed tw
grow, or they will be replaced free.

You will alsa receive The Tree
Book with information about tree
planting and care.

To become a member Of the
Foundarion and recelive your
freec trces, send a $10 conteibuy-
tion to Tea Blue Sprucer,
National Arbor Day Foundation.
100 Arbor Avenuyc, Nebraska
City, NE 68410,

Olntoaday, and plant your
Trees for Amexica!

Tlre National
7 Arbor Day Foundation

using an alternative formulation of Gan-
trez that reduced the amount of berzene
in Oratix Speaal to something below

- detectable levels. The pruduct, however.

has fadcd in the marhetplaec. Smith

Klire sold the Orafix brand last Derprma
ber. The corapany faced a litzle-noticed |

clsss action. which it settled without
any admission of wrongidoing in 1892

The company pald $11 mulien in cash |

. refunds, coupons, and lawyers’ feca.

wusTice® For its part, Schering-
Plough ssys that until it was alerted by
the FDA in 1990, it wasn’t aware of the
benzene in its Cushion Grip (which does-
n't contain Gantrez). Scheriag prempdy
switched suppliers of ar ingredient that
was the goures of benzene and put its
products back on the market, Schering
has since settled two of the four law-
suits brought against it, agreeing ir one
cage t0 pay just $1.000. Bur a New Jer-
sey case, on behalf of 2 70~yrar-old Car~
teret man who died > Teell lvmpkoma
in 1991, could be far more troublesome,
The victim’s son, Richard Ondrejack, says
the company is “doing & tremendous in-
justice” by nat alerting the public to the

adbesives' dangers. Schering, however,

ineizte that there was too lttle bonzene
to eause problems.

The dispute will be tough to resoive. .
because no one ¢an be sure how much

risk the benzene posed. Some users,
like Frey, applied the adhesives heavily
ond regularly. Others usad leze. In some
razer, exposure might have eveeeded
what is row allowed by workplace air
standards. For light users, exposures
were presumnably lower. Another tactor
is thal U eilevts of beiweue caposwe
vary in diffcrent individuale.

Plaintiffe’ experts hlama evervthing
from severe anemiz to leukemia on the
benzene. But the picture iz often compi-
cated. 'rey, for one, smoked, drans ex-
cessively, i in his work wy @ jaailor
was around a lot of cther potentially

toxie chemicals Campany-paid sxpers
also insist that too little of the toxin °

would have been abscrbed by users to
cause any problems.

AS tough as It is to prove a link n
each case, many scientizts now concur
with the worries some Noreliff research-
ers raised 18 vears age. Says 06HA's In-
fante: “I find it rather shocking that
they could allow such 2 high concentrs-
tion in thelr products up untll 1990. The
benzenc should have been removed in
the 1970s.” Questions avout the dan.
gers and about who is accountsble will
plague the manufacturers and untold
numbers of vietims for years to come.

By Joseph Weber in Phtlgde:phia,

with John Carey in Wasiington
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