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The Uhiquitous Contaminant

/ First of theee Nm
By Stuart Diamond

Newsday Environnent Writer

" In the soows of Antaretica, in coastal flsh salen
duily by millions, and n the beesst milk of nursing
fa, the toxic pollutant PCB 1a showing up 1n
Increasing toncentralione
A PCB (polychlonnated biphenyl) was first pro-
duced 1n 1929 a8 an electrical insulating flurd, but
the harmful praperties of the group did not become
widely known until the mid-19608, after tmillions of
pounds were produced, used 1n & variety of every-
day products hke paint and refrgerators and dis-
charged wnto the snviromment
Now, based on resarch showing thet la
:nu of lﬁ:e‘dm oily fluid cause gkin lesions "::
Umans uce cancer, gunietic damage,
death in test amimaly, the U 8. Environmental Pro-
taction Agency this year baned the production of
the matenal, effective 1979, and the Food and
Drug . Admaistration haa sriet Kmits-
trons on the aliowable levels in fish, the principal
pothway to humans
'~ But 1t may be too late More persistent than the
pestierde DDT, their chermical coumn, PCBa bave
invaded the flesh of living creatures throughout
the world They virtually surround the durly rou-
tine They have been found in the are, in sorl and in
Tiver sediments throughoo!, the country Aa & pre-
servative and plasticwer, they have been o compo-
merH in mesne painta, highway stnipes, capy paper,
grain siloa and ink More than 30 per cent of the
people in: thin country have 1t in their tissues, ae-
cording to EPA studies And 5 per cent of the popu-
Iation has PCB levely that exceed the proposed

idelines for containated fish, the studies fotind.
m Sotland, matine life in the Pacific Ocean,
chithens and birds 10 many countries and micro-
organisms &t the bottom of the food chain have
shown vanous debilitating effects from PCBe fn
the environment, including reproductive fulure,
deformity, sickness and desth.
"Ithauﬁmhumumimm.ubdubm
ever was,” said Joseph Highland, a biochemist for
the Environmental Defense Fund, which first prod-
ded the federal government four years ago o take
action to control the material, "Its importance has
Mot been nor publicsed” Elizabeth
Campbel, chentist for the Food and Drug Admiow-
tration who wrote new standands o limit consump-

rge tion of the material sharply, agreed. "PCBo may be

the chemical seare of the "T0s "

While virtually oll experta that PCB
r o significant environmental threat, the issus

complicated by the fact that few adverse heglth
effecty have boen noted with humans. The enly me-
jor inslance of human sickness from PCBy oceurred
mine years sgo in Japan, after an secidental con-
tamination of riee oil with the chemical That con-
tamination, which affected 1,200 people, caused o
number of serioua ilinesses and, some suspect,
deathy. The PCB doses, however, were i eoncen-
tratinng up o 1,000 Limes the levels found in con-
taminated fish Moveover, occuped onal res
in the last five decades have prodllcedmm
concentrationa of PCBa 1n humans dozens of times
hugher than 1n the contaminated fish, but few ad-
verse effects have been noted

“What does thiy mean” 1t doesnt necessanly
mean that PCBs have no long leem effects,” said
Frank Cordle, s PCB expert and epidemiologist for

From Antarctica to Albany,

the FDA "We know pothing shoul the long-term
#ffecia. We haven't seen any because we haven't
kooked.”

But snimg| studies have been m convincing
that mm{ scientists believe 1t 18 Just & matier of
time until bumas ailments are documented. 1n &
study completed this year, PCBa were found for the
first time 1n the embryonic fwd serrounding de-
veloping human fetuses, 1 concentrations several
times ovet the allowable safe limita *Wherever you
lock you are goirig to find +,"” said Thomas Kopp of
the EPA's offioe of toxic substances “It's there it
shouldn't be It 10t th '

The Enviroamental Protection Ageney 1 suff-
thently conviooed by the studies 10 sy 1n 1ta dispee-
ol guidelines for the chemical that the evidence ol-
ready at hand demonstrales “conclusively” (hat
PCBa are toxic to bumans and to o wide range of
fish and wildife.

“Our [with human studies] is very
crude,” said Dr Blwr Smith, o resarcher for the
National Ingtitute of Occupational Safety and
Health who haa examined workers kor PCB concen-
tratene. "But the snimal studves pive very grest
eause for concern.”

The largest potentinl exposures to PCBy are in
the fish-sating populetion “For the occasional con-
sumer of fish, Wﬁ. pooe oo wpeciol threat” sud
Dr Davd Arelrod, PCB sapert for the New York
State Department of Health A C Kolbye, one of
the FDA'y chiel soentiats, said, "There 15 no reason
for Panicsville " But be staunchly supporied the

roposed sharp reductions 1n the consumption of
F’CB-ronummated fish

The Environmental Defense Fund disagrees

“We think PCHa are a very serious problem, not
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only for those torsuming fish,” Highland sard, “bud
Tor ‘mny potential motbar In this osuntry * fe noked
that recent azperiments have fbund PCBe in the
breast milk of women throughoat the ecuntry.
Studies have shown that the chemicsl i trane
fertred from moliser to fetus through the plecents

N is unclear how long it takes for the chemical
to break down to & ha , bul acien-
tts sav ot 5 at loamt cuny DDT, on the
other hand, has ahown sulwtantial decreases in o
ahorter amount of time Muny scientlats feal that
PCBs, in the long run, will be even more toxic thag
DUT the most publicised chemical peliutant.

The principal fish mntaminated with PCle 58
the Bast Cosat iy striped basg, which is popular
both for eating and aport (ishi
been thought that only about
bam spawning

the C ks
ng ground, has

renirations above the safs

About 14 billien pounda d‘ml.y:blmmu bi-
phenyls hava been produced in thu eountry 1o five
deen Four par cent of the total has de-

siroyed, i) per vant is free (n the sovironment, and
19 per cent 18 nnder varymng of coniral 10
cared e E a1 shdying reguloiions 4 o the
o ¢ LPA s ng -

discarding of more of the nm'lll dut scknowl-
cdges thel that will be diffieult.

¥

Meanwhile, the FDA's pro] standards
would redies hy more than half the PCB jevels al-
lowsd 11 edibie fish Retent testa by Lhe New York

Siste Department of Environmental Conservation
aow Lhat ham end bluefish eaupht near b
land have average soncenirs in oRoses of the
Ymp‘d naw himsl Shouid the new limits be sy-
orard, Mhir;mdm ] ﬂ fishing lor these
e wou! imetad, rvers My
B e e e heve shown bigh
e oty otruding tane, seimete
o t counlry, ng tuna, &
trout wel, pike, parch, shad snd weakfish

Polychlonneted biphenyls, first wythesimd in
18R] beiong w2 s clam of chemicaly ealled chiorin.
sied hydrocarbona, which include most of the com.
mon pu:n‘:‘i;u csdmnlﬁm Many ‘ldu: ::
sanoes " , M aldrin
inchioroethylene, bave Neon hamad eher ca
cancer in tesgt animais Another such substancs,
nyl 1:_-:::»:-&:. has cavesd cancer in humans.

hydrocarbon part of the chemsiral s & Boole-

oote of hydrogen and carbon, the buililng
block of peirst ibs wmd sther fucls. Twe
aitached "y '5 rhens are called ¢ b
1 are sxiremely M-

e Bul eciantisty Sywel that by substi chis-
rine siorms hydrogens in the they

formera capaciiors and similar equ! t
Inced minerat oile, wiich had r-\mn
rea So perfect were PCBg that withtn a few years

they bn;.-n;dl-he fluid of choicw u;‘au e‘:;hul in-

dugtry In iion to preventi ™, ety 88
siable & to be 1esstant ult::‘ scady and bases
and biologital degradation

Scon numerpus othet tses were found The
chemicrie are able to shssrb and hold la
amounts of hoki, a0

iife of caulking
shvacrupers Bince would not reac with mk,
they prevented smears on carbonies tlwl
Thev b a lubncating and '.f:{ t -
duptr:al drilla 1n the slactrie motar of refrigers.
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ators burning PCE laden paper spewed the chem)
tnto the 8ir cled, the paper wound up a»
themical found ita aay Into

not wlentifiad an 3 contaminant un-
technology wea devel
0 meapure it 1n the environment =
wh wcupaUona) safety and health
natitute Beut renl indication that mmething
1968, when Bwedith xirnlisty
burd feathers and humen hasr
the scodental fectory leabk of
wl mckensd 1 200 conaumers in
suffered from swollen joints,
Yesiens and other disorders
another sccrdental Jeak, from o factary
s, Fla, conlaminaled marine organ-
Escambva Bay Biudves showed thet st con
than one ’Ilﬂ'per billon in the
chemical kiflad hall of the expmed
three months 1n civgn
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DT coniaminaLon on
been shown 1o be compleveiy
ra millne pa

teap thaw a month
#73, the FDA st five

©le f?:- The new

whith sources agy will be snaciad

hmrl‘tkhﬂml.hd m
yoar, would set the level st twa parts per mil-
The sickening concentrations that were n-
mad 8t Yushe in the sccidental mntaminstinn
2.000 party por mitlion but that was & vne.
re, not & conlinuing one
. Monsanio voluntaniv sioppnd produe
eatsons such ax painta snd
hrued the chemcal's use to sealed crntainers OF
the lswding PCB ueing planta that have cortams
naiad agualic environment with their dis-
tharges, five are ia the Northeast Two are owned
dae!:r;l Electric Co i{g Fort Edward end fludson
Ducharges from those pisnta ware re
sporaible for 2 ben imposed last year o all mm-
mercia! M::.nfm species 'n much of the Hud
wou Rivhr, afficale sasd The ben w to contin-
we indefinitaly PCB conceniraions of 1,000 parta
ruillin have been found in the sadiments near
thany and wp & 178 parts per miliion 10 the fish
“The ncenrutione in the sedimenta are eimast
@ s coormitin thes w ying s e e ey
. comm t 38 trying tg figure out & way
) ?ovr the pollution. b4 e
the sther thres plants, ong 18 & tranalormer-
manulacturing faciiity ownad by Ceneral Eiscine
- the tonie Rivar in Pittafieid Mam The

have been folt by
the Hudaon River arsa Buate officials project & los
of £800 anaually In commercial fishing and
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dryere, dll.h\vu‘llm and Ao
n

naoy blowers, PCBa b

e

start flusreecent lights, '
terroa of performence, it was the best sute-
rial—aa Iﬁurﬁd a8 2o industris! chanucal esn be,”
said Wiltiam g¢, & chemioal engineor and
PCB axpart for nto, the sole US producer
"It dosen’t burn, it dossp't bresk down, it doesn’t
wih wiber matarialy 1o virtuslly every
tha substituies that heve besn devel bhave
» -u;lﬁ- —r— d-mehruuu thurl PCBa sonbri
the Arst three decades of their production,
occastonally csussd jesions, called "chler
anong werkers When workess were trans-
noncontamineted areas ths lesicns
Thare were some reports of death alfler
t6 PCBs, but no sophuticated studwe
and the sposures oflen wers in oomin-
toxic chemicals, oo it was wopes-
.t

t

lomes of 20 wuch sa 56 MITIoh per yesr In spinofly
from tonal fishing, which has been henned
o restriciad on the Hodaom 0 the Albany sroa and
in various o rivers and Jakee inciuding Lake
Ontaris. On latand, the now federn! atandards
would ool the ing ind ustry to $L 5 rlion
sach yoar, Uhe slate sstimatos Anc ecroms Lhe cout
try, loas faced by the fishing and food process
iog industzien would total $48 mutbon snnualiy ae-
csrding 1o Food end Drug Adrmmstration eetimates
Reudonts of sastern Long lsland, with 1ts na-
tonally known fishing areas, sre unhapry with the
BCB and the threst thet Uhe new wan
dirda pose t0 Lxa) sommerce "Nobod) wants 9 put
fAuh inte the consumer sitemm but we
veglios whather there 1 & thregl o health ™ sard
iuﬂnﬂ Heifand, preeident of the Montauk Cham
ber of Commers " dont think there has been
m esting, one way or Lhe other An industry
4 not e severnly mrpld withoul sufficient
towls o dedermine the hexlth effects

NEXT: The Fish That { arry 31 -
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