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TWOYEARSAGO,&defmnﬂbNo
pational Safety and Health Administration dis-
covered 18 cases of brain cancer at the same plant,
In ‘atorsh:’mmdﬁmgnth:tmnl-moitbo
spiant this relatively rare form of cancsr appeared at
'M”h?&g Sti‘i:“at' ubut
it twice a8 amonyg s wozkers,
Hers, however, the clues No pattern
emerged from the types of jobs the dead workers had,
held, The plant's ioventory mdbxf:d at least ‘1:
‘known or suspected carcinogens, none could
ida;ﬁfednthomgnﬁhhmmmdﬂhm
evenly aver 26 years, .
.?Meanwhne. other plants were being investiga:

ted |
by government acientisis and hy empioyees of the

petrochemical compenies, many of which have active
and well-established departments of epidemiclogy.

By mid-summer of 1560, when the first news stoties

of an “epidemic of brain cancer” two di-
rectly corflicting seis of results been obtained.
* Four different government-aponsored studies found
that petrociternical workers had twice the fisk of
coniracting brain cancer a8 did non-workers. Four
other studiss—by Dow Chemical, Du Pont, Guif Qil
and a corsortium of British refineties—found no svi-
denaofinaauui!hkhlmoﬂ?w»udhgointed
toward any 7ype of J0b or any particular chemieal,
I an effort to reduce the confusion, OSHA asked
a leading epidemiclogist to orgarize a meeting that

" Hazards on the Job

would Inchude otk sides a8 wall as the begt avallabls” |

noutral experts. The group could not find a single
simple explanation for the conflicting results, but
oquld find
and dozens of issuss to argue over,

This is a perfect illustrstion of the toughest prob-
b facing heaith and sefety regulation and those
who would reform the regulaiora: the weaimess of

many possible sources of the confimion

the only available tool--epidemiology——in detecting :
Jealth threats, even potantially devastaticg ones. It -

took pearly a decade, after all, for a consensus to

¢ that emotring causes lung cancer, despite the
fact the .

t there were milllons of amokisrs to study.

In ail likelihood, it; will be yeara hefore snyone can
perform a cost-benefit study o any other kind of
sirict analysis of ocoupational brain cancer. In the
meantime, workers are understandably scared ond
their representatives will, rightly, demand some ac-
tion, Industry critics are liksly to argue that 2li the
effort would be better directed to other, Iarger risks,
and they could well turn out to be right—or wrong.
And government regulators—deapits every desire for

ebjectivity—will be forced to rely on instinct, values

and personal judgment.
A grea! deal can be done to make governmant regu-

- lation more sensible, lews expersive and more effective.

But the sad truth i that, for many years to come, une’
certainty and confusion will necessarily remain a largs
pat of the process, There is just noway around it
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