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by industry, :
Dr. Sidney Wolfe, a physician

who was on the staff of the Na-
tional Institutes of Health be-
fore director of

Nader’s Health Re-

search Group in Washington.
*In order to keep the agency
out of court, they act only

‘Whenwepinmahearmg
we not only see lawyers from
industry, but Wall Street ana-
lysts, too. There’s big money
atstake.”

O

What’s acceptable and what
isn’t is most often associated

tal; then the taxi and its wake
of noxious vapors become emi-
nently acceptable to driver
and passenger alike.
Although corporate lawyers
and economists, as well as
many in the public sector,
maintain that it is perfectly
fair to make on deci-
sions and set acceptable levels
after a careful weighing of ail
likely costs and benefits,

First, cost-benefit tries to
equate what is economically,
let alone morally, unequat-
able: kilowatt-hours of elec-
tricity produced by a nuclear
power plant versus the num-
ber of cancer deaths caused by
a slow radiation leak at the
site where the spent fuel is
stored, for example. This kind
of equation makes no sense un-
less we can decide how many
kilowatt—hom'sofelecmeitya
human life is worth.

Second, those who pay the
costs and those who derive the
benefits are not necessarily
the same. Men who dig coal
pay a heavy cost in terms of
cave-ins, poisoned air and
black lung, yet their monetary
benefit is not commensurate

a given substance does it take
to cause a human cell to turn
cancerous? If no one knows,
then every person who be-
lieves that there is some

There are about 100,000
known natural chemical enti-
ties, 1 to 5 percent of which
are thought to be carcinogen-
ic, according to Dr. W. Gary
Flamm, a toxicologist in the
Food and Drug Administra-
tion’s Bureau of Foods. So,
what do toxicologists eat?

‘“Everything,”” he says.
“My philosophy is to spread
the risk. If I ate one thing [in
excess] I'd be in trouble.””

Most grains, including
corn, and peanuts develop a
mold called Aspergillus
flavus which, in tumn,
‘produces aflatoxin B, a
known carcinogen. Peanut
butter contains an almost in-
finitesimal level of aflatoxin
B, says Dr. Flamm. But he
adds, ‘‘This doesn’t mean
that you shouldn’t eat peanut
butter. All it means is that
you’d be smart not to eat pea-
nut butter, or anything else,
exclusively. —W.E.B.

aries, they stand not so much
between health and illness as
between profit and loss.

O

The vast majority of those in
cancer research think that en-
vironmentally caused cancer
is the result of something
called a dose-response rela-
tionship. This means that
there is most likely some kind
of direct relationship between
the amount of the cancer-caus-
ing chemical a person is ex-
posed to and the length of time
it takes to contract the dis-
ease. A dose-response chart
would have a line going from
zero to maximum dose, with
the risk accelerating and the

timespanshortelﬂngmpro-

along that line will someone
contract cancer? Given the
fact that individuals vary, that

point on that line and say with
certainty that it represents the
start of a malignancy. That is
what Leo Hetling meant when
he asked about the number of
cigarettes that can be safely
smoked. No cigarette can be
safely smoked, but it is impos-
sible to tell which of the thou-
sands upon thousands will be
the one that begins the process
of wild cellular growth that is

cancer.
There are curreutly two
)8 waysm which scien-

chemicals and radiation with
control groups that are not ex-
posed. It has some serious
shortcomings, however. For
one thing, it is impossible to
isolate people, like laboratory
animals, for most or all of
their lives, so it is impossible
to know about they
eat, drink and breathe. Fur-
ther, the cause and effect rela-
tionship in epidemiological

workers do have a higher per-

cer; it may mean that asbes-
tosﬁbersinﬂlehmgstﬁgger
else that causes the
cancer. Finally, epidemiolo-
gists are hampered by usually
small groups, individual
resistance to participation
and, in a society as mobile as
this one, the difficulty of ac-
cess to good records.
Animal experiments, gener-
ally with rodents, have for the
most part been very effective
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_B_! William E. Burrows

Sometimes a simple question put by a
layman can get to the heart of a com-
plex scientific problem more surely
than expert interrogation. So it was at
the New York Academy of Sciences’ In-
ternational Conference on Public Con-
trol of Environmental Health Hazards
last year. Peter A. A. Berle, then New
York State’s Environmental Conserva-
tion Commissioner, had just unveiled a
plan for dredging heavily contami-
nated ‘“hot spots®’ along the upper Hud-
son River of 340,000 pounds of the PCB’s
that had been dumped into the water-
way by the General Electric Company.
A succession of health officials, scien-
tists and corporate representatives
rose to question Mr. Berle about the de-
tails of removing the PCB’s (poly-
chlorinated biphenyls — heat-resistant
chemicals used for insulating trans-
formers and capacitors), which have
been shown to cause birth defects,
reproductive failure and cancer in ani-
mals, and are strongly suspected of
being carcinogenic to man.

When her turn came, Carolyn Cun-
ningham, the head of the Conservation
Advisory Council for Rye, N. Y., whose
“Tuesday Only”’ tag indicated her lim-
ited status at the meeting, stepped to
the microphone and asked a question so
elementary that none of the experts in
the room would have dreamed of rais-
ing it. Yet the answer to it continues to
elude and confound them all: ““The ac-
ceptable level for PCB’s has been set at
5 parts per million. Is that level safe?”’

Mr. Berle deferred to Leo Hetling,
then his director of pure-waters re-
search, who answered: “That’s like
asking how many cigarettes can one
safely smoke. The Food and Drug Ad-
ministration considers it safe for eating
tish.”’

Mrs. Cunningham was not satisfied
with Mr. Hetling’s evasive reply. But
his smoking analogy amounted to the
plain truth. No one knows exactly how
many PCB’s the human body can safely
assimilate, so setting ‘‘acceptable’”
levels for them, as well as for thou-
sands of other dangerous chemicals, in-
cluding saccharin, is scientifically ab-
surd.

Saccharin, in fact, is currently the ob-
ject of a bitter controversy over
whether it should be banned in the
United States, as it is in Canada. Re-
peated laboratory tests have showed
that the artificial sweetener causes
cancer in animals and almost without
question can do the same in humans.
While acknowledging that saccharin
can be lethal, a National Academy of
Sciences panel recommended to Con-
gress on Feb. 28 that the additive be re-
stricted but not banned entirely, since
it is considered necessary for those who
must restrict their sugar intake. There
were 12 vigorous dissenters among the
37 panel members, however. Some of
them went so far as to contend that
there is really no scientific basis for set-
ting human risk levels for carcinogens
and that dividing additives into risk
categories is, therefore, senseless.

Meanwhile, the House Subcommittee
on Health and the Environment has
scheduled hearings on saccharin this
spring amid what is one of the fiercest
lobbying battles in memory.

Levels of acceptability — the doses of
chemicals and radiation people may
safely absorb — are becoming criti-
cally important now that so many can-
cers are thought to be environmentally
caused. And since most cancer-causing
chemicals have long latency periods,
the real effects of the petrochemical ex-
plosion of the 40’s, 50’s and 60’s are only
just beginning to be felt. An estimated
400,000 Americans will die of cancer
this year and it is thought that 20 per-
cent of all Americans now living — per-
haps one out of every five reading this
- are going to die of some form of can-
cer unless something is done about it,
and quickly.

Yet none of the public-health officials
who set acceptable levels for the thou-
sands of chemicals we eat, drink and
breathe can be absolutely sure that
those levels adequately protect the pub-
lic from serious illness or deadly dis-
ease. Any dose of a toxin, however low,
involves some risk. But trying to calcu-
late the precise degree of risk is incred-
ibly difficult.

make matters worse, the

entire level-setting process

takes place in a regulatory

morass involving several

Federal agencies and a

dozen laws (each of which is

to some extent vague, incon-

sistent or . contradictory),

state and local agencies, the courts,
Congress, business interests, environ-

mentalists, ‘‘independent’’ testing | ..

taboratories, the National Academy of
Sciences, hospitals and universities, a
legion of lobbyists, and a growing num.
ber of health functionaries on virtually
all levels of government. The result is
pandemonium.

In the end, economic, not scientific,
factors frequently prevail. Often these
are incorporated into law. The Toxic
Substances Control Act, for example,
stipulates that health risks be balanced
against economic factors and other
‘“public impacts.” It is the scientists
and statisticians, however, on whom we
must depend to apply data from cellu-
lar and animal experiments in an effort
to figure out how much of which poison,
individually and in combination, the
human body can tolerate. But E.
Cuyler Hammond, a vice president of
the American Cancer Society and an
expert statistician, says that the
process, though seemingly sound, is
basically ““by guess and by God.”

Yet industrialists, lawyers, politi-
cians and economists in essence take
these numbers, imprecise as they are,
and present the public with difficult
choices: How much of these poisons are
you willing to live with? If you don’t
swallow a little poison every day — a
level we agree is acceptable — you will

William E. Burrows, a former Times
reporter, is an associate professor of
journalism at New York University.
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