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Medical Sleuths
Fear of Toxic Materials
Creates More Demand
For Epidemiologists

Dow Chemical Study Seeks
Link Between 24 Deaths
‘And Work at Texas Plant

A Tedxous. Frustratmg Trail

By GEORGETTE JASEN |
Staff Reporter of Tue Watl STREEY JouRsaL

It reads like a detective story.

Twenty-four men from a small area on
the Texas Gulf Coast are mysteriously dead
of a rare disease, brain cancer. Investiza.
tors have siftad through thousands of pages
ol evidence -and talked with people who
might know something about the case, but
so far they don't know what caused the dis-
ease. One theory holds that the deaths are
related to the metr’s work: All 24 were em-
ployed at aDowChunlcalCo. plant in Free-
port.

The detectives are epidemiologists, medi-
cal specialists who study the causes of dis-
ease in people. A typical team might include
physicians, some of whom have doctorates
in public health; non-physicians with gradu-

tions aad “government agencles -

corpora
show that pmdm and. working conditions
are safe, B |

A Household Word?

Hills-based recruiter for
jobs, says requests for epidemiologists have
increased at least !mrmldlnlhemthm
years. “Now people can speil it,” she says.
Today epidemiologtsts are involved in

rp.
in Texas are the subject of a similar brain-
eancer study. Monsanto Co. recently studied
its employes who may have been exposed to
dioan, 2 contaminant found in some herbi-
cides,

(st the chemical industry, epidemiol-
oglca. rumlheds are being used to seek a link
between tampons and toxic shock syndrome.
*“There will be even more studies," predicts
Raiph R. Cook, Dow's chiel epidemiologist.
“The pablic 18 asking more-sophisticated
questiong '

Providing the answers Is costly. A physi-
cian with a doctorate in public heaith can
earn about $:0,000 in industry. Union Car-
bide says its brain-cancer study will cost
$250,000. 1w spends more than $20 miliion
a year for research on health, safety and the
envimnment.
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Too Costly for Small Companies

And the putlays are rising, to the point at
which some smaller chemical companies
may be hard pressed. “There will he tre-
mendous disturtions in the chemical indus-
try.” says Etcyl Blair, Dow's vice président
for health and environmental sciences.
“Small comnpanies that don't have the re-
sources will be shut out.”

The case of the 24 Dow workers in Texas
Mustrates how much time, effort and money
are consumed in epidemioiogical studies,
and how the inherent imprecision can lead
two groups to draw different conclusions in
A single situation.

It began in November 1913, when a,
worker at Union Carbide's plant not far,
from Dow's was dingnosed as having brain |
cancer. He knew two other workers at the }
plant who had died of brain tumors, and he
called the Occupational Safety and Health -
Administration's regional office in Clear’
Lake City, Texas. wondering if the disease .
could be related ta working at the plant. '

QSHA's regional office quickly turned up
two other bran-cancer deaths ol Carbide
workers, and later the total of cases discov-
ered was 13—ironically not including ‘the
worker who approached OSHA. since bis
cancer began in another part of his body.
OSHA and Union Carbide are jointly lovesti-
gating those cases.

But while searching for brain-cancer
deaths among Carbide workers, OSHA in-
vestigators discovered the similar deaths
among workers at the Dow Chemical plant
in the same area.

Twice the Risk

OSHA compared the ratio of b-ain-cancer
deaths among Dow workers with the ratio of
such deaths in Brazorla County., where the
Dow plant is located. It concluded that Dow
workers [aced twice as much risk of con-
tracting the disease as other people.

Dow, which has a larger and more estab-
lished . epidemiology statf than Carbide,
quickly did its-own study. In two weeks it
checked the work histories and concluded
that there wasn't any link between the
chemicals they worked with and their dis-
ease. [t also said that when adjusted for the
age of the workers, the number of deaths in
the plant wasn't much out of line with na-
tional averages.

l(cwldbemnbe(outhel.wnhrr
solved. Based on the preliminary data, gov-
ernment researchers remain convinced that
the brain cancers are work related; com-
pany officials still think they aren’t.

OSHA and Dow agreed to conduct a more
thorough investigation, which has been run-
ning for about a year; data-gathering should
be completed by this summer. About 2,000
employes~a random 5% sample of the more
than 40,000 men (women don’t contract the
disease nearly as olten} who have worked at
the Dow plant since it opened in 1940=are
being studied. The two teams will share
data but write separate repotts.

IU's by no means certain they will agree.
There are indications that the two sides
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dor:'t trust each other. “Some government

;smclics are fishing expeditions.” says Perty
Gehring, a Dow vice president. “They find
anything they can catch.™

On the government side, Victor Alexan.
der, an OSHA physician, says, ‘We encour-
age companies to do all the epidemiology
they like, We also have an obligation to do
the best job we can, We might want to look
into things they don't.” Questioned directly,
however, both deny there's any mistrust,
just legitimate differences in methodology.
“It depends on how you siice up the infor-
mation,” says J. Willlam Lloyd, an OSHA
cpidemiologist.

Epidemiclogy Isn't an exact science. Peo-
ple. unlike laboratory animals, are exposed
to many substances every day, and it's cften
difficult to isolate the harmful ones. "It's ex-
asperating,” says Irving J. Selikoft, a pro-
fessor of environmnental medicine at Mount
Sinai School of Medicine in New York.
"There are no {nstant answers.”

And a study of cancer deaths i3 always
difficult. To begin with, there's still a lot to
learn about the disease. Although it's widely
agreed that environmental {actors contrib-
ute to most cancers, there are clearly other
causes, too; Not all smokers contract lung
cancer, for example. Current ressarch
seems to indicate that several factors work-
ing together may sharply increase the risk,
For example, asbestos workers who smoke
develop cancer at 2 far higher rate than
either smokers who don't work with asbes-
tos or asbestos workers who don't smoke.

. Because cancer sometimes takes 20 to X
years to develop, It's nearly Impossible to
know ail the substances the victims were ex-

lposod to. As Dow's Dr. Cook says. “The

i idea) thing would be to implant a monitar in

l the right buttock at birth.”

| Brain cancer presents sull further prob-

jlems, Reeause s rare- an estimated four
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gators have few cases to work with, A single
statistical error can affect results. What's
more, brain cancer is frequently misdi-
agnosed.

All of this means that a study like Daw's
takes 1 long time, even though it involves
only a 57 sample. And. unlike 2 eriminal in-
vestigation, the work isn't dramatie or
glamorous. Dr, Cook says, “Things come In
like the tide. It's dealing with paper.”

Even the simplest tasks are frustrating.

Personnel records at Dow are filed alpha-
betically. It would be easter for epidemiolo-
gists if thoy were arranged by date of em-
ployment or by department—that way work-
ers who were hired at a particular time or
who worked in 2 particular departrment
could be reviewed separately. When the
study started, there were no indexes. Many
records are on microfiche, requirng re
searchers to spend hours reading enlarge-
ments on machines, .

It takes a2 major effort just to determine
how many former workers have died and
the causes. Investigators say they now know
whether nearly 2l of the sample is alive or
dead; it wasn't easy to find out even that,
Reviewing personnel records for date and
cause of death and death certiticates from
three counties surrounding the plant was
just the beginning.

A list of names was sent to the Soctal Se-
curity Administration in Washington to find
out whether a death c¢laim had been filed or
where retirement benoflts wers being sent.
The names of those still missing were sent
to the Texas motor-vehicles buregu. Govern-
ment agencies can ask the Internal Revenue
Service for 3 last known address, and there
are high-schoal and college alumnd records
and checks of Jocal telephone books. “It's
shoe-leather epidemiology.” tays Dr. Cook.

Investigators may never know what
workers were breathing and handling in the
plant, Before the Occupational Safety and
Health Act was passed in 1970, few compa-
nies measured or analyzed chemicals in the
workplace, Protective equipment, it it was
available, wasn't always worn, **The compa-
nies don't knaw, nobody knows,” says Mount
Sinai's Dr, Selikoff. “'Our inadequacies of
the past are coming home to rogst.”

Even work histories don't always heip.
Rulding hames and numbers have changed,
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as have manufacturing processes and job tl-
tles. The Dow plant is one of the largest in
the world. Hundreds of chermuicals are made
there, and others are used in the manntae-
turing process. “Even if you knew someone
worked in an ethylene plant for 10 years,
you may not be able to tell If he was an op-
erator In an air-conditioned control reorm or
a production person sloshing around in the
stuff,” says Gordon Reeve, an epidemiolo-
gist with the National Institute of Qccupa-
tional Safety and Health.

Workers did slosh around In chemicals In
the early days of the plant, “Back in the
19505, you went in with your hands and
washed tools, clothes and parts in carbon
tetrachloride,” recalls 0.D. Kenemore, pres-
ident of the Freeport Metal Trades Council,
an association of unions, who worked as a
pipefitter in the plant. "They wouldn't let a
drop of it on the floor now.” Carbon tetra-
chloride. once a commonly used cleaning
fluld, has been shown to cause cancer In
1aboratory animals. :

Working conditlons have changed so
much, in fact, that epldemiologists concede
that even if there was a problem years ago,
it may no longer exist. They continue to he
concerned, however, because so many work-
ers still could face health problems caused
by previous exposures, or a cancer-causing
sihstance could remain,

"The real potential danger is that there's
a chemical {n the plant that no one sus-
pects,” says Dr. Alexander, the OSHA epi-
demiologist. “We won't see the benefits of
improved controls unti] the turn of the cen-
tury.”

AND AIR CARGO
INSURANCE

o Unmatched Service
* Loweat Possible Rates
= Fast Claim Sattiement

Represanting the most ;e“ubln ald
ing companies Intamationally

REKERDRES AGENCY
1000 Cotton E schange Builaing
o¥(214) 748-6756 Dahxs 75201

e A K] B Nt ] ol gl i 1 ¢ -n“/v-_l

UCC 097240




