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PCBs sour some on mother’s milk

LANSING, MICH. —Growing concern
that America's littlest inhabitants

quency or duration of nursing ses-
sions, which normally are nutri-

43 1

may be bearing the biggest burd
of environmental contamination is
leading health authorities to reluc-
tantly reweigh the risks and bene-
fta of breastfeeding.

In the wake of a University of
Michigan report demonstrating
that contamination with the indus-
trial pollutant polychioride biphe-
nyl (PCB) is ubiquitous and nurs-

k. h

nally and i logically su-
perior to bottle feeds.

Such women are few, said the
panel’s report, and their “unusual
exposure” is likely to have co
about through occupati
with PCBe, a8 in the manufacture
and servicing of oil-filled power
transformers. High levels may also
be found among women exposed to

idental rel of the chemical

may be endowing their
infants with heavy doses of the
lipophilic chemical —-mobilized
from what toxicologists call “the
vast sink of body fat”—the state
health department here convened a
select panel on PCBs. Tho experts
concluded that “the vast majority”
of Michigan mothers needn’t wor-
ry, but & few may have to reduce or

or those who regularly eat fish
from the Great Lakes and other
heavily contaminated waters. But
most women don’t nced to have
their breast milk tested, panelists
stressed; the state makes no provi-
sion for such screening anyway.

Michigan wants no PCB stigma.
An episode of human and livestock
poisoning here in the early 19708
was traced to animal feed tainted
with the PCBs’ next of chemical
kin, polybrominated biphenyls
(PBBs). “But PCBs aren’t unique
to Michigan,” Dr. Isbister told
MWN. “They're widespread.”

Very likely, though Ann Arbor
ressarchers detected them in all
1,067 samples of breast milk sub-
mitted by women in this state for
PCB and PBB testing. In Febru-
ary’s American Jowrnal of Public
Health, the team reported most of
the mothers had PCB levels of 1 to
2 ppm, though the range ran up to
5.1 ppm. The study’s median of 1.35
ppm means that hail the study
population had “a level nearly
equal to or above the present FDA
tolerance limit for PCBs in cow’s

milk.” It also means 35% of their
infants would have a body burden
of 1 ppm or more at nine months.

But no one knows whether such
concentrations are harmful. The
investigators consider a maternal
load of 23 ppm—a full standard
deviation above their mean—“gle-
vated” and the signal for decreased
breastfeeding.

Just over a year ago, Wisconsin
health officials asked physicians to
send in milk samples from lactat-
ing women who may have been
exposed to such PCB levels. But »
sharp rejoinder in the journal
Pediatrics reminded those doctors

~ontinued
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that the benelits of breastfeeding
are well established while the has-
ards of PCB ingestion are not, and
50 far they've submitted barely a

specimens.
“Pediatricians claim thers have
been no ease reports of frank ill-
ness {from PCBs] in the US.,”

notes Thomas M. Wickizer, a
. n iats at the Universi

i

Health in Seattle and a former

observea pediatrician Meson Barr,
teratology director at the Universi:
ty of Michigan. “The deposition of
PCBs in certain fetsl tissues is an
ares of concern.” In 1976 and 1977,
he and his colleagues found PCB-
related PBBs in the brains of still-
born infants, a finding “we haven't
pursued,” he told MWN.

But other researchers are pursu-
ing suspicions that bresst-milk
PCBs may be affecting the behav-
ior and health of normai-appearing
babies. Further, recent studies sug-
gost that some PCB isomers more
toxic than others may preferen-
tially accumulate in bresst tissue.

The only kaown episode of
human PCB intoxication oecurred
in 1968 in Japan. Sarviving chil-
dren born to women who'd ingested
heavily contaminated rice oil there
mfmudhbamolopallymd

women and according to the time
of day. “A mother with twice as
much milk fat transmits twice as
much chemical contamination,”
Wickiser points out.

Aiso often ignored is the fact
that infants aren’t PCB virgins at

ily impaired nine
ymufmthpomnm
Only recently have physicians
begun to measure the heaith
effects of low-level chronic PCB
exposure from breast milk. In
North Carolina (MwN, Feb. 5, 79, p.
72) and Wisconsin, doctors are

ever, University of Wisconsin re-

nancy and lactation.

wnbhmhmthhﬁ-."
Dr. Selikoff told wwi’ “And it's
likely PBBs will appesr in breast
milk.” The denger? He said his
team has evidence that “resistance

insurance fosl giving this alterna-
tive has had no effect—up or
down—on expenses, according to a
sarvey by Louis Harris and Asso-
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