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A NEW CIHHCKEN AND EGG RIDDLE:
PCB POLLUTION

Scientists Try to Detect Extent of Buildup in Sea but Lack Essential Clues

BY JAMES BASSETT
Times Avseciate Soiter

What do the slaughter of 77,000 chickens, the
destruction of 75,000 eggs, and a worldwide buildup
in the sea of a mysterious chemical called PCB
have in common?

Invironmental dangers.

‘e chicken-egg incident occurred in July and
August,

But sclentific concern over occanic poliution by
P (pohychlorinatcd biphenyl) is just now coming
to a hea

Chiefly, Hquid PCB Is used jn indusirial heal
transfer systems. 1t is highly valued for its ability
to withstand temperatures ranging as high as 1,600
degrees Iahrenhcit. And because of its plasticity,

ad been uscd as an additive for sealants, paints,
printing Ink and pesticides.

Earlier Incident in Japan

It the world's ecological-political y had
had a workable narly warning system, what hap-
pened to the chickens and eggs in 10 Southeastern
stntes this summer might not have. In 1968, .about
300 Japancse contructed a strange skin disease, and
scveral died

The deatha and Hinesses weye traced to an in-
fusion of I’CB into the human system, via a con-
tuininated rice ofl,

I'he chickens were poisoned by fish meal spoiled
by 1’CB from a faulty pipe in the coolant machinery
at the feed factory.

‘Then, on Aug. 18, the J'ood and Drug Adminis-
tration revealest that 60,000 cggs containing toxic

FCB cluded federal inspectors and rcached Wash-
inglon, .C,, grocery stores.

anwhllc alerted to the lethal problem, a special

panel of the Natlonal Academy of Science, headed
by Dr. Edward D. Goldberg, chemistry professor
nt Seripps Institution of Oceanography at La Jola,
has urged an all-out survey of the extent o which
PCI has polluted the seas.
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Percentage of PCB Rises

Goldberg told The Times that preliminary studics
indicate that oceanic fish and plankton (which fish
eal) now contain a higher percentage of 'CH. More-
over, PCR molecules are more “persistent” {longer-
lived) than DD'T, whose effect on tsh and bLirds is
relatively well known,

Twenty-five per cent of all the DDT manufactured
since its development in the 1940s remains in the
world’s seas and lakes. But DDT in itsedf fx not
harmful to human beings.

How much PCRB has escaped into the seas through
the atmosphere, rivers, sewers and dumping is nof
known, because its production is a trade sveret,
But Goldberg suspects that it is considerable.

“The more the problems are studied,” his panet
said, “the more unexpecied effects are identiliod.
In view of the findings of the past decade, our pre.
dictions of the potential hazards of chlorinutesd
hydrocarbons in the marine environment may be
vastly underestimated.

Thus the national academy recommended:

—Mounting a “massive natlona) effort” to force
an immediate, drustic cutback in the escape of per.
sistent toxicants into Lhe environment, with the
uitimate goal “‘virtual cessation” as soon ax possibly,

~—Setling up programs to determine the entry
rates of pollutants into the earth's waters, and find
out where these pollutants finally end up: in sea life,
marine plants, ete. “These should be followed hy a
program of monitoring long-term trends in order to
record progress and ta document possible Jishster.

—Examine and probubly revise liws governing
the registration of chemical substances in view of
“evidence of environmental deterioration cansed by
some of (them)."

That is the crux of the malier today.

‘Will Not Give Figures

Despite laboratory tests thal show the delvtevions
effects of the PCB-type substances, the sole UN




manufacturer of PCB substances, Monsanto Chemi-
cal Co., hus declined (o release its production figures,
although scientists have long been reguesting such
data, according to the academy panel's report.
When The Times contacted a Monsanto official
in St. Louls, it was learned that the irm has acknowl-
edged the problem to the extent of confining PCB's

use to closed electrical systems under what was,

termed “strict controls.” No longer will it be em-
ployed as an additive for sealants, paints and other
products.

Recently Monsanto allocated $2 milllon to its
environmental control division to tackle the PCB
pollution problem. It has already banned “uncon-
trollable”" PCB items in Great Britain, where Mon-
santo airo s Lhe solc manufacturer. “Two years
ago,” sakl one Kuropean company officlal, “the sea-
gull problem was a joke in this building., Gradually
we stopperd laughing.” .

Can Only Guess

But, asks Goldberg., how much has already becn
produced by Monsanto during the past four decades?
Unless such institutions like Scripps obtain this in-
formation, they can only guess. From these foggy
figures they can then try to determine the amount
now contained in the oceans and what the future

fallout may be.

There is somc optimism, though, that a better
notion of PCH’s prevalence may soon be gained
by a six-member federal task force, including re-
presentatives (rom such bodics as the Council on
Environmental Quality, the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, the Pood and Drug Administration
and the Agriculture Depariment. |

The Department of Health, Education and Welfare
carlier this month made a quict announcement of
the project, which specifically .centers on the PCB
issue.

Monsanto has said it will cooperate.

But Goldberg, while allowing that this is a move
in the right direction, calls it “only a microstep.”
Some recognized, non-governmentat scientific group
should have the information, so that extensive and
impartial tests can go forward, he sald.

‘While his academy panel 1 ized the

and PCB), and also lcad are distributed glabulty
via the atmosphere. Their concentrations may reach
levels sufficient to damage ecosystems (a community
of ecological and physical components taken ax o
unit) frreversibly on a worldwide scale hefore the
damage fs recognized.”

Should Be¢ Curtalled

The Nobel group, like Goldberg and the academy,
want a thorough study of “their origins and ultimate
sinks as well as their routes through the food webx
and effects on the ecosystem, including myn.”

Their entry into the seas should be “curtaited
to every practical extent, even if this requires ve-
atz!lctiom on production and use,” the Nobel group
8a

Since PCB Is also manufactured in Japan, Russia
and scveral European countries, it woull appear
that the 1972 U.N. conference olfers the hest
sible chance of attacking a difficult globil problen
globally.

Goldberg said that Japan turns out approximately
10,000 tons of PCB annually. Based on cach coun.
try’s gross national product, he added, that would
mean that Monsanto could be making 50,000 tons
a year. 'That, however, is only an cducated guess,
Goldberg admits.

The company neither confirms nor denics that
figure,

In Science magazine, oflicial publication of the
American Assn. for the Advancement of Science,
University of California research ecologist Robert
Risebrough, an authority on PCB, declared this
month that contaminantz in PCB are “umong the
most poisonous compounds known.”

Half of Shrimp Died

Half of the shrimp exposed to one part per mil-
lion of the chemical died during a recent Florida
environmental agency test,

The same article reports that Monsunto technictans
found “no adverse cflects” when rats were given
doses of PCB as high as 100 ppm.

Risebrough safd that in “our throwaway socicty™
PCBs wil ultimately become wastes that «drift into

reason for trade secrecy, and a firm's proprietary
Intercst in an exclusive product, it added:

“We also feel that there are times when it is not
in the public interest for government 10 maintain
as privileged data that are necessary for rescarch
into the atate-of our environment and for an assess-
ment of {ls condition.”

Single Laboratory

The academy thercfure asked that the law be
amended so that noninvolved scientists can over-
come Lhis “obstucle to effective environmental man-
agement.” [specially, said the panecl, as regards
polychlorinuted hydrocarbons (like PCB).

“By utilizing a single laboratory to manage the
program,” Goldberg and his colleagues noted, “dif-

ficulties in standardization and in sample prepara-.

tion and handling can be minimized.”

A group of Nobel scientists has joined in that
plea with « message to the United Nations Confer-
ence on the Human Favironment, to be held next
spring:

“Some poliutants, especially (substances like DDT

the envir and eventually the food chain
itself.

According to Science, the FDA has set an "interim
guideline” of 5 ppm of PCB "“as safc for human
consumption of poultry.”

But scientific nonbelievers rate the federal guide-
line as “unfounded and arbitrary.”

Says Riscbrough: “Five parts per million is just a
number. I'm sure FDA pulled it out of the air.”

In rebuttal, an FDA spokesman Insisted the stan-
dard was determined from the “best scientific in-
formation possible.” Whereas the data for “short-
term exposure” is not compiete, he conchuled, the
FDA must go on what information it possesses.

“We can’t be held accountable for cvery damn
chemical,” he told Science.

So the schism exists—and grows—amony the
scientific community, government and private in-
dustry,

That is what spooks men itke Goldberg and Rise-
brough. The Scripps marine chemist calls the poten-
tial PCB danger “frightening.” He says "mitssi
detective work™ has to be done, soon, and the re
clues aren’t yet available.
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