
RACHEL’S HAZARDOUS WASTE NEWS #175
Providing news and resources to the Movement for Environmental Justice -  April 4, 1990

Oloxln Part 3
NEW EVIDENCE THAT DIOXIN CAUSES 
HUMAN CANCERS AND OTHER DISEASES

Two recent studies, published in 1988 and 1989, 
have indicated a connection between exposure to 
dioxin and development ’of ..cancers in humans. 
Earlier studies had shown little evidence linking 
cancers to dioxins, but these earlier studies have 
now been challenged by U.S. government officials 
as fraudulent. (See RHWN 77.) One of the 
recent studies also reveals a connection between 
dioxin exposure and a variety of non-cancer health 
effects, including heart attacks (among men), and 
digestive diseases, cirrhosis of the liver, gall bladder 
and biliary tract diseases, and genitourinary diseases 
(among women).

Seveso, Italy
Oh July 10, 1976, an industrial disaster occurred 

at a chemical plant operated by the pharmaceutical 
giant, Hoffman-La Roche, in the town of Meda, Italy. 
A visible chemical cloud containing dioxin (2,3,7,8- 
TCDQ. and other dioxins) spread over several square 
miles of populated countryside; most heavily hit was 
the community of Seveso. More than 200,000 peo­
ple aged 20 to 74 lived in towns near the accident. 
Nearly 31,000 people aged 20 to 74 lived in zones 
contaminated to some degree by the accident and 
about 200 individuals had such high exposures that 
they developed chloracne, an acne condition known 
to be caused by exposure to dioxins.

A team of Italian physicians and researchers has 
been studying health, conditions, including death 
certificates, of 30,703 people aged 20 to 74 living in 
areas termed "exposed," comparing people’s experi­
ence there against a larger population of 167,391 
individuals aged 20 to 74 living nearby in non-ex- 
posed areas. A recent report in the American Jour­
nal of Epidemiology reveals several elevated dis­
ease rates among the exposed group.

The report covers the decade 1976 to 1986, 
which is a short period in which to find cancer oc­
currences. All cancers exhibit a "latency period" (or 
delay period) between the time a cancer-causing 
exposure occurs and a cancer actually develops; the 
latency period varies from 7 to 40 or 50 years. 
Thus a study of cancers occurring 10 years after an 
exposure to cancer-causing chemicals could only

reveal the earliest evidence of cancers and should' 
be understood to be preliminary in nature.

The results of the study are reported for people 
living in three areas, labeled zones A, B and R. 
Zone A is closest to the accident site and zone R 
extends several miles distant; zone B is between 
the two. The assumption is that people’s exposure 
varied with distance from the accident.

In zone A, women had elevated cancers of the 
gall bladder and biliary tract. They also had eleva­
ted occurrences of circulatory diseases and of 
chronic rheumatic heart disease. Men in zone A 
had elevated occurrence of cerebrovascular disease 
(such as stroke). In zone B, men had elevated 
melanomas (serious skin cancers) and cancers of 
the lining of the chest cavity (pleura); women in 
zone B had elevated incidence of soft tissue sar­
comas. In zone R, men had elevated incidence of 
cancers of the lining of the chest cavity (pleura), 
and they had increased incidence of all blood dis­
eases, and of cerebrovascular disease; women in 
zone R had increased incidence of cancer of the 

' uterus, as well as hypertensive vascular disease.
The results reported above are averages for the 

entire decade. In the case of cancers, which would 
only begin to occur after a latency period, the time- 
period of interest is the second five years of the 
decade, and, accordingly, the Italian researchers 
reported results for each half of the decade.

During the second half of the decade; In zone A 
there were no elevated cancer levels. In zone B, 
men showed elevated incidence of cancers of the 
lung, cancers of the lining of the chest cavity (pleu­
ra), serious skin cancers (melanoma), Hodgkin’s 
disease (cancer of the lymph nodes), and leukemia. 
In zone 8, women showed increased incidence of 
soft tissue sarcomas and of the thyroid gland. In 
zone R, men showed elevated incidence of leu­
kemia, and women showed elevated incidence of' 
cancer of the brain. It is perhaps relevant to note 
that two previous studies have implicated brain 
cancer with exposure to dioxins in weed killers.2,3

This study of the people exposed to dioxin dur­
ing the Seveso accident does not prove that dioxin 
exposure caused the cancers or the other serious 
ailments from which these people suffer in abnor­
mally high numbers (mainly diseases of the heart, 
blood, and arteries). Nevertheless, this study con­
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firms that it is definitely misleading and untrue when 
anyone says there is "no evidence" of cancer or 
other serious diseases among humans exposed to 
dioxins. (In addition, an earlier U.S. government 
study has shown that Vietnam veterans exposed to 
Agent Orange [a weed killer contaminated with di­
oxin] suffer from elevated incidence of cancers, liver 
damage, cardiovascular deterioration, and degenera­
tion of the endocrine system. See RHWN #73.)

Sweden
Phenoxyacetic acids (for example, the weed 

killers known as 2,4,5-T and 2,4-D) are almost al­
ways contaminated with dioxins during manufacture. 
During the late 1970s, Swedish researchers studied 
workers who had been exposed to phenoxyacetic 
acids and found increased incidence of soft tissue 
sarcomas (rare cancers of the connective tissues).4,5 
During the mid-’80s, several additional studies con­
firmed the relationship between soft tissue sarcomas 
and exposure to phenoxy herbicides, while other 
studies failed to confirm such a relationship. Now a 
new study has once again shown a three-fold in­
crease in soft tissue sarcomas among workers ex­
posed to phenoxy herbicides.8 This is the tenth 
study that we know of showing a positive relation­
ship between exposure to phenoxy herbicides and 
soft tissue sarcomas.7 Five studies have failed to 
confirm such a relationship.8

How can one make sense out of conflicting 
reports, when 10 studies show that certain chemi­
cals cause cancer and 5 studies show that those 
same chemicals do not cause cancer? How can the 
public know what policies make sense to pursue?

In our experience, people who make money 
manufacturing, or using, such chemicals prefer to ar­
gue that "we just don’t know," and "until all the facts 
are in, we should not make any changes." Unfor-

i

tunately, all the facts will never be in. People, in­
cluding consumers buying phenoxy herbicides at the 
lawn-care store and politicians making laws, will 
always have to make decisions based on incomplete 
information.

From our viewpoint, the key question is this: Is it 
more important to protect people and the environ­
ment from damage, or to protect chemicals from 
regulation, control and outright bans?
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