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Asbestos whipsaw
By now w« thouM b* betting tiled to 

t.i* whipsaw of icleatuie contemui.
Shortly alter we ieiirn that Alar will 
folion ippl^Mtin* children, we learn 
that It won’t. A similar awing on dl- 
exin: The Environmental Protection 
Agency now acknowledges that It 
overestimated the dangers of the noto­
rious chemical.

And so with asbestos, although the 
shifts In the consensus have been less 
like a whipsaw than a leaky faucet.
Drip bv drip the evidence accumu­
lates: The asbestos scare of the early 
1880s was overdone, resulting in much 
bad public pclicy, neadless govern­
ment spending and, In some commu­
nities, widespread panic.

The--latest -word comes from the 
Council on Scientific Affairs of the 
American Medical Association. Ear­
lier this month it released a report 
emphasizing the lack of risk that 
undisturbed asbestos poses to occu­
pants of buildings in which asbestos"- 
(its been found. This puts tbs panel in 
line with EPA’s policy, which recom­
mends that Intact asbesto*, even In 
schools, be left In place.

Unfortunately, the EPA has not 
nlwtyt been so sensible. It early 
signed on to the asbestos scare, 
embracing a now-discredited study 
that asbestos exposure could cause 
40,000 "excess deaths” a year. (Mott 
1 din tilts place the number at 
than IS, for extremely high exposure 
levels.)

EPA's initial policy, said former Di­
rector William Ruckelahaua, waa 
meant to get "the mothers to form 
mobs-to-ttonn the school commit- - 
tees.” Tbs resulting asbestos remov­
als from schools nationwide, many of 
them unnecessary, have cost those 
“school committees,” end the taxpay­
ers, millions of dollars.

Those in the vanguard of the scar* 
once ranked mild ubestes exposure 
with smoking and alcoholism as a 
public health threat. The AMA panel 
dispenses with that notion — perma­
nently, we hope: "Doctors must con­
tinue to drive borne to the public the 
ter greater causes of morbidity and 
mortality, such as smoking, drug and 
alcohol abuse, improper diet and inad­
equate exercise.”

Thus the AMA-certified guide to a 
long life: Don't smoke, eat right, pump 
iron. And leave the asbestos alona.
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