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The Hard Truth About the Softest Mineral

Tougher Testing Sought to Detect Asbestos in Talc

By Myron Levin on September 8, 2015
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Talc mining operation (Frances Comou/iStock photo)

We use talc in many up close and personal ways: to powder babies’ bottoms, as an ingredient in
cosmetics, a filler in capsules and pills—even as a food additive. In a world of ominous,
unpronounceable chemicals, could anything be less scary than talc?

Yet talc, the softest known mineral, is dug from the ground, where it can keep bad company. Talc is
sometimes interlaced with asbestos, which can cause fatal diseases in those who inhale its
microscopic, lung-scarring fibers.

In an unsettling reminder, recent tests found stray asbestos from contaminated talc in some Chinese-
made toy fingerprint kits and crayon sets. A burst of lawsuits blaming asbestos illnesses on exposure
to contaminated talc powder decades ago has also highlighted the issue. Internal records reviewed by
FairWarning show that officials of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration have long been concerned
about potential asbestos contamination of cosmetic talc, but have left it to the industry to monitor
itself.

Only the purest grades of talc are supposed to go into cosmetics, pharmaceuticals and food.
Manufacturers say they only use talc with no detectable asbestos.

http://www .fairwarning.org/2015/09/talc-and-asbestos/ 6/15/2016



The Hard Truth About the Softest Mineral - FairWarning | FairWarning Page 3 of 13

A

“While there may be
low level
concentrations in food,
drugs and cosmetics, it
doesn’t mean it's safe...
All efforts should be
made to minimize the
presence of asbestos in
these products.”

— Frank Ehrenfeld IIl,
vice president of
International Asbestos

Testing Laboratories . . . .
But it’s possible to declare talc asbestos-free simply by not looking hard

enough, according to experts. They say the standard tests are outdated and not rigorous enough to
detect asbestos at low but potentially hazardous levels. In an email to the FDA back in 2001, a senior
executive with Luzenac, a leading talc supplier, said “I think we all recognize’’ that the standard
methods still in use today “are simply not sensitive enough to provide complete assurance that the talc
is free of detectable asbestos.”

Currently, technical panels from two standards organizations—ASTM International and the U.S.
Pharmacopeial Convention—are working to tighten test standards to keep asbestos from slipping into
consumer products.

“We have found in the past that, yes, indeed, there can be...asbestos in these products,” said Frank
Ehrenfeld III, vice president of International Asbestos Testing Laboratories in Mount Laurel, N.J., and
chairman of the ASTM panel.

Some suppliers and manufacturers say they go beyond the standard tests to ensure their talc is safe. “If
an area sought be mined shows the presence of asbestiform mineral, that area isn’t mined,” said
Barretts Minerals, a unit of Minerals Technologies Inc. and a major talc supplier from mines in
Montana, in a written statement. Then “more robust and state-of-the-art testing is performed” at the
company’s lab.

However, large volumes of imported talc flow into the U.S. from countries not known for safety
regulation. According to the U.S. Geological Survey, China and Pakistan are two of the biggest
suppliers—together providing, on average, about 150,000 tons per year. As with most other imports,
no government agency keeps track of who buys the talc, or how it is used.

Over the years, workplace exposure to contaminated industrial-grade talc has been blamed for cases
of mesothelioma — a deadly cancer predominantly caused by asbestos — in some talc miners and
factory workers. But recently lawsuits by some mesothelioma victims assert that they contracted the
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disease from breathing asbestos fibers through regular use of contaminated talc powder, mostly in the
1960s and 1970s.

Lawsuits target Colgate

The main target has been Colgate-Palmolive Co. and the Cashmere Bouquet powder it produced for
more than 100 years before selling the brand in 1995.

Laboratory tests in the 1970s found asbestos in samples of Cashmere Bouquet, though Colgate has
disputed those results. But a study published last fall reported finding asbestos fibers in about 50
containers of Cashmere Bouquet produced over several decades. Researchers also conducted air tests
and concluded that people could have inhaled asbestos when they sprinkled on the powder.
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Talc and Asbestos

Talt is the softest known mineral. Tts
slipperiness and ability to absorb moisture
make it comfortable on the skin as a body
powder, and uscful in many other products
and manufacturing processcs. [t makes
cosmetic creams, lotions and foundations
easier to spread, and is added as a filler to
capsules, pills and chewing gum. Tale keeps
st[cl{y foods from du.rnping and stidd.ng to
machinery, and is used in processing olive
oil to create higher yiclds. It is ako
cmplu}rcd mn mak[ng rubber, paper, paint

and ceramics.

Ashestos 1s a gencral name for a varicty of
mincrals when they exist in their dangerous
fibrous form. Six asbestos minerals are
regulated: actinolite, amosite, crocidolite,
tremolite, anthophyllite and chrysotile. The
last three arc the types most likely to be
found in talc deposits.

When asbestos iz disturbed, it can releaze
microscopic airborne fibers hundreds of
times thinner than a human hair. If inhaled,
the fibers can lodge decp in the lungs and
cventually causc deadly discascs, including
lung cancer and mesothelioma.

The vast majority of asbestos disease victims
have been regularly cxposed workers, but
other victims were thought to have had
very little exposure. Since asbestos
historically had a vast array of uses—and
can become airborne as products deterio-
rate and thruugh buildlng demolitions and
repairs—it is likely that cveryone is
c:xpnscd to some dcgrcc. _j',f_fjm Levin
Michelle Ziomek / FairWarning

All three of the co-authors—Dr.
Ronald Gordon, a research pathologist at Mount Sinai Hospital; environmental scientist James
Millette, formerly with the Environmental Protection Agency; and research geologist Sean Fitzgerald
—had served as plaintiff experts in talcum powder suits.

Colgate says the powder was harmless, and that mineral particles found in Cashmere Bouquet were
mischaracterized as asbestos fibers. In fact, the company contends, the particles were “cleavage
fragments,’’ or non-fibrous chunks that are less likely to be inhaled, lodge in the lungs and cause
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disease. According to a court filing by Colgate, asbestos exposure, if any, “was so minimal as to be
insufficient to support any finding that the exposure caused’’ mesothelioma.

But in April, the jury in a Los Angeles case didn’t buy the company’s argument. At Colgate’s request,
the judge refused to allow the Cashmere Bouquet test results into evidence, reasoning that there was
no assurance the samples, when tested, were in their original condition. Even so, based on evidence of
asbestos at three mines that had supplied Colgate’s talc, the jury ordered the company to pay $12.4
million in damages to the 73-year old plaintiff, Judith Winkel.

Cases settled

Before jurors could consider tacking on punitive damages, lawyers for Colgate and Winkel reached a
confidential settlement. Since then, the company has quietly settled three more mesothelioma cases in
North Carolina and Delaware.

According to Colgate’s July 30 quarterly report, the company faces 23 additional talc-asbestos
lawsuits in California, New York, New Jersey, Illinois, Maryland, South Carolina, Delaware,
Wisconsin and the District of Columbia. Twenty-one other cases have ended in dismissals or defense
judgments. Despite settling some cases, the report said, Colgate and its lawyers “believe these cases
are without merit and intend to challenge them vigorously.”

g

“There is no safe level
of asbestos, so...we're
identifying methods
that give us assurance
that we're controlling it
to an adequate extent.”
— Kevin T. Moore,
manager of
pharmacopeial
harmonization for the
U.S. Pharmacopeial
Convention

(Talc itself — even without asbestos — also is the focus of litigation. Based on studies showing
statistical links between ovarian cancer and use of talc powder for feminine hygiene, Johnson &
Johnson is facing hundreds of ovarian cancer lawsuits. The lawsuits do not contend that the talc was
tainted by asbestos. Johnson & Johnson has denied the claims.)

The Colgate cases echo an asbestos scare in the 1970s, when researchers at New York University and
Mount Sinai Hospital separately found asbestos minerals in many popular powders — triggering
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alarming news reports and a struggle by cosmetic makers and the Food and Drug Administration to
manage the fallout.

The FDA is responsible for regulating cosmetics, but its authority is limited. Cosmetics makers don’t
have to prove that products or specific ingredients are safe before putting them on the market. The
onus is on the FDA to prove harm to the public before products can be ordered off the shelves.

A March, 1976 FDA memo, among records obtained by FairWarning under the Freedom of
information Act, charged that cosmetics makers had been lax in monitoring the safety of talc supplies.

This story also published by:
Salon

The “situation does not offer much assurance that cosmetic talcs are adequately tested for asbestos,”
the memo said. “If this is all that can be expected from the cosmetic industry..., we have not much
choice but to move ahead as speedily as possible with a proposal of a regulation on asbestos in talc.”

However, in a quick about-face, the agency decided that the industry could be left to regulate itself. Its
top trade group, the Cosmetic, Toiletry, and Fragrance Association (now called the Personal Care
Products Council), established a screening test that it said could detect most types of asbestos at
concentrations as low as 0.5 percent. Council officials did not respond to interview requests.

Concerns persisted within the FDA. Agency records show that in 1994 and again in 2001, FDA
officials proposed to test cosmetic talc products for possible asbestos contamination—but for some
reason did not follow through. An agency spokesman said information on why the surveys were
scrapped was not “’immediately available.”’

A wakeup call

The idea was revived in 2009, when South Korean authorities recalled a dozen baby powder products
and hundreds of medicines that they said were produced with asbestos-contaminated Chinese talc.

In response, the FDA conducted a survey in 2009 and 2010—buying and testing 34 talc products,
including eye shadow, blush and powders, from stores in the Washington, D.C. area. The agency also
requested samples of raw talc from nine suppliers. Strikingly, only four complied. Agency officials
would not discuss what steps were taken, if any, to get samples from the other five suppliers.

No asbestos was found in any of the products or raw talc, the agency reported. “The results were
limited, however, by the fact that only four talc suppliers submitted samples and by the number of
products tested,”” the FDA said.

Accordingly, the agency said, the results “do not prove that most or all talc or talc-containing
cosmetic products currently marketed in the United State are likely to be free of asbestos
contamination.”’

The FDA then asked the U.S. Pharmacopeail Convention, or USP, to revise its test methods for
screening talc for asbestos. Though most people have never heard of USP, the scientific nonprofit sets
standards enforceable by the FDA for the quality and purity of drugs, food and dietary supplements.

FDA officials refused to be interviewed about their request for tougher tests. But in a written
statement, they said current methods “have insufficient sensitivity to detect asbestos and cannot
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provide the highest possible level of confidence when used by suppliers of talc to certify ‘absence of
asbestos.’”

In an article last year, an expert panel created by USP endorsed the call for tougher screening. One
currently used test, called X-ray diffraction, can allow asbestos concentrations as high as 2 percent to
go undetected. Yet, the article noted, levels “well below 1 percent asbestos by weight...can generate
potentially hazardous exposures.”’

“This issue..may be particularly relevant for the talc used in powders and cosmetics,”” the article said.

New tests are likely to require use of transmission electron microscopy, a state-of-the-art technique
that uses electron beams to produce extremely high magnification of tiny particles.

“There is no safe level of asbestos,’’ said Dr. Kevin Moore, a senior official at USP, “so...we’re
identifying methods that give us assurance that we’re controlling it to an adequate extent.”’

However, panel members—who are drawn from industry, public health agencies and testing labs—are
volunteers. That, and the need for consensus from disparate groups, means the going is slow. There is
no timetable for completing new standards.

Posted in Air Pollution/Toxic Exposure, Environmental Safety and Health, FairWarning Investigates,
Food Supply, Pharmaceutical Industry and Drugs, Product Hazards and Recalls, Workplace,
Workplace Safety and Health | 1 Response
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Growing Momentum for Self-Driving Cars Worries Safety
Advocates

By Brian Joseph

Many of the self-driving cars in Google’s fleet are converted Lexus SUVs. (Kim Kulish/Corbis via
Getty Images)

On Valentine’s Day in Silicon Valley, one of Google’s experimental, self-driving cars sideswiped a
city bus at 2 miles an hour. The incident marked the first time an autonomous car contributed to an
accident on a public road, but did nothing to diminish the Obama administration’s enthusiasm for
driverless vehicles.

A month after the crash, at an autonomous car conference in Dearborn, Mich., Mark Rosekind, the
administrator of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, or NHTSA, said his agency and
the federal Department of Transportation “are using all the tools we have available to advance what
see as a revolution in technology,” according to his prepared remarks. “Our goal is to hasten this
revolution.”

Enthusiasts say autonomous cars will grant mobility to the elderly and the disabled, transform
congested freeways

Read more »

In 2015, Motorcycle Crashes Helped Drive Highway Death Toll
to Highest Level in Years

By Paul Feldman

The aftermath of a 2014 motorcycle crash in San Francisco. iStock photo
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Last year was a bad one for motorcyclists, with a new estimate showing that 5,010 bikers were killed
in crashes nationwide, the worst death toll in seven years.

The apparent 10 percent increase in motorcycle fatalities, based on an analysis by the Governors
Highway Safety Association, coincided with a projected rise of about 8 percent in traffic deaths
overall in 2015. Preliminary figures from the National Safety Council put the traffic deaths total at
38,300, also the highest level since 2008.

The rise in biker fatalities, as FairWarning has reported, follows years of advocacy by motorcycle
rider groups to prevent regulators from promoting or enforcing tough requirements for safe helmets,
the most effective way known to save bikers’ lives.

Analysts say lower gas prices and a stronger economy, by encouraging more driving, are a big part of

Read more »

Drug Companies Pony Up in Illegal Marketing Cases, But
Critics Wonder if Penalties are Enough

By Paul Feldman
iStock photo

If you make truck deliveries in the overcrowded downtown streets of a big city, parking tickets might
simply be a cost of doing business.

For top drug companies, critics say, there’s an equivalent expense — the billions of dollars paid out to
settle criminal and civil charges of illegal marketing practices, Medicaid overcharges and kickbacks.

Big Pharma has written more than $30 billion in checks in the last 10 years to resolve the government
allegations, according to statistics compiled by the consumer watchdog group Public Citizen. Nine
drug manufacturers each forked over at least $900 million from 2006 through 2015.

Yet those sums, Public Citizen says, are essentially petty cash for the drug giants. The advocacy
group, which seeks stiffer sanctions against violators, says the settlements amount to less than 5
percent of the net profits raked in by the 11 largest global pharmaceuticals firms over a similar

Read more »
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