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e the Hudson
%f PCBs o

do hurt

AN EDITORIAL SERIES/ PART IV - '

S
‘people

Polluter must remove poisons

these words, there are PCBs. These

A toxic chemicals are in body fat,
breast milk, brain tissuve. .
~ The pollution of the Hudson River-
by polychlorinated biphenyls may
seem a remote problem, unable to
hurt people who don’t eat the river's
fish. But it’s neither isolated nor harm-
dess. The Hudson's pollution is part of
a global environmental problem. Seals

In every person whose eyes soan

o, die in the Mediterranean; dolphins

wash up along the Gulf of Mexico;
children near the Great Lakes develop
at a slower rate because their mothers
ate fish. The common thread is PCBs.

" PCBs are so widespread that they
in\éade dede p :aéer fish such gs sallmon
and sword(fish. Even eggs and pou
.are regulated for PCB p%cgs?
fall from the atmosphere. They leach
into drinking water.

The Hudson River is one of man;

“places poisoned by this persictent fam-
ily of chemicals. Removing the river’s
buried PCBs must be part of a na-
tional strategy that reco;nizes that
‘eleanup dollars spent now — and those
must be paid out by the polluter - are
;iz:talthfare and fishery dnllars saved - -
‘Iater. S
"' ‘The PCBs that permeate the Hudson
‘were put there over a period of 30
Jears by two General Ejecuric Co.
plants, located on the river about 115
Juiles north of Poughkeepsie. GE
should be made to pay to remove the
‘chemicals — as is possible under fed-

eral law — before more escape from
iriver sediments to the world at large.

Serlous health hazards o
i, In the debate over removing PCBs
.from the river, there is no single issue as
important as the effects of PCBs on ani-
mals and le. Those etfects are se-
‘Pious and real. GE's insist-nce that
PCBs are harmiess is a blatant attempt
t‘: avoid paying $280 mitlion to remove
.them. . -

- The debate over the eff>cts of PCBs is
twofold: Da they cause cancer? Do they
-cause other, possibly more serious,
-health proulems?

.. Oncancer, the chernical’s long-stand-
‘ing reputation as a earcinugen may have
been exaggerated but it is not wholly -
'unwarranted. PCBs are a “probable hu-
-man carcinogen,” in the of the
federal Environmental Frotection
‘Agency. That means that they have been

- shown to cause cancer it animals —
chiefly liver cancer in rats — but that

«studies linking PCB exposure to cancer .

-in pe_onple have been less conclusive. GE

-considers the label unfair because rat

* studies have focused solely on but a few

-of the 209 different molecular shapes
that PCBs take. The company hasa

-point. O .

- But the company stretches the point

“when it contends that studies of workers

- exposed to PCBs show no elevated
“health risk. Individually, the studies are

equivocal. Taken together they raise for-

midable questions about PCBs. “Malig-

" nated PCBs — found often in t|
* = had decreased levels of a brajn chem-
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Poison, magnified

PCBSs are passed up the food chain in a process calied bioaccumulation. s«ﬁllommmmoa?ca. -
Andaroea't):nbylnr%evonos.mednmicalish{ghlyeoneontmedmstnpodbass.mbhbhmhmﬁ\o
foodehnin.PeopieWm&mnmutmrMmmmmdmnm.
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port on the Hudson River.
The federal government is now taking

" hnother look at the potential of PCBs to

canse cancer. The result will likely be a
new label for PCBs that better qualifies
the potential of certzin kinds of 5
mainly those with a heavy chlorine con-
tent, to cause cancer. The study cer-
tainly won't absolve PCBs of any can-

Cancer not the only risk

But even if og‘liy certain forms of - |
PCBs are labeled carcinogenic in the
tuture, PCBs as a whole will still pose
serious environmental consequences.
New research is linking PCBs to other
problems in humans and animals — re-
productive, hormonal, developmental. A
separate EPA study is assessing those
risks, all of which must be considered
when detisi kers weigh whetb
remove PCBs buried in the Hudson,

Studies on PCBs show:
" B Children of mothers who ate mod-
erate amounts of PCB-laden fish from
the Great Lakes had impaired speech,
memory, behavior and cosrdination.
lO.t.herz: ad delayed reflexes and walked

ter. e
W Animals exposed to lightly chlori-
Hudson

ical essential to proper functioning. This
may explain effects seen in children
born to mothers who ate PCB-contami-
nated fish. .

I Birds and other wildlife that eat
fish contaminated by PCBs and related
chemicals have thyroid problems, sex-

. with PUB exposure *
in at least one study,” said an EPA re-

+ cer-causing potential '

ound and insidious nature that « ma-

El?research initiative on humans must

undertaken.” posed

8 Rhesus monkeys ex; to very
low levels of PCBs before and during
pregnancy had infants which were
smaller and had developmental and be-
havioral problems.

How much is safe?

As a result of these studies, the Gen-
eral Accounting Office, an arm of Con-
gress, listed PCBs in October 1991
among 30 chemicals that are “of high
concern for their adverse reproducuve
and developmental effects.”

‘The federal Food and Drug Adminis-
tration says that fish can be sold in the
United States if they have no more than
2 parts per million of PCBs. PCB levels
in Hudson River striped bass averaged

2.79 ppm in 1990 in the lower river, the' "

150-mile streich south of the Troy Dam.

But the FDA standard is far too lib-

eral. The New York State Health De-
artment has asked the FDA to consider
owering it in light of the rhesus monkey

studies and heaith studies on children.

State health officials say the risk of re-

productive problems is 100 times

g'reauer than acceptable in women eat-

g average amounts of fish under the
' current standard. :

The standard is weak because it is
based mainly on cancer studies, l;norlng
other potentially deadly effects of PCBs.
“The individuals who may be most at
risk — the children of people who eat
contaminated fish —~ have not been con-
sidered,” Theo Colborn, a2 Warld Wildlife
Fund scientist recently told a Senate
committee.

the markel. A udtional commiitee on the
safety of fish concluded in 1991 that the
m standard was “subst; 1y obso-

otfer some levei ui protection. Cleary;
water's stu(x,ecomhined with other rey.
lations on the effects of PCBs, shows ~

lete,” and Consumers Union, a nonprofit
consumer advocacy organization, has
advocated lowering it to 1 ppm. The
FDA should do so as soon as possible.

Change ohsolete standard
The standard is of key t to

the protection is slight. .
Dredging the river of its buried PCB
not a ban on lishing, will protect the .,
g::mc. And it will leave the Hudson
Ithier too,

e

the Hudson: It is the overriding measure
used to judge the estuary’s health. An
obsolete standard must not be the yard-
stick to decide the river's fate.

No one knows what harm may have
been done to those who ate the river’s
PCB-laced fish before 1875, when most
commercial fishing and sport fishing on
the upper river was banned. The fishing
ban, coupled with warnings that'sports-
men throw back their catch or et cer-
tain species only weekly or monthly, are
all that regulators have offered to pro-
tect the public from PCBs. That's not
good encugh.

Nearly half the river's fishermen eat
their catch at least twice weekly and
many are unaware of warnings:against
consumption, according 1o a recent

. :;.udy by Hudson River Sloop Clearwa- -
T,

A federal report estimated the risks
of eating river fish in this way: Two of
every 100 peaple who consume upper
Hudson fish over a period of 30 years
would be expected to contract cancer —
far above the one cancer case in a mil-
lion people that regulators consider “ac-
ceptable” when assessing humanexpo-
sure to chemicals. The risk of non-
cancer effects from such exposure,

ime, has been lated at 51

LB

What you can do

This is the fourth in a series of edj:
torials on the Hudson River's PCB =
contamination. The Journal will con
tinue to comment on the PCB prob.-
lem throughout a federal assessment:
on the river, expected (o conclude in
mid-1994. i

To comment on a cleanup of ther
Hudson's PCBs, write to.Constantin
Sidamon-Eristoff, Regional Adminis
trator, US EPA, 26 Federal Plaza, *
New York, NY 10278. "

To join the PCB Coalition, an org
nization fighting to rid the Hudson ¢
PCBs, call Scenic Hudson Inc. at 47,
4440, or Hudson River Sloop Clear-
water at 454-7673. "

Address letters to General Electric
Co. 1o M. Peter Lanahan, Govern- ;
ment Relations Manager, 12 Sheridi
Ave,, Albany, NY 12207, -

Opposing views on this issue are
welcome.” ¢ -
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