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Dr. Devra Lee Davis is one of
the nation’s foremost experts
on the links between environ-
mental pollutantsand chronic
diseases. In 1994, she was
nominated by President Clin-
ton and confirmed by the Sen-
ate to serve on the Chemical
Safety and Hazard Investiga-
tion Board, which was estab-
lished by Congress in 1990 to
investigate the causes of chemi-
cal accidents.

You are a member of the
Chemical Safety and Haz-
ard Investigation Board,
funding for which was cut
by Congress and President
Clintonthisyear. Whatrole
was the board to have
played in preventing
chemical accidents?

Itstill can play animportant
role. Letmestressthat.Iand
two other nominees were
appointed by the president
for five-year terms and
unanimously confirmed by
the Senate. The board still
doesexist, and theonlyway
it will cease to exist is if the
Clean Air Actisrolled back.
But, since we have no
money, we can’t operate.

Regarding the role of the
Board, we can prevent acci-
dents by investigating the
causes of the ones that do
happen. The best example
of this is in the role of the
National Transportation
Safety Board, which inves-
tigates airplane accidents.
Chemical plants are often
complicated, but there are
some common things that
g0 wrong,

Unfortunately, when five
workers are killed in a

chemical explosionin Lodi,
New Jersey, itdoesn’tmake
headlinenews. But, if those
five people died in a plane
crash, that's big news.

What impacts do chemical
accidents have on public
health?

Do chemical accidents play
alargeroleinaffecting pub-
lic health? No. But they do
play a completely prevent-
able role. The question is a
moral and ethical one. We
have to ask ourselves if it's
righttosubjectasmallnum-
berof peopletoavery great,
and largely avoidable, risk.
Idon’tthink thatweneedto
overstate the risk to public
health. But we do have to
ask whetherit'sright to put
people at such a risk.

You mentioned at a recent
conference that “we can’t
affordnottoinvestmorein
prevention” of cancer and
other diseases of the envi-
ronment. What steps can
we take to prevent these
diseases?

Wehavetodoabetterjob of
education in the workplace
and in the home. People
have a right to know about
thehazardsthey’reexposed
to.Onerecentsurvey found
that 80% of women used
pesticides while pregnant
because they didn’t know
that the flea collar or the no-
peststriptheyusecontained
pesticides. We've got to do
a better job of getting the
information out, a betterjob
of labelling.

There’sbeenagooddeal of
debaterecently onthelinks

between rising rates of cer-
tain cancers and other
health problems and expo-
sure to organochlorines.
What is your opinion?

Thereare some people who
havesaid thattherehasbeen
Nno increase in cancer rates,
except for that which is due
tosmoking. When you look
at the death rate, you see
that it's dropped because
smoking-related deaths
have declined, at least
among white men. How-
ever, new cases of cancer
not tied to smoking are in-
creasing, although many of
them are curable.

A study that we had pub-
lished in the Journal of
the American Medical
Association found that
men of the baby boomer
generation are getting
three to four times more
new cases of cancers that
aren’t related to smoking
than their grandfathers.
There is definitely some-
thing going on, and it’s
due to preventable expo-
sures. | should add that
it's not just organochlo-
rines, but there are many
other exposures that may
play a role in all this. &

“Men of the baby
boomer genera-
tion are getting
three to four times
more cancers that
aren’t related to
smoking than
their grandfathers.
There is definitely
something going
on, and it’s due to
preventable expo-
sures.”



