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Women get breast cancer from DDT

Cone 2007 

, | LA Times - Study suggests DDT, breast cancer link, p. online | September/20/2007 | Accessed: 10/6/07 ~ !DJC]

Women heavily exposed to the pesticide DDT during childhood are five times as likely to develop breast cancer, a new scientific study suggests. For decades, scientists have tried to determine whether there is a connection between breast cancer and DDT, the most widely used insecticide in history. The UC Berkeley research, based on a small number of Bay Area women, tested a theory that the person\'s age during exposure was critical, and provided the first evidence of a substantial effect on breast cancer.

You women at greatest risk
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There was very broad exposure to this pesticide, and with this study, we have evidence that women exposed when young were the most affected,\" said Barbara A. Cohn, director of UC Berkeley\'s Child Health and Development Studies, who led the study of 129 women. \"If this finding holds up, those who were young and more highly exposed could be the women at greatest risk.\" Women born between 1945 and 1965 were most likely to have been heavily exposed as children to DDT, which was sprayed throughout the United States to kill mosquitoes and other insects. DDT use began in 1945, peaked in 1959 and was banned nationwide in 1972 because it was building up in the environment.

Early Exposure Theory requries caution
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If the early-exposure theory is true, breast cancer rates could rise as the DDT generation ages. Two-thirds of women with invasive breast cancer are 55 or older when they are diagnosed, according to the American Cancer Society. \"A single study doesn\'t necessarily translate into truth, if you will,\" Reynolds said. \"But a study like this -- which has such dramatic and provocative findings, and is consistent with what we have suspected about early life exposures -- does call for careful examination of the results.\"

New Study Differentiated from other studies
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Several larger, earlier studies found no evidence that DDT caused breast cancer. The largest, a 2002 study involving more than 3,000 women in Long Island, N.Y., concluded that the breast cancer rate did not rise with increasing DDT levels in their blood. To some, that seemed to put the question to rest. However, those studies were based on amounts found in the blood of middle-age and older women, after they had contracted cancer and decades after DDT was banned. The new study looked for the first time at DDT concentrations in women when they were primarily in their 20s, closer to when their breasts developed and during a time of widespread spraying. The UC Berkeley team measured DDT in blood collected between 1959 and 1967 from 129 women who had just given birth in Kaiser Permanente hospitals in the Oakland area. 

Chemicals cause damage in the womb
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Many environmental toxicologists and epidemiologists have in recent years altered their thinking about toxic exposures. They used to focus on lifetime exposure. But now they suspect that chemicals may activate genes or damage DNA in the womb or during early childhood, resulting in diseases decades later. Other evidence suggests that breast cancer can be triggered early in life. In lab animals, prenatal doses of chemicals can trigger cancerous cells in fetal mammary glands. Also, Japanese females who were younger than 20 in 1945 developed the highest breast cancer rates among those exposed to radiation from the atomic bombs. The new study does not indicate the age of greatest vulnerability to exposure. Breast development is most critical in the womb and at puberty.

DDT Spraying already has support of Government
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The WHO\'s endorsement of DDT for spraying inside houses has the support of the U.S. Congress and the Bush administration. With the WHO\'s encouragement, several African nations have approved DDT for use in indoor residual spraying (that is, spraying the walls of huts to kill the mosquitoes that wait there until dark). Uganda\'s Ministry of Health and National Malaria Control Program, for example, have embraced this approach. Newspaper articles across Africa have assured readers that DDT has gotten a bad rap and is, in fact, safe for use.

South Africa Success Unique - same formula will not work elsewhere
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Although DDT helped eliminate malarial mosquitoes in South Africa, the case was unique that type of malaria was directly related to the length and intensity of the rainy season, when malarial mosquitoes are active and we still don\'t know the broader impact of its use there. In the African countries where the burden of malaria is greatest, the disease is endemic. Uganda, where it rains throughout the year, could not be more different from South Africa in terms of malaria, and it is a mistake to apply the same formula here. The use of DDT for indoor spraying will not produce the same results and will almost certainly have dire consequences.

DDT Expensive
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And spraying is costly. This year in Kabale, in southwestern Uganda, 100,000 huts were sprayed as part of an indoor spraying project. A permethrin derivative, not DDT, was used and the spraying was controlled and safe. The cost was close to $2 million Uganda has a population of 28 million, with 7 people on average to a hut. Any comprehensive, nationwide spraying effort would have to reach some 4 million huts, costing more than $80 million, and that\'s only for the first of several rounds of spraying. With Uganda\'s resources already overburdened, it makes little sense to embrace an approach that is exceedingly costly from fiscal, human and environmental standpoints.

Malaria Education Solves Best
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n Uganda, where I run a malaria education, prevention and treatment program, the most effective weapon against the disease is basic education about how people contract it and how they can protect themselves. For instance, insecticide-treated bed nets can reduce the incidence of malaria by at least 50 percent and perhaps as much as 90 percent. Combination-drug therapy along with targeted non-DDT spraying inside huts will also be effective in controlling malaria. 

Nets work better
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DDT is not the magic bullet that will eradicate malaria. We need to refocus resources and attention on something most Africans do not have: basic malaria education and prevention with insecticide- treated bed nets. A mosquito net costs $6.50 and can last up to five years. An average of three people can sleep under it, and the only harmful effect we have heard about, after having distributed 11,000 nets in the Kamuli, Jinja and Kayung districts over the last two years, is people being hot at night. We do not have to reinvent the wheel here. We just have to help educate people even those with the best intentions.

