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A PETITION TO DECLARE TIMES BEACH, MISSOURI A NATIONAL HISTORIC
LANDMARK

The Competitive Enterprise Institute formally requests that the National Park Service
designate Times Beach, Missouri a National Historic Landmark.

Introduction

Salem, Massachusetts holds a sobering role in American history for its role as the setting
for the infamous witch trials.1  Likewise, the Whittaker Chambers Farm, in Westminster,
Maryland, was designated as a Historic Landmark partly for its role in the "Red Scare" of the
1950's.2  Both sites act as constant reminders of how hysteria can drive out rational discussion. 
The lesson of these episodes is that when irrationality infects both popular belief and government
policy, the result is tragedy and waste on a massive scale.

Unfortunately, recent scares over chemical threats -- which were later found to be either
groundless or wildly exaggerated -- demonstrate that we have not learned this lesson very well at
all.  Examples abound: the unproven health claims against Alar,3 the now-refuted case against
PCBs,4 the alleged danger of asbestos5 in buildings, and "poisoned" Chilean grapes6 all illustrate
that Americans have been viewing chemicals not as substances which can improve the quality of
life, but rather as evils which must be eliminated at all cost.  The name of this particular hysteria is
chemophobia.7

In February, 1983, the Environmental Protection Agency announced the buyout of the
small town of Times Beach, Missouri.  The federal government permanently shut down the city
after it was discovered that dioxin,8 a by-product of chemical processing and incineration, had
contaminated the town.  The town was demolished in 1992, and currently is listed as a Superfund
site.

The evacuation of Times Beach was based not on accurate scientific data about human
reactions to dioxin, but rather on limited evidence about risk and exposure.  Although at the time
the media portrayed dioxin as "the most toxic chemical synthesized by man,"9 this assertion was
based upon certain animal studies.  "The widely made claim that dioxin is one of the deadliest
known, or that it is the deadliest man-made substance, is based on its extreme toxicity in guinea
pigs."10  However, dioxin is not toxic to other species, such as mice,11 and the best studies of
humans exposed to the chemical show that low doses of dioxin are not dangerous to people.
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In fact, nearly a decade after the buyout, the government official who had been in charge
at the time admitted that "federal environmental standards for dioxin are based on
chemophobia."12  That official, Dr. Vernon Houk, M.D., Assistant Surgeon General and Director
of the Center for Environmental Health and Injury Control at the Centers for Disease Control,
who made the decision to evacuate Times Beach in 1983, admitted in 1991 that he and the other
officials had not adequately explained the risks to the citizens of Times Beach.13  Later, he said
that ""it looks as though the evacuation was unnecessary."14

Moreover, the most recent evidence shows that dioxin is not the danger to humans that it
appeared to be.  In September, 1994, the EPA issued a three-volume report on dioxin.  Although
it was a draft, and had yet to be peer-reviewed, the report's conclusion -- that current levels of
dioxin exposure are already too dangerous -- was widely reported in the press.

In May, 1995, however, the EPA's own Science Advisory Board (SAB) rejected that
conclusion.  The panel said that the EPA's conclusions had serious flaws and had overstated the
risks to humans.  "The picture of scientific findings is not balanced," said Dr. John Graham of
Harvard University.  "Uncertainties are not analyzed seriously and quantitatively."15

In short, CEI maintains that designating Times Beach a National Historic Landmark would
serve not only as another reminder of how easily panic can replace reason, but also as a
testimonial to the importance of using good science in public policy.

Chemophobia and Times Beach, Missouri

In 1971, waste hauler Russell Bliss was hired to oil the dusty roads of Times Beach,
Missouri.16  Bliss unknowingly mixed dioxin-contaminated waste with the oil.17  The roads were
later paved, and for the next ten years, all was relatively quiet at Times Beach. Then, in 1982, the
government began to take random soil samples around parts of Missouri to test for dioxin levels.18

On December 23, 1982, the Environmental Protection Agency revealed that the research
had identified what the agency considered to be dangerous levels of dioxin in the soil at Times
Beach.19

While the danger from dioxin to the residents of Times Beach was, according to the
available epidemiology, low, and although animal tests were inconclusive, the media presented
dioxin exposure as a tangible risk that required immediate action.20  These stories, combined with
the EPA's questionable scientific data,21 exaggerated the danger facing the 2,240 citizens of Times
Beach.  Popular magazines used the Times Beach dioxin story to play not only upon people's
suspicion of the unknown, but also their growing distrust of man-made chemicals. 

For example, a New York Times piece on January 23, 1983 asserted that humans who had
been exposed to dioxin suffered "a variety of severe health problems, including kidney and liver
ailments, birth defects and cancer."  Newsweek magazine referred to "the deadly chemical's
legacy," while the Wall Street Journal claimed on March 1, 1983 that Times Beach was "dying of
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toxic chemical waste..."  There was no factual evidence to corroborate these claims; in fact, as
will be discussed later, earlier data collected at other sites of accidental dioxin exposure had
indicated no serious ailments, birth defects, or cancers. 

Government scientists only served to intensify these unfounded fears. Residents and their
neighbors began to believe that many of their health problems were attributable to dioxin, no
doubt partially due to the presence of government officials.  During a town meeting held in early
January, 1983, the Centers for Disease Control's Dr. Henry Falk encouraged residents to consider
whether any physical ailments they were experiencing could be related to dioxin.  "Many of the
residents attending [an information] session told [Dr. Falk] about persistent rashes, and other
medical ailments that may be related to dioxin pollution.  Said Falk: 'It would be difficult to
overstate the problems here.'"22

No contrasting evidence was ever presented to the residents.  Dr. Houk later reflected,
"We should have been more upfront with the Times Beach people and told them, 'we're doing our
best with the estimates of risk but we may be wrong.'  I think we never added, 'but we may be
wrong."23

In short, although the residents of Times Beach did not at first feel that the dioxin
presence warranted leaving town,24 the damaging evidence from seemingly reliable sources,
coupled with a relatively unknown and, therefore, fearsome substance, led to an increase in
chemophobia.  It seemed easiest for the townspeople to try and sell their property, and be
evacuated. 

Environmental health specialist Karen Webb of the St. Louis University School of
Medicine noted, "the problem is, with any group of people, you're going to have people get sick
and everything gets assigned...That's what's going on [at Times Beach]. People say I don't care
what your study says, I know that two people have cancer, and one woman had a miscarriage."25 
In the case of Times Beach, just as in the Salem witch trials and the "Red Scare," the facts were
not as important as the public's perception of them.

Finally, in February, 1983, the Environmental Protection Agency, in an unprecedented
move, offered a total of $32 million dollars to buy the town.  Some residents still did not want to
leave, but with little other choice available to the residents of this frightened community, Times
Beach, Missouri closed.26

Chemophobia and Dioxin

While dioxin had been shown to cause adverse effects when given in low doses to animals,
dioxin's exact effects on humans aren't clear.  The closely followed epidemiological studies of the
time confirmed that there did not appear to be a low level at which dioxin seriously affected
human health.

The problem starts with the EPA's linear dose model, which implies that there is no safe
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level of exposure.  But the evidence indicates that "dioxin probably has a threshold level. The
EPA currently treats it as something for which there is no dose that doesn't produce a health
effect. That isn't true," Dr. Renate Kimbrough, a dioxin specialist and former EPA official, stated
in 1991.27   Nevertheless, such a model was in place at the time of the evacuation.

Moreover, publicity centered on a series of studies from Sweden which claimed there was
a link between dioxin exposure and soft-tissue sarcomas, a form of cancer.  But no other studies
could find similar results, according to dioxin expert Dr. Michael Gough, formerly of the Office of
Technology Assessment Biological Application Program and now Director of Science and Risk
Studies at the Cato Institute.  Gough says, "the Swedish studies appear to be outliers, different
from all the others, providing no convincing evidence of an association between dioxin exposure
and soft tissue sarcomas."28  The most common effect of dioxin exposure, and one which occurs
only at very high levels, is chloracne, an acne-like skin disorder indicating high exposure to dioxin.
 There were no chloracne cases at Times Beach.

In short, at the time of the buyout, available evidence demonstrated that humans exposed
to levels of dioxin far higher than those found at Times Beach had not been harmed.  However,
the EPA, basing its actions on the linear-dose model, disregarded other evidence.  The following
studies suggest that there is a "safe" dose of dioxin, and that the EPA continues to underestimate
it greatly.

Ranch Hand Studies

The members of Operation Ranch Hand, the American soldiers in Vietnam who were
responsible for 90 percent of the spraying of Agent Orange, had many times the amount of dioxin
in their systems than those soldiers who fought on the ground.  Although Agent Orange has been
blamed for cancers and birth defects in veterans and their offspring, there is no evidence that
Ranch Handers have significantly higher levels of cancer than the general population.29

The May, 1995 SAB panel discussed the results of the many studies of Ranch Handers. 
Dr. Sidney Stohs, Dean of Creighton University in Omaha, Nebraska noted that the Ranch Hand
data "clearly [indicate] a wide variation in response to a curve with highly exposed individuals
exhibiting little more or no effects or currently measurable effects as compared to lesser exposed
individuals."30

Seveso Studies

In 1976, at the ICMESA plant near Seveso, Italy, a cloud containing a large percentage of
dioxin was accidentally released into the atmosphere, settling on the surrounding area.  The
surrounding population was closely monitored and examined.

The Seveso population -- men, women, children -- had been exposed to dioxin in much
greater concentrations than the people of Times Beach. By 1979, only three years after the
accident, physicians in the area realized that health damage in the heavily exposed population at
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Seveso was minimal to non-existent.31  For example, some of the children received an average
dose of dioxin three times higher than a dose lethal to guinea pigs.  Yet these children only
developed chloracne.32  More recent studies have confirmed those observations.33

Nitro Studies

In 1949, many workers were exposed to dioxin in an accident at a Monsanto chemical
plant in Nitro, West Virginia.  The dioxin exposure caused chloracne in some workers, but few
other effects.34  One study followed the workers for thirty years, and, although it cannot be
considered conclusive, emphasized that "it is important that no apparent excess in total mortality
or in deaths [from certain diseases] was observed in a group of workers with a high peak
exposure to [dioxin]."35

However, this well-established and readily available research on the Nitro incident was not
accepted by the health authorities responsible for the Times Beach evacuation.  This research was
further confirmed after 1983.36

Dow Studies

Additionally, two major long-term studies were available which examined the health of
workers who had spent a good portion of their lives working for Dow Chemical Company in
work places with high dioxin levels, much higher than the levels of exposure at Times Beach. This
data showed that

"At the exposure concentrations...experienced by the workmen in this study, no
adverse mortality effects have been observed in association with the work
environment.  Within the scope of this limited survey, mortality has been favorable
compared to that of U.S. white males, and also compares well with the
background mortality experience at this manufacturing location."37

Another study, performed on individuals exposed to dioxin in a 1964 accident, found that
among observed workers, "overall mortality was about 50% of that expected."  Moreover, the
same study concluded that "the latency period for this cohort...exceeded 14 years...[and would]
seem sufficient to allow the identification of a potent human carcinogen....All of this suggests that
[dioxin] is not a potent human carcinogen."38

Fingerhut Studies

The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) released a study in
1991 of workers in plants that produced dioxin-contaminated herbicide.  The study looked at the
risks for all cancers, and for lung cancer and soft-tissue sarcoma.  "At the very most, the NIOSH
study found an elevated risk [for all cancers] only for those exposed to tremendously high levels
of dioxin," in this case, the chemical plant workers.  However,  the study did not take into account
the effects of smoking on lung cancer risk rates.39 
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In contrast to the Swedish studies, the NIOSH study also found that "mortality from
several cancers previously associated with TCDD [dioxin]...was not significantly
elevated...Mortality from soft - tissue sarcoma was increased, but not significantly." The study
also left open the possibility that cancer rates could be elevated because the workers "may have
been exposed to numerous other chemicals while employed at the plants."40 

Current evidence -- including a recent study showing that the cancer rate is normal for 154
people who lived in one of the areas of highest exposure in Times Beach41 --  continues to support
dioxin's low toxicity in humans.42  This data was so convincing that Dr. Houk stated in 1991 that
"if [dioxin is] a carcinogen, it's a very weak carcinogen."43 

During questioning before a subcommittee of the House Committee on Government
Operations in 1990, Dr. Houk acknowledged that "though this compound is extremely toxic to
guinea pigs, it may be without consequence even in very high exposure to humans."44

Chemophobia and Risk Perception

Once viewed as tools to improve the life of humans, industrial chemicals and by-products
came under increasing attack as books such as Silent Spring became popular in the 1960s.
Portrayed as the domain of a wealthy industrial class, such chemicals seemed to be used in a
manner which would place burdens of diseases and death upon the working poor.45

With chemical technology, as with most things, come risks as well as benefits.  However,
most information about chemicals is confusing to the average citizen, who is not well-informed
about the trade-offs involved. When it comes to judging the risk of chemicals, most people trust
the government's pronouncements on science.  Consequently, whatever view government science
puts forth becomes the final word on any chemical.46  

Some of the most widely publicized government information on cancer and chemicals have
given the impression that almost all chemicals are dangerous to humans, and that cancer would all
but disappear but for these chemicals.47

The media, with its knowledge of how fear sells, and politicians, always looking for a
cause, exaggerate these fears.  "Almost daily, the news media report on the presence of one
chemical or another that is claimed to be carcinogenic....The public is bombarded with reports that
raise fear and apprehension."48  On the other hand,

"Whatever the scare of the day, officials stand ready to formulate quickly
congressional testimony, briefing papers, news releases, and programs that
demonstrate their unsurpassed commitment to protecting the public. Dare they
hesitate, and an ambitious congressman armed with staff and a subcommittee will
leap forward to take their place in front of the cameras."49
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As Dr. Kimbrough says, "I guess what we all need is a little common sense [about
chemicals], which we really haven't had in the last couple of decades."50

Conclusion

In many matters of public policy, the lay public, for reasons described above, often takes
the ostensibly reasonable attitude that it is better to be safe than sorry.  This is especially true for
issues involving the risks of chemicals.  The following statement by Joe Thornton, Research
Coordinator for Greenpeace, may sound quite reasonable:

"Prevention of disease is the highest mandate, and proof is not required before a
preventive strategy should be pursued.... I would urge that if errors are to be made
in characterizing the health consequences of dioxin, it is better to err on the side of
caution to protect human health than on the side of allowing health impairment and
death."51

Who, indeed, wouldn't want to protect human health?  However, the idea that proof of
"guilt" is not necessary and that the health of the public is in imminent danger neglects the fact
that trade-offs involving relative risks always exist.  The implications of Mr. Thornton's point of
view, adopted as public health policy, are extraordinary.

But whether it is better to err on the side of caution, and just what constitutes caution,
depends upon the situation.  Sometimes overcaution can be worse than lack of caution.  For
example, one does not shout "fire" in a crowded theater until one is certain that there is smoke. 
For the same reason, government agencies should not have destroyed an entire town, disrupting
the lives of all of its citizens, without proof. 

Different circumstances breed different fears which seek to explain the misfortunes that
have accompanied humans throughout history.  For example, 17th-century Salemites feared the
influence of witches.  By identifying, removing, and destroying witches, the townspeople believed
they could also eliminate the common woes of daily existence, which were, they believed, caused
by the devil's presence and influence. 

In the technological society of the twentieth century, science and industry continue to
introduce an ever-growing number of new substances, many of which provided incalculable
benefits.  However, since diseases such as cancer still remain, some continue to search for a
"witch" to blame.52  For many,  chemicals are that witch.

We believe that making Times Beach a National Historic Landmark will underscore the
necessity to use science, not politics, when determining the extent of environmental threats.  It
would also remind us that in matters of public policy, reason should triumph over panic.



8

Respectfully submitted,

_________________________

Sam Kazman, General Counsel
Eric Askanase
Julie DeFalco
February 22, 1996
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