REGIONAL NEWS

‘Cancer Alley’ theory debunked

By VICK! FERSTEL
Rwer panshes bureau

GONZALES—“Cancer Alley " inay be more of
amind set than a seientificrealily, aceording to
8 researcher who has studied Louisianas
cancer rates.

Dr. Vivien Chen, direclor of the Louislana
Tumor Registry. ssid cancer incidence rales in
Ascension Parish track or are slightly lower
than national rates.

llowever, cancer mortalily rates —
especfally for swhite men with lung cancer —
far exceed national rates. shesaid.

Chen spoke about her research before giving
a presentation Wednesdoy ut 1he Ascension
Parish Econowic Developinent Family meet-
inghere.

Slic limited her remiarks to Ascenston Parish
dala, bul Chen is scheduled lo discuss dala
collected in the seven-parish industrial
corridor from Baton Rouge and south at 2
meeling next Thursday in Baton Rouge.

Chen’s research findings have been released
before and have come under fire (rom some
envir | seientists and activists.

Chen has blamed lifestyle factors such as
smoking and diet for the high lung cancer rates
found inwhite men Insouth Lovisiana,

“I'm all for a clean environmenL... If the
enviranment is polluted, we need Lo clean it up.
We don't have to wait for & higher cancer rate,”
Chensaid,

“I'm also a strong believer that if it's your
lifestyle behavior that's causing cancer, fet’s do
sontething about iL.” she said, “It's always so
much easler lo blame (cancer) on samething
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La. Tumor Registry director

youdon 't huve control over.”

Part of {be perception problen: dutes back to
the 1970s when statistics on cancer mortality
in south L {irst were icized, she

rate in Ascension Parish is far lower than the
natiopal average. It's 89 cases per 100,000
people, compared to the national average of
133 cases per 100,000 people, Chen said.

The.lung cancer rates for black and white
women in Ascension Parish were slightly lower
than the national averages, shesaid.

Chen believes (he siatistics can be explained
by lifestyle behavior, such as smoking, rather
thanindustrial air pollutlon.

The high cancer mortality rates in south
Louisiana also may be explained by the high
incidence of Jung rancer, which is the most
fatal formof all cancers, shesaid.

Chien cautions that statislics are just that —
statisties — and they do not prove causes.

Chen sald she also is aware of an ongolng
project in Ascension Parish (o “map”
residences of cancer patients to possibic

said. Those highdeath ratescould be caused by
Lhe fajture of south Louisiana resid lo gel

envir | factors. The problem with the

ea_réy detection and treatment of cancer, she
s2id,

Cancer Incidence rates are a more accurate
portrayalof any particular cancer problemina
community, Chen said.

In Ascension Parish, the incidence rates of
all cancers (rom 1883-87 among while men
tracked the national average and the rales
among black men, black women and white
women were slightly lower than the national
averages, Chensaid.

The highest cancer incidence rate fs for lung
cancer amang white men in Ascension Parish.
That rate is 128 cases per 100,000 people, far
exceeding the national rate of 83 cases per
100,000 people.

correlation study (s that cancers Lake up to 20
years {o develop rom environmental causes,
Chensaid.

For a more accuraie analysis of possible
cancer causes, Chen said the stale or federal
governmentwould have to fund 2 massive study
tracking thousands of south Louisiana
residents in the industrial corridor for 20
years.

Such a study would require blood and lissue
testing of ils human subjects as well as
sampling of environmental factors such as afr,
drinking water and land, shesaid.

In the meantime, Chen urges stale and
feders! officials o increzse funding for cancer
awareness programs, early delection and im-
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Oddly, the black male lung cancer §

proved tr

CANCER INCIDENCE 1983 -1987

Cases per ASCENSION NATIONAL
100.000 gecplt PARISH AVERAGE
ALL CANCERS | St
Whits men 424 424
Black men 438 524
White women 280 332
Black women 2mn 323
While men 128 83
Black men 89 133
White women 35 36
Black women 28 33
Large intestine cancer 5
While men 46 62
Black men 14 58
White women * 3z 44
Black women 25 47
Breast cancer A E
White women 86 102
Black woman S5 89
Whits men 78 85
Black men 80 131
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