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Cancer in Louisiana:

Industry or Ignorance?

Smoking or ks? Chemical
hol ? Industry or ign ? There
is a debate over the cancer problem in
Louisiana.

High incidence of cancer monality in
South Louisiana has led many 10 believe
that industry generated pollution puts resi-
dents here at 2 higher health risk than in
other parts of the narion. And, looking
solely on the surface. that seems plausible:
more people die of cancer in South Louisi-
ana than in other parts of the nation—and
we have 2 larger concentration of oil. gas,
and chemical i ies here pollnting the

L Ergo. indusmial polluti
causes cancer.

BuL as so often happens, what appears
10 be the case may not. in fact. be mue. A
study prepared by the Louisiana Staie Medi-
cal Center. New Orleans reveals two im-
poruant facts: There is no higher incidence
rate of most cancers in South Louisiana
than the fest of the nation: and when they
are higher. the causes are more likely re-
lated 1o lifestyle than industrial pollurion.

The stud i incid:

rates in South Louisiana to national rates
forihe years 1983-86, reveals thar, with the

f South
Louisiana do not have a greater risk of
ping the The

report states, "Incidence rates for all can-
cers combined in South Louisiana are ci-
ther the same as, orjower than, the national
(SEER) rates.” (SEER is the federal pro-
gram which collects and analyzes informa-
tion on cancer cases from nine areas of the
country representing about 10 percent of
the U.S. populatfon.)

Some of the report’s findings include:

-Incidence rates of colon and recral can-
cer are at or below national rates:

s Frhe b

ovary, and uterus (except cervix) are'sig-
nificantly lower among white women in
South Louisiana than in the rest of the
nation:

-Cancer of the prostate. the maost com-
mon cancer in U.S. men. occurs signifi-
cantly less frequently in both black and
white men residing in South Louisjana:
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-Both blacks and whites in South Loui-
siana have substantally lower rates of skin
melsnoma:

-Cangers of the mouth (oral cavity),
throat (pharynx) and esoph

are signifi-
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ol consumption and smoking.”
Bunressing his point. Martin points out

that the only real problem we have with

cancer in South Louisiana is lung cancer

cantly } inblack malesin South

among wh les. “If this d by

Louisiana than black males in the SEER
program..

Finally, the smdy states, *“The most fre-
quent cancer in Louisiana is lung cancer.
accounting for 20 percent of al newly diag-
nosed cases.” Furthermore, “There is no
doubt that smoking is the most imp

the p hemical industry it would affect
people of all races and gender—aot just
white males,” said Martin.

Furthermore, he says, blaming the per
rochemical industry removes from people
the personal responsibility of making
healthy lifestyle choices. “My beefis ‘let’

cause of cancer in Louisiana.”

ponsibility forour —i

we smoke why do we point at the petro
PR o

And what of i ial pollution? “Air, 9
waterand land pollution havebeensuggested Dr. Vincent Covello, professor of Eav
asmajor in South Louisi e N kit

The data in this monograph and the many
cancer studies conducied to date in South
Louisiana do not support this conciusion.™

Rejecting Personal
Responsibility

“For years the cancer problem in Louisi-
ana has been ignored,” says Michael Mar-
tin, President and CEO of the Mary Bird
Perkins Cancer Center in Baton Rouge.
“Nobody everdid any research orasked any

Ithink y

the cause was the petrochemical industry
and didn’t want to say anything because it
‘was our breadbasket.” Instead of perform-
ing research to determine true causes, he
says, people kept mum and silenily blamed
industry. Today, however, the fear and sus-
picion are out in the open: and there is still
not sufficient data 10 effectively prove or
disp that industri; ion causes
cancer.

“Many people are so intent on placing
blame they won't look to other causes. They
have got it in their minds that the problem is
the perrochemical industry and they don't
wangto study it in a scientific method—they
want the data o say what they want,” says
Marin. “Responsible researchers feel like
thecauses may be lifestyle—things likealco-

Colurr
bia University, says much the same thin
According to his research, only 10 perce:
of peopie surveyed will ascribe “lifestyle -
genetics” to causes of cancer, while ¢
percent list as a cause “environmental f2
tors.” When he firstconducted his survey
1975 the results were much the same. B
since this survey was taken in pre-envirc
mentalism days, some 90 percent simp
listed “fate.”

« “There is no acceptance of personal
sponsibility,” Covello said.





