Docket: 1-5512
Initial: JN
Customer: CMAJ Aug 11/98

15512 Aug 11/98 CMAJ /Page 262

Sibbald

but notes that the EPA advisory committee will act only
when there is consensus, and that may be difficult given its
membership. “We wonder what the EPA will do in the
event the committee [members] can’t agree,” says Langer.
Even when the guidelines are published, the debate
will continue to focus on the quantity and quality of research. The WWFC maintains there is enough research
to indicate that even low concentrations of endocrinemodulating chemicals may affect humans in utero or under age 2. It says even a single exposure to some of these
compounds can trigger hyperactivity or a variety of human reproductive disorders, such as a decline in sperm
count, as well as breast, testicular or prostate cancer.

And in practical terms . . .
The jury’s still out on the effect of endocrinemodulating chemicals, but some physicians may
wish to err on the side of caution when they advise
patients. “It’s better to anticipate problems than to
be painted into a corner,” argues Dr. Tee Guidotti,
an Edmonton internist who founded the Canadian
Association of Physicians for the Environment.
A World Wildlife Fund of Canada (WWFC) pamphlet, Reducing Your Risk: a Guide to Avoiding Hormone-Disrupting Chemicals, contains 22 pages of information and tips (contact the WWFC at
1-800-26-PANDA). The WWFC’s Julia Langer says
physicians have a key role to play. “Part of the doctor’s responsibility,” she says, “is to get people out of
their paralysis [by encouraging them to take action].”
She says that attempts should be made to reduce
the use of plastics, which contain phthalates and
bisphenol A. Rats exposed to these chemicals in the
womb have smaller testicles and reduced sperm
production. The WWFC’s other advice:
• Don’t microwave food in plastic containers or
plastic wrap; use heat-resistant glass or ceramic
containers instead.
• Don’t microwave breast milk or formula in plastic bottles.
• Avoid plastic cling wrap and minimize its direct
contact with food.
• Discourage children from chewing on plastic.
• Wash your hands after playing golf or handling
equipment, since pesticides are often heavily
used on golf courses.
• Don’t eat fish more than 3 times a week, since it
may contain toxic chemicals.
• Eat smaller fish (because they contain fewer contaminants).
• Avoid eating fatty animal products.
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Canaries in the coal mine
Langer says that various types of wildlife have served
as “canaries in the coal mine” with respect to endocrine-modulating chemicals. The documented effects
on these animals have proved that these compounds do
affect reproductive and other endocrine-based functions. She says thousands of chemicals have been introduced this century — polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs)
arrived on the scene in 1929, and DDT was first produced in 1938 — and none has been explicitly tested for
intergenerational endocrine effects. “Chemicals have
been assumed innocent until proven guilty,” says
Langer. “We are only now starting to see the effects of
in-utero exposure. The weight of evidence [indicates
that we should] take precautionary action. It would be
irresponsible not to act — the blood crisis is a perfect
example of what can happen when you fail to act.”
Dr. Terry Fenge, director of research for the Inuit
Circumpolar Conference, agrees with that assessment.
“A significant amount of the science is in and it tells us
there are problems that must be addressed,” he said during the media conference. Drawing from 6 years of research funded by the federal government’s Northern
Contaminants Program, Fenge said endocrine disrupters are no longer solely an environmental issue —
they are also a public health problem. He cited a 1997
study of Inuit women in the Northwest Territories,
which revealed that about 60% had PCB levels 5 times
above what the government calls “levels of concern.”
But Dr. Warren Foster, head of the Reproductive
Toxicology Section at Health Canada’s Environmental
Health Centre, points to conflicting evidence and frustration with studies that were not reproducible. For instance, participants in a study on declining sperm counts
were all patients at a fertility clinic, and thus did not represent the general population. Foster is preparing a stateof-the-knowledge report and inventory of all international research concerning contaminants and health
outcomes. “A lot of basic research remains to be done,”
he says.
Dr. Tee Guidotti, an Edmonton internist who founded
and serves as treasurer of the Canadian Association of
Physicians for the Environment, says physicians don’t
need to wait for more research. “It’s fairly clear [that endocrine-modulating chemicals] do have an effect at high
levels, and in rather exceptional circumstances they create
problems at low levels — one example is the Beluga
whale. We know the potential is there. We know it could
be happening, we’re just not sure it is. And it is not premature to do things that are simple.” (See sidebar.)
But, he adds quickly, taking this sort of precaution is a
“far cry from saying it’s a public emergency.” ß

