Asbestos Information Association North America

22 East 40th Stresat
New York, N. Y. 10016
212-888-3378

January 26, 1973

The Editor

The New York Times Magazine
229 West 43 Street

New York, New York 10036

Dear Sir:

Robert Sherrill's lengthy article, "aAsbestos, the saver of
lives, has a deadly side" {(January 21), contains numerous
statements of "fact" and interpretation with which we disacrae,
however, the continuved inference thrcuc out the article that
the asbestos manufacturing industry in the United States has
steadfastly refused through the vears, even t¢ the present

day, to henor its obligations with regard to the health of

its employees 1s one that we believe deserves comment.

I believe it 1s appropriate to state at the outset that the
Ashestos Informaticn Associlation/liorth arerica and its 19
member c~r§anies are Iully cognizanc of zhe potential ser:ous
health effacts ¢f excessive asbestos dust inhalaticn and cf
our okligations to protect industry workmen from the various
aabestos related diseases. It is also izportant to point cut
that the asbestecs rsizteé diseass keing Zzund tedav zrong
some long=term industry employees is a ‘result of. conditions
existing decades ago, at a time when neither the industry

nor the redical profession Knew very much zbcut the hzalch
effects of astestos and even less z2bout the proper means fcr
their contrcl.
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Sr. Selikoff has never tried to place the blame for past
mistakes and failures on the industry alone. In a 1970 paper
describing the results of a joint industry-labor sponsored
research project, nhe stated that "It is too easy to indulgs

in what might be called the demonological theory of induscrial
hygiene history." Rejectirg the proposition that either
industry or crganized labor was solely at fault, he continuved:
"Both conclusions are too convenient and are essentially
erroneous. It is much nearer the truth toc say that both
industry and labor shared irn ignorance and neglect of the
problem. Science and medicine are also at fault here for
inadegqguate attzntisn :o envirommenzal an :
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Mr. Sherrill's evalvation of the situaticn was not so balanced.

Using words such as indifferent, defensive, hostile, uncoopera-
tive, etc. to describe the industry response to the problem in
general and to Dr. Selikoff's findings in particular, Mr. Sherril:
selected a number of isclated incidents, mostly Zrom the early
1960s, to document his thesis of a totally irresponsiktle

industry. At no point in the article dces Mr., Sherrill nake
mention of any cf the progressive steps taken by the industry

to learn more about the health hazards c< asbestcs ané +he

proper means for their control.

For example, in referring to the recent "explosion of literature
on the cccupaticnal hazards <f askestos," Y¥r. Sherrill used

as an example the October 1972 Lyon conference on asbestos-
health sponsored by the World Health Organizatisn. In the

very next sentence, he then-states that :he asbesteos iadusitsy
has “not seemed exactly overjoved to receive all this new data.”
In reality, using the same cornference as an example, ©f the
approximately 125 ateendeses at Lyon, more than three-dczen

were representatives of the world askestes industry sceking

not, as Mr., Sherrill would have us believe, to avoid knowladge
but seeking in fact, to gain even more knowledge on asbestos

and human health.

In additicn, of the 48 medical and technical pasers presented
at the cernfarence, nine represented the findings of industry
sponsored research, znd ancther five wers renorts orasented

by asbesnos industry scientists on their own rasearzh. In
cocmpariseon, oaly six of the papars at the conference were
presented Iy doctors associated with Dr. Selikeff's lazoratory
at Mount Sianai and one of those was a paper ¢oauthored with
an asbestos industry scientist!
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In fact, two of the world's largest nongovernmental sources
of funds for asbestos-health research are the Institute of
Occupaticnal and Environrental Health in Montreal, which is
sponsored by the Quebec Ashestos Mining Assoclation, and

the Asbestosis Research Council, sconsored by the British
asbestos manufacturing industry. The data generated through
research sponsored by these two organizations and also by
various asbestos companies acting independently has contributed
significantly to cur knowledge of the biologigal effecets of
asbestos. These facts simply do not support Mr. Sherrill's
statements about an uncooperative, indifferent industry.

Later on in the article, Mr. Sherrill insinuates that <he
infamous Tyler, Texas plant is indicative of conditions though-
out the industry. Mr. Sherrill is obviously theorizing from

2 lack of knowledge rather than from valid documentation, for
had he accepted our repeated invitations +to visit an asbhestos
manufacturing plant, he would have realized that the situation
which existed at Tyler is not indicative of conditions
theughout the rest of the industry.

This is not to say that every dust statisn in every plant in

the industry is below the five fiber standard establisked by

the U. S. Labor Department.. The industry has always admitted
that some difficult engineering problems are still ts be overceme,
however employees are being protected by other approved means
while engineering controls are being instituted. The ashestos
manufacturing industry has spent approximately $110 million

in the past decade on dust control and expects to spend an
additional $95 million over the next few years to achieve
complete compliance with the Labor Depar:tment standards.

In discussing the 1964 New York Academy of Sciences symposiunm
on asbestos, Mr., Sherrill neclects to menticn that follewing
the symposium, a group of asbestos textile manufac urers,
disturbed at the high rates of disease Dr. Selikoff was firdirg
among his insulation workers, approached the U, S. Public Healsh
Service and requested that the governmant undertake a cemplete
investigation of the U. S. asbestos -extile industry to
determine if a serious health problem existed. The industry
gave 1ts complete cooperation to the government on this studvy,
which eventually invoived neariy 10,000 asbestos industry
employees througheout the counzry., Progress repcrss on the
various findings of this study have been praesented at medical
meetings for a number of years. lleedless to say, your writer
made absolutely no mention in his article of the industry’s
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With regard to the Depar+tment of Labker standards cn ashestos,
Mr. Sherrill attacks the government for its decision to re«ain
the present five fiber per cc stancard for another four years
before lowering it to the two fibers ver cc standaréd recommended
by <he National Institute of Qccupational Safety and Health
(NIOSH) and the Departmenct's own asbes:os Advisory Commit<ee,
What Mr. Sherrill fails to mention is that both NIOSH and the
Advisory Committee recommended that the standard not be lowered
for two years (Mr. Sherrill wculd have us tzlieva chev vamzad
it lowered immediately), and that Labcr's decision to delay

the adoption of the stricter standard for an additicnal two
years was to grant the industry the time reguired te develop
and install the sophisticated engineering controls nagcessary

to achieve such a tight dust standard. '

In addition, Dr. Marcus M. Key, Director of NIOSH, is in total
disagreement with Dr. Selikoff's prediction that of the 130¢,000
Or SO new nen tnat he estimaces will enter the asbestos indus:try
in the rext four years, approximately half will die of asbestos-
related disease because of Labor's delav in adopting the two
fiber standard. Dr. Key assured the Latsr Dspartment in a
"letter sent prior to the publicatien of the standards that

"a new employes could work up to ten years at five fibers per ce
before the remaining working exposure of two fibers per cc
would approach” a potentially hazardous burildup of asbestcs in
the boedy. Dr. Key also admitted that the NIOSH-tachnelogical
"feasibility data were limited" and that if the testimony
presented at the hearings and the Arthur D, Little “fszasibilitv
study indicate that a two fibers per c¢ level is not achievable
until four years hence, I woull accept this as a reasonrable
health standard."

It should also be noted that as late as 1968, the American
Conference of Governmental Industrial Hycienisis' (the onlv
national standard setting bcdy in existsnee at that time)
recommended standard Sfor asbestos exposure was five millien
particles per cubic fZoot of air =--- approximately 30 fibers

per ¢¢. This standard was lowered bv the ACZCIY to 12 fibers
per cc in 1968 and to five fibers in December 1971 by the

Labor Department. Thus, the standard Zor asbestos axpesure

has been lowered twice in the last five years, and represents

A reduction of approsimataly 52 per cent of the pre-1368 levels.
These facts should help zlave tie two vs, five fikber controversy
described by Mr. Sherrill in icvs proper perspective. Both
standards are extremely tight by coinparison with past levels,
and the industry's suppecr« of the five fiber standard does nct
represent a refusal to hioncr its obligations o its emplioyees.
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In addicion, contrary to Dr. Selikoff's statements in the
article, the medical evidence for two fibers is neilthar

extensive nor compelling, and is, in fact, heavily outweiched

by data showing that five fibers is an acceptable safe level,
Thus, the Labor Capartment's decision to adopt the two fiber
standard in 1976 clearly demonstrates, contrary to Mr. Sherrill's
evaluation, that when controversies of this nature ariss, the
question shall be resolved, not azcording +o industry's wishes,
but in favor of the greatest protection to employees.

Of equally serious concern is your writer's obvious disdain
for the Arthur 0. Little Incorpcra<sd heals: Daasel ol "il d=z
and technicians, all but two or three of whem reputedly have
been 'consultants' to the asbestos industry at some time in
their careers.” One dces not have to be particularly acute
to insert the intended "paid medical lackey" or some such
phrase in place of the word “consultant." 1In reality, of the
1ll, three were government doctors (two from NIOSH and one from
the Department of the Navy); one was the medical director of
the nation's largest asbestos manufacturer; two would have to
be considered consultants to organized labor; only one is an
actual consultant to industry; and the remaining four have
done extensive research in the asbestos-health area.

-
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The only way Mr. Sherrill's statement makes sense is to assume
that since at least five of the doctors on the list have
conducted research sponsored by the industry, this makes them
"consultants” in Mr. 3herrill's mind ané as such their findings
and opinions automatically become untrustworthy. This is a
rather curious attitude in light of the fact that Dr. Seliko®s
(a member of the panel), whose research work is the central
focus cf the article, was himself the recipient of substantial
research funds from the Johns-Manville Corporation, one of the
companies singled ou: in the article as being uncooparative.

While there are many other unwarranted statements and attitudes
expressed in the article that deserve comment, it should now

e quite clear, on the basis of the evidence oresented in this
letter, that the asbestos manufacturing industrv in this

country is not the indifferent, hostile villain rhat Mr. Sherriil
portrayed ian his article.

€irce much of this information was sent to Mr. Sherrill or relavyed
to him cver the phone, one must assume that his failure t3 incluce
any of this material in his article was no accident, and that

it was ignored becausze it would have contradicted the horrendous
nicture of the industry that he wished to project.
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In this same vein, it should be noted that while the Department

of Lapor wWas severely attacked in the article, no o
was given to Labor to jefend or explain its actions

PPOrtunity
« It is

: i F£3 - } i {
also 51gn1&*-§n5 that while Mr. Sherrill admits that Dr, Selikofsf
1s conly one of "the three or four top authorities on asbestos

disease," there is o mention whatever of who the o

ther «op

authorities might be, or what their views are on the various
aspects of the problem. This omission is important because

many cf the world's ranking asbestos-health experts

believe

that many of the extrapolations angd Predictions m
: _ 2 £ ade b
Dr. Selikoff are not Justified by the published medica% data.

In conclusion, T hope that this rather leﬁgthv lett

er has

demons;rate@ quite clgarly to you the incomplete, erroneous,
sensationalized and distorted manner in which Mr. Sherrill
presented the asbestos-helath situation in his article,

Very truly yours,

Matthew M. Swetonic
Executive Secretary

ibi i i imes M...
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