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Continuing our history of Alar from last week (and filling in a few
more details prior to 1986):
Alar is a growth-regulating hormone sprayed on apples to hold them
on the tree longer and reduce bruising. Keeping apples on the tree
longer darkens their red color, making consumers happy. Alar
therefore provides economic benefits to apple growers, who can
harvest their crop during a 5-week period instead of a 3-week
period (which reduces their
labor troubles, among other
benefits).[1] The benefit to consumers is a cosmetically- enhanced
apple that stays a bit crunchier a bit longer. Alar was voluntarily
withdrawn from the U.S. market by its manufacturer, Uniroyal
Chemical corporation, in 1989 after 10 years of controversy.
Despite the benefits of Alar, studies in 1967, 1973, 1977, 1978, and
1979 indicated that Alar (and its contaminant and breakdown
byproduct, UDMH) causes several kinds of cancer in both sexes of
two species of animals, mice and hamsters. There is also evidence
of cancer in a third species, rats, exposed to Alar in a study
conducted by the National Cancer Institute in 1978.[2]

data. Uniroyal hired Chris Wilkinson a few months after he left the
SAP, and sent him back to Washington to lobby EPA scientists on
Uniroyal's behalf, trying (unsuccessfully) to alter the protocols that
EPA had set for Uniroyal's mouse studies of Alar.[8] Neither
Wilkinson nor Uniroyal saw anything wrong with such a revolving
door arrangement.
EPA was not required by law to follow the recommendations of the
SAP, and EPA staff scientists disagreed with the SAP conclusion,
but this was a political matter, to be judged at the highest levels of
EPA. In January, 1986, EPA announced it would not seek to ban
Alar, but would require apple growers to reduce its use by 50%, and
would require Uniroyal, for the first time, to conduct its own studies
of the carcinogenicity of Alar. Alar had then been on the market for
18 years and Uniroyal had never studied its carcinogenicity.
Uniroyal says it has studied the health of its manufacturing workers
exposed to Alar and found no problems, but the company refuses to
release the data from those studies.[1]
Entering 1986, Alar was still legal but had fallen under a pretty
severe cloud. During 1986, the following events occurred:

By the early 1980s, the public health community had reached
agreement that Alar/UDMH causes cancer in laboratory animals
and is a "probable human carcinogen:"

** Gerber, the baby food manufacturer, announced finding Alar in
its apple juice and apple sauce.

** The International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) in
Lyon, France, listed UDMH as a probable human carcinogen in
1982.[3]

** The American Academy of Pediatrics urged EPA to ban
Alar.[10]

** The Carcinogen Assessment Group within U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) in January, 1984 reached this same
conclusion, and calculated a cancer potency number for UDMH.[4]
** The U.S.'s National Toxicology Program (NTP) in its 1984 report
to Congress listed UDMH in the category, "may reasonably be
anticipated to be carcinogens." The NTP's 1984 statement on
UDMH began, "There is sufficient evidence for the carcinogenicity
of 1,1-dimethyl hydrazine (UDMH) in experimental animals."[5] At
that time, the NTP report was a consensus statement by nine U.S.
federal agencies: Centers for Disease Control; National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health;
Consumer Product Safety
Commission; EPA; Food and Drug Administration (FDA); National
Cancer Institute; National Institute of Environmental Health
Sciences; National Library of Medicine; Occupational Safety and
Health Administration.
During 1985, EPA hired independent auditors to visit the laboratory
of Bela Toth at University of Nebraska to check his work. It was
Toth who had conducted the 3 screening studies that had first
revealed carcinogenicity of Alar/UDMH in mice and hamsters. The
auditors criticized some of Toth's laboratory practices but in each
case they concluded that the basic finding of carcinogenicity was
supportable.[6]
In late summer, 1985, EPA announced it was preparing to ban Alar
from use on food crops (its use on flowers would continue). EPA
submitted its proposed ban plan to the 8-member Science Advisory
Panel (SAP) established by federal law. The SAP held a one-day
meeting and concluded, "The Toth Alar studies do give rise to
concern over the potential oncogenicity of daminozide [Alar]."[7]
Oncogenicity is the ability to cause tumors. However, the SAP said,
the available studies would not permit EPA to calculate the SIZE of
the cancer hazard posed by Alar and UDMH in food. If this were
true, the legal effort to ban Alar would be an uphill battle.
The judgment of the SAP itself may have had a political bias. A
Senate oversight subcommittee revealed that 7 of the 8 members of
the SAP had been "paid consultants to the chemical industry or to
organizations supported by the chemical industry at the time they
served on the [Alar-decision] panel." At least one member of the
SAP developed a direct financial connection to Uniroyal, Alar's
manufacturer, shortly after the SAP rendered judgment on the Alar

** Gerber, Heinz, and Beech Nut stopped accepting Alar-treated
apples for use in baby foods.[9]
** The makers of Mott's apple products, Veryfine apple juice, and
Red Cheek apple juice, among others, announced they would not
accept Alar- treated apples.[9]
** The Washington Apple Commission urged apple growers in the
state of Washington to stop using Alar.[10] More than half the
nation's apple crop is grown in Washington state.
** The State of Massachusetts passed legislation to phase out (by
1988) the use of Alar for apples that would later be processed
and/or used for infant or baby foods.[1]
** The State of Maine followed the example of Massachusetts, but
restricted the use of Alar even more rapidly, by October, 1986.[1]
** Despite its continuous claims of safety for Alar, Uniroyal
voluntarily sent an advisory to apple processors recommending that
Alar-treated apples not be used for apple sauce because its intensive
processing might cause Alar to release UDMH.[9]
** At least four of the country's major grocery chains notified their
apple suppliers that they would no longer accept apples treated with
Alar. Safeway, the nation's largest chain; Kroger, the second-largest;
Giant, the biggest chain in the Washington, D.C., area; and Grand
Union, in the New York area pledged to stop stocking Alar-treated
apples.[11]
Events of 1987
** In January, 1987, EPA's Carcinogen Assessment Group (CAG)
did what the Science Advisory Panel (SAP) in 1985 had said
couldn't be done (and which the CAG had previously done in
1984[4]): CAG developed a quantitative estimate of the cancer
potency of Alar/UDMH.[12] This was the cancer potency estimate
used in 1989 by Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) in its
now-famous report, INTOLERABLE RISK: PESTICIDES IN OUR
CHILDREN'S FOOD.
** In March, NRDC, Ralph Nader, the State of New York, the
Maine Department of Human Services, several pediatricians, and
several children, filed suit in the U.S. Court of Appeals in San

Francisco to try to force EPA to ban Alar. This same group had
petitioned EPA in 1986 to ban Alar, but the agency had refused.
** By now, NRDC has initiated a study of the hazards of 23
pesticides in the diet of American children during the first 6 years
of life, focusing on three things: (a) the cancer hazard; (b) toxicity
to the central nervous system; (c) inadequate protection of public
health provided by a pesticide regulatory system that seems
incapable of responding in a timely way to widely-acknowledged
chemical hazards. This is the study that will eventually be accused
of creating the "Alar scare." The fuse is lit.
[To be continued]
--Peter Montague
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