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In this issue, we focus on international environmental health studies
being conducted by some of our Center members. The countries
involved include Argentina, Chile, China, and India. One aim of
these studies is to provide information to developing countries with
major environmental health problems. Another aim is to generate
information on environmental health issues relevant to the United
States. At first glance, this latter aim may seem surprising, and one
may be tempted to ask why issues originating in the United States
should be studied abroad rather than here?

A basic principle of epidemiology helps to answer this question. In
general, causal associations between toxic chemicals and health
problems are easier to identify in populations with high exposures.
For example, if one did not know that smoking causes lung cancer,
then studying cancer rates in heavy smokers would be wise as a
start. A study of heavy smokers would be more likely to show an
effect than a study of people exposed only to low levels of second-
hand tobacco smoke. If one found a strong association between
heavy smokers and lung cancer, then a hypothesis that people
exposed to second hand smoke were at risk for cancer would be
more plausible and worthy of further examination. Besides causal
associations, susceptibility factors and dose-response relationships
are also more clearly identified in populations in which at least some
people are very heavily exposed. Therefore, as a general principle,
epidemiological studies concerning environmental exposures should
begin with those most highly exposed.

For certain environmental health problems, studies in other coun-
tries offer opportunities to study populations with significantly high-
er exposures than those found in the United States. Once an interna-
tional study indicates that an environmental chemical may cause
health problems, governmental agencies in the United States will be
better able to assess the need for low dose studies domestically.
Indeed, these agencies may be able to use the data from internation-
al studies to make regulatory decisions in the U.S., without the need
for large, expensive low-dose studies. Thus, international studies
offer the opportunity to advance scientific knowledge and to be of
direct public health benefit both here and abroad.

These principles have led Center members to conduct environmen-
tal health studies in different parts of the world. In this issue we will
describe several studies concerning naturally occurring inorganic
arsenic in drinking water in Chile, Argentina, and India, and two
studies in China, one concerning benzene exposure, and the other a
parasitic disease called Schistosomiasis, which has been linked to an
increased risk of bladder cancer.

India, with pump handle disconnect-
ed because of high arsenic water concentrations. Many thousands
of adults, ps well as children by the ages of 5-10, show skin lesion
signs of arsenic poisoning throughout West Bengsl and
{Bangladesh. (See "On the Other Side of the World", page 3.)

INTERNATIONAL ARSENIC RESEARCH PROGRAM
(Allan Smith, Mary Lou Biggs & Craig Steinmaus)

Center member Professor Allan Smith first became interested in the
effects of naturally occurring arsenic in drinking water after being
asked by the California Department of Health Services to consider
potential cancer risks surrounding the current U.S. arsenic drinking
water standard of 50pLg per liter. At the time, it was well known that
arsenic in drinking water could cause pigmentation of the skin, small
raised keratotic lesions on the palms and soles, as well as skin can-



in drinking water, cumpﬁ.red 1o the rest of the munlrjr shuwlng 6- 10 8-
fold increases in bladder cancer mortality, as well as increases in lung,
kidney and skin cancer mortality. The lack of increase in deaths from
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), was part of the evi-
dence that smoking was not involved in the increased cancer risks.




