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Narrator: Across the country in mills, factories, shops and hospitals, more and more people are becoming sick on their jobs.  100,000 die each year, more deaths than any war in the nation's history.


For years coal miners took caged canaries into the mines to detect deadly carbon monoxide gas.  By collapsing and sometimes dying the canaries warned of a danger that otherwise would have crept up undetected.


Today workers themselves have become canaries, for other workers and for society as a whole.  By falling sick and dying they are warning that a major crisis has crept up on us, as stealthily as poison gas in a coal mine.

Song of the Canary

a film by Josh Hanig and David Davis

Narrator: Our story begins in a quiet farming town, in the heart of central California, San Joaquin valley.


Lathrop, California.  On the outskirts of town is Lathrop's largest employer, Occidental Chemical Company.  Oxy is a subsidiary of Occidental Petroleum, one of the 20 largest corporations in the world.


Three hundred and fifty workers, mostly men, operate this plant.  In an atmosphere thick with dust, gases, and liquid fumes they blend hundreds of different chemicals into farm fertilizers.  On the south side of the plant barely visible from the road, is the Agricultural Chemicals Department.  There, 26 men mix the 200 different pesticides marketed by Oxy.

Charlie: Oxy owns all this land.  There was a fellow used to have a pig farm.  Right down here.  Started, started… the fumes would come over and fly over and get in the water and these pigs were drinking this water and it was killing his pigs, so they bought him out.  Was killing off this guy's alfalfa over here so they bought him out.  It was getting into Ralph's'… that owns this dairy right over here, it was getting, they were noticing it in the milk, so they bought him out.

Curly: How do they know what's going to go on inside of you, when you have to breath some of the fumes off it or something like that. 

Sam: It's like out at Ag-Chem, you work in some of those poisons and things, and you go home, when you get home you just feel nauseated you wake up the next day with headaches and you know, a slight case of poisoning.

Hank: I don't seem to be able to smell as good as I used to be able to.  It used to be I'd be there at work and I'd take a week's vacation and by that time my sense of smell would clear up and I'd be able to smell things again.  Now it doesn't make any difference whether I take a week or two weeks off I still can't smell anything.

Sam: I... these are... spots are getting worse and I hope they don't, uh, eventually cover the rest of my body.  Because it started off just little ones and now it's getting to be further on down the line and it's starting to develop on my face and other spots on my body and I've really been concerned about it.  Going to the doctor (unintelligible) see what they can do for me, to slow it down.

Jack Hodges:  Call this meeting to order.  Purpose of this special meeting down here is to ratify contract proposals.  Safety:  There shall be established a joint labor management health and safety committee.

Narrator: The local union, the Oil, Chemical, and Atomic Workers, has been trying to get strict health and safety measures into their upcoming contract.  Because of growing fears within the local, the union wants concrete information on the health effects of chemicals used at the plant.

Interviewer: What does the dust do to you?

Paul: Oh it chokes you.  You can't even breathe in it.  It's phosphorate rock.  Now, whether it has any harmful effects to the lungs, I don't know.  

Pat: Ok, we got a guy down there now, he was loading bulk for almost two years, and every night when he'd go home, he'd blow his nose, and he'd get a bloody nose, every night.

Rich: You can see stainless steel, you know, that's pitted, and corroded even.  The rigs that we operate, we have to continually pull maintenance on them, you know, so you know it has to be doing something to your lungs.

Burt: Just in the last year I think there's been five heart attacks just in maintenance alone.  Easy.

Bud: I've only seen two people retire there in two and a half years and I've seen five or six die.


We can't go to a doctor and get professional advice ‘cause they don't have it.  They don't know it either.  They don't want to waste their time.


Who's going to afford all these…

Interviewer: Doesn't the company have a doctor?

Burt: Sure.  Who's the company doctor for?....

Bud: (Laughing) The company quack.

Rich: See, this is nothing never been discussed like this.  You don't discuss this stuff, you know, with guys that you work with, and all that, you know, like we're doing now.  Might be a good idea, you know, just to have some kind of a meeting and, you know, and... trade, uh, you know, what's happening with you.

Narrator: Jack Hodges has mixed pesticides at Oxy for 11 years.  He also serves as chief steward of the union local.  We arranged to talk with him in his home.  When we arrived we found that he had missed work that day because of a nosebleed he'd been unable to stop.  

Jack Hodges: I'd probably feel a whole lot better if I could really prove where it's coming from.  I worry about it.   This hemorrhaging problem down there it's always the possibility that when you get up around the (unintelligible) area you may not be able to stop it.  Sure it bothers you.  Like I say what are you going to do?  It doesn't do any good to get up and run…  And you need a job.  The best thing you can do is you just struggle along with what you got and keep fighting.

Narrator: We asked Occidental if we could interview a company representative.  They agreed but required us to submit our questions in advance.

Lindley: Uh, my name is James Lindley.  I'm vice president and western division manager of Occidental Chemical Company.  We feel that it's kind of a sales job.  You've got to sell safety, if you will, to people, so they believe it's good for them, it's good for the company, it's good for society.  I think our manufacturing facilities are modern, and safe.  We try to know before we manufacture any type of chemical we try to know what the literature says on it, and what the potential hazards are, and we try to, uh, make our manufacturing process safe, if you will, so we don't encounter any of those hazards.  Granted I'm not in the plant very often, but I think that, uh, there are lots of potential hazards in all of society and, uh, I think you learn to live with them. 

Jack Hodges: Well they've taken Dieldrin off the market... cancer-producing.  Aldrin was taken off the market.... cancer-producing.  Chlordane has been taken off the market; it's been cancer-producing.  Uh, they've taken DDT off the market, which, uh, we handled a little bit of, uh.  And there's probably several others that they've taken off the market.

Interviewer: And these are all chemicals that you've worked with?

Jack: Yes.  We've worked with all of them.  I set there and smelled them for several years.

Sam: A lot of them it's really affecting their health.  And they just, you know, because of their family they stick it out.  And in my opinion in the long run it's not going to pay.  If they die as far as the company's concerned they'll replace them with somebody standing in line ... who's starving for a decent paying job.  And it's hard to …. to quit and start all over.  (With the) pay that they're getting right now they're just barely making it, and if they've got to take a cut in pay they'll lose like maybe their home or an automobile, or something.

Soto: People say well you're foolish, you ought to quit.  You're going to die.  I kind of realize that too, that it has shortened my life span.  And I think it's going to shorten everybody's life span that works out there.  But right now my main concern in life is raising my kids so I have to weigh the bad against the good.  And I've been out there ten and a half years and that's, that's what keeps me going back, day after day.  

Jack: If you need a job, uh, you get up around my age, 48 years old, who's going to hire you?  And you got a whole bunch of people out there like that.  Where ARE you going to go?

[Softball game.]

Woman: I came to cash my check and say hi to Bubba.

Aside: Charlie's up now.

Paul: More fun out here than we have at work I'll guarantee you that!

Narrator: In their search for information Jack Hodges and several other Oxy workers took time off to attend a conference on toxic substances cosponsored by the union. The speaker was Dr. Barry Commoner, a nationally recognized expert on the effects of industrial chemicals.

Commoner: The petrochemical industry has invented a whole series of chemical reactions which do not occur in living things.  That is, this is an industry that takes raw materials; oil, natural gas, water, some inorganic chemicals and converts them into what?  Well, into the thousands of substances that you now wear, eat, wash with, and so on.  All of the new synthetics.  When you make a man-made substance, which is not found in living things, the very fact that it's not present is likely to mean that it is incompatible with living things.   And therefore the workers that deal with it are exposed to new chemical forms.  And we who eat the foods that have synthetic additives, are exposed to chemicals that living things have never been exposed to before.

Jack: I think, I think, chemicals, uh, they are affecting us.  They have to be.  There's quite a suspicion down there of people being sterile, not having kids.  They're trying to have kids but they're not having them.  

Soto: I can't think of the last time that anyone, their wives, had a baby.  Who's the last one?  Ted?  And that's been three years, four years ago?  Three or four years ago, and, uh, the majority of guys working out there are all under 40, a lot of them are twenty or so, in their early twenties.  So, uh, you take it from there.

Hank: It was rumored there when I first went there they said anybody that worked in that department for more than two years couldn't produce children.  And I haven't.

Charlie: I'll tell you what man, hearing something like that gives me cold chills, you know.  And I'm working out there, man.  I want to have kids, man.  You're talking about the long term effects.  You're talking about one right there that's, that's pretty close to my heart, man, you know, because I want to have me a couple, you know.  And... and... something like that, man ... even thinking about something like that, or even thinking about those kids would come out wrong, man, just gives me cold chills, you know.

Frank: What's my situation?  I'm just sterile that's all.

Interviewer: How long ago was it that you worked in Ag Chem?  

Frank: 1968.

Interviewer: How long were you there?

Frank: Two years.  Two years.

Interviewer: Have you had any children since you left?

Frank: No.

Interviewer: How do you feel about that?

Frank: Well, my feeling is I've been cheated.  Because, uh, I always wanted just one more.  I didn't... I didn't... I don't want to overpopulate the world, but I would have liked to have had two children.  And, uh, I've adjusted to the fact, though, that one's it.

Interviewer: How does your wife feel about it?

Frank: Well I know her feelings are a little bit deeper than mine, she's felt real cheated about it, but, uh…

Steve: Well we've asked the company to take sperm counts on these people that work out there, but they haven't, uh, they haven't did it.  This is part of the physical we was trying to get through the health and safety committee. 

Interviewer: Has the company admitted to a sterility problem?

Steve: No, they, uh, as far as I know they still say it's unrelated to the products or the area that we work in.

Narrator: Sterility.  There were strong feelings but no proof.  Doctors were discouraging.  There were too many chemicals at Oxy and too little research to sort out the possible effects.  We needed concrete evidence to know if the workers were right.  So we arranged for a sample group of seven Ag Chem workers to take sperm tests at a local laboratory.  The results confirmed what Oxy workers had suspected all along.  All seven were sterile.


By the next day events were moving quickly.  We released the test results to the union local, which in turn called in the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, known as OSHA.  OSHA shut down the Ag Chem department and within hours a flock of reporters had descended on Lathrop

Announcer: This is Channel 7 News Scene.  Now, for News Scene, Van Amburg.

Amburg:  Good evening, here's what happening.  The San Joaquin Valley pesticide plant sterility scare discovered by News Scene is getting bigger and bigger tonight, and Federal officials say the issue is too hot to sit on; they may call a national alert.  

Lee McEachern:  And officials in Washington and elsewhere are just now coming to realize that is not just a local story anymore; it is a national story.

Announcer: This is the CBS evening news, with Roger Mudd substituting for Walter Cronkite.

Mudd: Sharron Lovejoy has visited the plant in Lathrop California where the problem arose.

Lovejoy:  The first alarm was sounded this way.  By employees of Occidental Chemical.  Workers in the Agricultural Chemical department there were hurriedly tested and re-tested.  The results were shocking.  Twenty out of fifty in that department alone are sterile. 
Narrator:  Several days later, when the source of the sterility was still unknown, Occidental's own doctor referred health department officials to the Heine-Torkelson Report, a 1961 study which showed that DBCP, one of the pesticides made at Oxy, caused sterility in rats.  The study, published and paid for jointly by Dow Chemical and Shell Chemical, had sat on the shelf for 16 years, its warnings unheeded.

Interviewer: What was your initial feeling when you first found out that in fact these men were sterile?

Lindley: Shock.  We had no idea.  I had no idea at all that we had any kind of a process here in our plant operations that could do such a thing to a human being.

Interviewer: But hadn't a study been done by Dow Chemical back in 1961 that indicated DBC did cause sterility in rats?

Lindley: Well there was a study, funded by Dow, and, that, the Torkelson study, Dr. Torkelson, and it did not show sterility in rats.  What it showed was that with very high doses of DBCP you could get testicular atrophy, if you will; the shriveling up of the testicles.  I've talked to, uh, two scientists who are familiar with that work and they both say heck, we just, we just didn't draw the conclusion that there'd be sterility from the fact that the testicles were shriveling up.

Reporter:  The obvious question which remains unanswered is how many other warnings concerning other chemicals are also being ignored by the manufacturer?

Narrator: The following month the Ag Chem Department was reopened while state and federal agencies launched a nationwide investigation of DBCP.  


In following weeks 62 workers at Dow Chemical in Magnolia Arkansas, and 16 Shell workers in Mobile Alabama were also found to be sterile from working with DBCP.  Further tests at Occidental showed that field salesmen and former workers were also sterile.  The government temporarily pulled DBCP off the market.

Gary:  The ones we knew were dangerous poisons, we took real care with them, you know.  But nothing was ever said about DBCP doing, you know, anything to you, as far as that goes.

Jack Hodges:  We never heard one thing bad against DBCP as far as handling it, except it would burn you.  

Gary: And we run it every day.  Then (unintelligible) comes out with this.  Seems like that's a little late, really, to be telling us then after five or six years of it.

Jack Hodges:  They gotta make it look good, now, they don't have any choice, now.  I don't, I d-... I don't think what this company does is the answer to our problems.  We may solve this one particular problem, but you get rid of this one chemical down there, you're going to have five more come in here, and they're going to test it the same way they did DBCP, and they're not going to know if it's cancer producing or whether the safety limit they set up there is right.

Interviewer:  Do they run a lot of DBCP here?

Ed: Oh yeah, man, that was the main product we had here.   That took away about half of our business I'll bet.  At least half of our profit I'll bet.

Frank: It's just too bad that they're having to use people as guinea pigs.  That's the way I feel.  I mean if someone come up to you and said OK you've got a choice, you can work here and not have any children or you can work somewhere else and... and have children.... But they didn't give... they didn't give us a choice.  They just, uh, you know…  Sure, I volunteered to go to work out there but, uh, I didn't know this was going to happen.

News Announcer:  Experts say DBCP causes both sterility and cancer.  Donald Vale, head of the California Occupational Safety and Health Program says about 90 to 95% of the workers exposed to the ingredient have been found to be sterile.  He also said one worker tested at a Dow chemical plant in Arkansas developed testicular cancer and his testes were removed.


The four-day investigation in San Francisco is to find out why workers were not warned about the chemical.

Vale (head of CalOSHA):  Mr. Lindley, er, when did you first know about the, uh, Heine-Torkelson report?

Lindley: We did not, uh, uh, we had not received the Torkelson report, uh, from Dow or from Shell or from any source, uh, prior to July 1977.

Vale:  Ten years and you were manufacturing it for Dow, and they didn't give you any Safety Data Sheet or Health Data Sheet?

Lindley: I think that's correct.

Vale (speaking to Dow VP Blair): We're talking about a very basic piece of information, namely the Heine-Torkelson report.  Mr. Lindley said he did not see that report until about July and it concerns me from an OSHA point of view when there's this kind of breakdown in the transmission of such basic information.

Ectyl Blair, VP Dow Chemical: I'm certain that there will be much more attention given to that in the future.  But, uh, you know, this is, uh, this is an evolving and a changing, uh, approach.  Our effort has constantly been to maximize the k-, uh, getting health and environmental kind of information to all kinds of people.  We don't consider that a trade secret.

Reporter questioning Blair:  Do you know whether that information went forward to formulators who were buying your product?

Blair: I can't tell you; I do not know that.

Reporter: How about to people, uh, purchasing it on the market or applying it in the fields?

Blair: Oh I can't answer that either; I don't know that.

Reporter: It seems rather remarkable that an organization such as Dow would not have someone who would be able to pinpoint this information…. (Blair walks away from questioning)

Woman reporter voice: For more than 20 years California farmers have been using it to kill tiny worms that nibble at crop roots, despite reports of its harmful side effects.  Now the government reports that traces of the chemical are showing up in practically every crop coming out of California's valley.

Narrator: Fruit and vegetable growers quickly began a campaign to get DBCP back on the market.  Without it, they warned that food prices would take a sharp rise.  Meanwhile, chemical companies began experimenting with substitutes.  In response, officials from the California Occupational Safety and Health Administration held a press conference at Oxy to discuss the problems they faced in protecting workers.

CalOSHA rep: There is an OSHA program with a limited staff trying to enforce standards on certain dangerous chemicals.  There are some 500 chemicals currently listed in California standards, out of probably over a quarter million chemicals currently in use in the United States, and it's going to take a LOT of work to determine, you know, uh, what chemicals fall underneath the standards.

Reporter: What about the ones that have not been tested, about which we know nothing?  What is the department's position on those?

CalOSHA rep:  I'm not clear about that, and I might want to defer to Bill Steffen.

Steffen:  You know, the ones that have standards are the ones where we have problems.  And that's why they have standards for the 500.  They're commonly used…

Reporters, interrupting:  DBCP -  there's no standard and there's a problem, it seems.

Steffen:  There will be a standard because we found a problem.  And that's the way it's been working.

Jack Hodges:  And this is how it goes -- human research.  Matter of fact I don't think most of it's done in laboratories; it's done on humans.  We have so many people down there die from certain things down there, and, they finally investigate it and find out that's what they died from.
Narrator: There are 30,000 pesticides in use in this country.  These pesticides are regulated by a series of governmental agencies which are supposed to protect worker, consumers, and the environment.  But none of these agencies have the budget to test the quarter million industrial and agricultural chemicals used in American industry.  Instead, research is done by the same companies who stand to profit from the chemicals they're testing.  Once a safety standard has been set, there's no guarantee it can be enforced.  Corporations now have the legal right to refuse an OSHA inspection without a court approved search warrant.

Esther Critser:  I'm not a medical doctor.  But why are they having so many cancer cases there?

Narrator: Esther Critser's husband John was a supervisor at Oxy for 15 years.  He was one of several at the plant who recently died of cancer.

Esther Critser: I don't know whether he complained, would say anything, whether it was chemicals or not, but personally I feel that the chemicals had a lot to do with it.  Uh, he was a man that never complained.  Got to the point that he couldn't, I couldn't get him in the walker even in the morning.  Got so weak, you know.  And the pain was so strong that he'd call during day and night, you know, for pain pills.  My hardship is the loneliness.  I'll never live it down.

Soto: You can say anything you want to, but large corporations, Occidental Chemical for one one of the largest, their whole.... that's all they're in business for; they're in business to make money, you know.  Regardless as to what happens to my life, or Jack's life or anybody else's life that works out there.  If you stay in that plant and put up a fight, some type of a fight, you're going to be able to help things out but if you get up and leave it they're going to keep doing the same things over and over again.  They'll just, they'll just.... their number one priority will still be money, until somebody puts their foot down and says 'hey you're going to have to quit killing those people, you're going to quit giving them cancer.'  When that happens then, uh, then they'll, uh, take us into consideration but until then we're just going to have to live day by day, just like we're doing now.

Jack:  Got to give them, uh, corrective measures.  It might do... it might not do me any good, might not do Soto any good; it might not do the other people in the plant any good.  But somebody years down the road down there I think we're going to do some good.  It's a long time coming but I think we're going to do some good.

Narrator:  When the publicity died down at Oxy, some things had changed and some had not.  The union forced the company to install a new ventilation system in the Ag Chem department.  Jack Hodges has since been hospitalized three times with internal hemorrhaging and was moved out of the chemicals into a maintenance job.  For most of the other workers the long term effects on their health are still unknown.  


DBCP is now being manufactured in Mexico.  It is again being used on food and vegetable crops in this country.
	




Charlie's claims might or might not be true.  They are much like many bits of false popular wisdom, and they are also quite similar to a number of sad, well-established true stories.





This transcription includes fictitious names for some of the characters who are not identified by name in the film.
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In 1999, the OC&AW merged with the United Paperworkers Internat'l Union to form PACE: Paper, Allied-Industrial, Chemical and Energy Workers International Union





Rich's final conclusion is not necessarily true.  Just because you don't know why the stainless or other metal) is corroded does not mean it came from airborne hazards.  





It is still true that doctors, even chemical toxicity specialists, know far less about the toxicity of most chemicals than would be ideal.





Might be a good idea INDEED.  Some kind of meeting...





It is not at all clear that Oxy tried to "know what the literature says on it," or to make their manufacturing process safe.  These were the days when OSHA was very young, even the chemical industry was much younger, and many companies and individuals gave very little thought to chemical hazards.





IARC classes:  Dieldrin and Aldrin are currently classified Group 3 - unclassifiable as to carcinogenicity in humans.  Chlordane and DDT are classified Group 2B - possibly carcinogenic to humans.





(These materials also cause various reproductive damage and other toxic effects besides cancer.)





THE STERILITY QUESTION:  This is where it began to get very interesting for the two young investigative reporters.  But WHY had no one gone for sperm testing before this?  Because they thought they'd get fired?  Because it was embarrassing?  Was it too expensive?





Professor Commoner (Washington University in St. Louis) has written nine books, was the 1980 Citizens’ Party presidential candidate, and was a pioneer in the creation of the environmental movement.  He has been called the "Paul Revere of Ecology."





This is a guess, but possibly a fair guess.  Fertility testing, even simple sperm count, was probably somewhat expensive in 1977 compared to now.





Torkelson, T. R. et al., Toxicologic Investigations of 1,2-Dibromo-3-chloropropane, Toxicology and Applied Pharmacology, 3, 1961 pp. 545-559.
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Fumazone; Nemafume; Nemagon; Nemanax; Nemaset; Nematocide; fumagon; fumazone 86; nemabrom; nemagon soil fumigant; nemapaz; nematox; nemazon





According to Chemfinder, DBCP is available for purchase online from Alfa Aesar, Pfaltz & Bauer, and TCI.  The cost is $1 - $3 per gram.





This point made by Lindley is often the most marveled at in the entire film. 





How does anyone ever know that a safety limit is "right?" 





Note that the men appear to be wearing their (presumably contaminated) protective suits as they walk to lunch, and possibly while they are eating lunch.  This is a really bad idea given the circumstances and the chemicals with which they work.





DBCP is listed by IARC in Group 2B (possibly carcinogenic to humans).  So are acetaldehyde, acetamide, acrylonitrile, caffeic acid, carbon black, carbon tet, and 228 other substances and mixtures.  See http://193.51.164.11/monoeval/crthall.html





The OSHA Hazard Communication Standard, established in 1981, requires all manufacturers to prepare and distribute MSDSs.  Dow failed to pass along important info, and sterility (and maybe worse) was the result for a number of workers





Human research.  The more recent dramatic example is Karen Wetterhahn, who showed the world that latex gloves are no good at all for dimethyl mercury.





Mrs. Critser's husband's cancer may have been caused by work activities,  or it may not have.  Some people believe this vignette to be the movie's weak point, a level to which the filmmakers should not have gone.





This is true but it's a very dumb thing for a company to do, because the OSHA inspector will get a warrant, and fast, and will then fine the living daylights out of the company for every tiny infraction they can find.





And it still often works this way.





DBCP is still in the news in 2007, legal actions by individuals and by national governments against US companies, for damages to worker health caused by use of DBCP on crops grown outside the US.





No one should ever  have to choose between


        their job 


        and 


their health/safety.  





And yet many do.
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