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We've all dealt with an overflowing sink, haven't we? What is your first impulse – is it to reach 

for a sponge or mop, or turn off the tap? I applaud the recent recommendation by the National 

Academy of Sciences to reduce our exposure to dioxin from our food. It's too bad the Academy's 

solutions focused mostly at the bottom of the dioxin food chain, rather than turning off the dioxin 

"tap" at its source.  

Dioxin is considered one of the most toxic compounds ever produced, an unintended by-product 

of combustion or chemical processes involving chlorine and organic material, and it's 

everywhere. Including our bodies. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has concluded 

that more than 95 percent of our dioxin exposure comes through what we eat, particularly foods 

that contain animal fat. Dioxin gets stored in fat, building up from years of daily exposure at the 

dinner table, until we become like waterlogged sponges. A number of health effects have been 

linked to dioxin exposure at or near the levels that many of us have in our bodies right now. 

Dioxin can cause cancer – the EPA estimates one out of only 1,000 Americans will develop 

cancer due to dioxin exposure. It can also cause endometriosis (which can lead to infertility); 

suppress your immune system, affect your body's hormone system – a whole host of problems 

that most of us would avoid, given the choice.  

You only need look at some of our Vietnam veterans to see the havoc that dioxin can wreak upon 

not just the initially exposed individuals, but their children as well. Exposure to dioxin-

contaminated Agent Orange has been linked with lung cancer, non-Hodgkin's lymphoma, soft-

tissue sarcoma and Type II diabetes in veterans, and with spina bifida, cleft lip and cleft palate, 

learning disabilities and childhood cancers in their children.  

Entire communities have been evacuated and relocated because of dioxin exposure: Times 

Beach, Missouri; Love Canal, New York, and most recently, a neighborhood in Pensacola, 

Florida in the late 1990s. Some residents, primarily African-Americans, in Mossville, Louisiana 

have high levels of dioxin in their blood, most likely from the nearby polyvinyl chloride (PVC) 

plastic manufacturing facilities and refineries. (These dioxin levels are high even when compared 

to the average American's dioxin body burden, which EPA has said is already at or near the 

levels where health problems start to show up in animal tests.) Mossville residents would like to 

be relocated, but even if EPA ordered it, because there is dioxin everywhere, they will never be 

able to find a place that is completely dioxin-free.  

The July 1st report by the NAS made a number of recommendations, which included making the 

numerous government agencies involved in various aspects of dioxin regulation coordinate better 

on risk assessment, reducing animal forage contamination and stop feeding animals back to 

animals, and reducing dioxin intake through food by girls and young women. These 

recommendations are all well and good, but they are "sponge" control strategies. They do not 

address the central problem: the industries that produce the dioxin in the first place.  



The EPA has made sweeping predictions about the reduction in dioxin levels in the environment 

claiming that the "Maximum Achievable Control Technology" (MACT) standards that they have 

promulgated for some of the dioxin-emitting industries (hazardous waste, medical waste and 

trash incinerators, for example) are responsible for those alleged reductions. But the truth is, 

they're just HOPING that's what will happen, because they haven't set up an effective monitoring 

and enforcement program to ensure the rules are being followed.  

Why are we talking about managing risk – trying to mop up the mess – instead of turning off the 

tap? Yes, we can and should continue to study the health effects of dioxin. But we don't need to 

wait for that information in order to take action. We don't need to burn our garbage or medical 

waste or hazardous waste; we don't need for most of the innumerable widgets in our lives to be 

made out of PVC plastic. In May 2001, the United States signed the Stockholm Convention on 

Persistent Organic Pollutants, known as the POPs Treaty, in which nations pledge to eliminate or 

reduce their emissions of dioxin and 11 other chemicals to the environment. The Congress and 

President Bush have yet to ratify it so that implementation – turning off the tap – can begin. In 

the meantime, our bodies continue to be used to mop up the dioxin mess, and I don't remember 

being asked if I minded being used as a sponge.  

 


