
Viewpoint: When it comes to chemical safety, there’s a difference between ‘movie
science’ and the real thing

loved the movie 

I
Erin Brockovich played by Julia Roberts who played a lawyer’s assistant fighting the 

interplay of corporate greed and a dangerous chemical in water, hexavalent chromium. There are lots of 
movies like this one. One website lists 31, including Fletch Lives and Mark Ruffalo’s Dark Waters. 
You can’t help but feel good when these greedy corporate managers who knowingly introduce toxic 
chemicals into the environment and our food finally get their comeuppance as a result of dedicated 
lawyers, reporters or activists fighting against these powerful business interests.

You can also see TV series and documentaries on these toxic chemicals including a 2001 PBS special on
how we have produced thousands of man-made chemicals that have never been tested and a 2019
Discovery Channel documentary, The Story of Plastic that talks about exposing us to phthalates and BPA.
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There are two primary ways, besides just the information we get from Hollywood, that we control these
chemicals: federal regulation from agencies like EPA, FDA, USDA, and OSHA, and court cases known as
tort courts. A tort case is a civil wrong that seeks monetary damages for negligence. Perhaps the most
widely publicized recent tort case involved the weedkiller Roundup and its possible relation to cancer.

There is one thing that regulations and tort cases have in common, and that is the use of science to prove
causation. Over the years, I have become increasingly suspicious that appeals to good triumphing over
evil, or the appeal to disgust, i.e., the themes in Erin Brockovich, Fletch and Dark Waters, are more about
a satisfying story than they are about truth. Even though I loved the movies and the documentaries, I
know that just because a company has settled a big court case, or has had its products regulated, doesn’t
necessarily mean that the risks the products posed justified the outcomes.

Let’s start with where a lot of chemicals are first indicted, the World Health Organization’s International
Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC). Out of over 1,000 chemical agents IARC has investigated, only 
one (a chemical used in yoga pants) was found “probably not carcinogenic.” Things that cause cancer
according to IARC include being painter or paver, salted fish, soot, alcoholic beverages, coffee, rubber, 
night-shift work, red meat, sugar, cell phones, pickles and Valium.

https://chemtrust.org/dark-waters-film-pfas/
https://billmoyers.com/content/trade-secrets/
https://my.roundup-cancer-claim.org/?utm_source=google&network=g&keyword=roundup lymphoma settlement&matchtype=b&targetid=kwd-392695682630&campaignid=12999155240&adgroupid=122135482979&creative=519798786643&feeditemid=&device=c&loc_interest_ms=&loc_physical_ms=9008143&placement=&utm_medium=cpc&gclid=Cj0KCQiA15yNBhDTARIsAGnwe0VQBWedXWHYgS-auLebbtUMUznNj-sgIPsNA7WMi33Bs7-FE5dW044aAiUFEALw_wcB
https://qz.com/708925/why-it-sometimes-seems-like-everything-causes-cancer/
https://qz.com/708925/why-it-sometimes-seems-like-everything-causes-cancer/
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The World Health Organization simplified chart of carcinogenic exposure. Credit: IARC

California follows suit with Proposition 65 (requires warnings about chemicals that cause cancer, birth
defects or reproductive harm) suggesting that French fries, Tiffany-style lamps, amusement park rides,
hotels, boats, wooden furniture, tuna, pumpkin puree all need warning signs that exposure to them can
cause cancer.

But “causation” implies that exposure to a chemical is high enough, and toxic enough, to actually cause
the harm. If we were to believe IARC and California’s warning signs, we should probably all have died
from cancer by now. The problem lies in the science that determines these things. Rodent studies
generally feed rats or mice a substance hundreds of times more than humans are exposed to in order to
elicit a carcinogenic response. The result is that one half of everything tested on rodents is found to be
carcinogenic.

Epidemiology studies generally only find correlation, like the sun rises because the rooster crowed. That
doesn’t say anything about causation.

But the science is often ignored, particularly in court trials as the emotional appeal is a winning card as
long as you can paint greed against toxic chemicals. Even EPA has said that glyphosate (the ingredient in
Roundup) is not likely to be carcinogenic to humans. Nevertheless, Bayer has settled to pay $11 billion in
settlement compensations. There were 130,000 lawsuits with 100,000c currently settled at between
$100,000 and $150,000 per settlement. There are still 4,000 lawsuits pending.

https://www.popsci.com/california-coffee-cancer-warning/
https://www.webmd.com/cancer/herbicide-glyphosate-cancer
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9PcXKXWFFT4
https://www.marylandinjurylawyerblog.com/roundup-cancer-lawsuits.html
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Non-Hodgkins Lymphoma rates have remained steady, and survivability increased, despite claims and
studies purporting a link to glyphosate use. Credit: ACSH

We all pay a price, an unfair price, in terms of lost jobs, higher prices, and sometimes loss of someone’s
business when we unfairly target a chemical that is not causing health issues.

How about a movie or documentary where a young lawyer works for a company and stands up
to big activists, big regulatory agencies or big plaintiff tort attorneys and wins one based on
good science?
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A version of this article was originally posted at Truth In Science and has been reposted here with 
permission. Truth in Science can be found on Twitter @TruthScienceCTR
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