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LETTERS Risk assessments Dear Sir: I have just finished reading “Estimating risk to human health” by Cothern, Coniglio, and Marcus (ES&T, February 1986, pp. 111-16). The authors assume that trichloroethylene (TCE) is a genetically acting carcinogen in humans, a position apparently developed in an EPA report prepared by the same authors and cited as Reference 1 in the article. I have not seen that report and doubt that it was reviewed by independent scientists prior to publication. It seems somewhat misleading to leave the reader with the impression that TCE and other referenced volatile organic compounds are accepted by the scientific community as human carcinogens at any level of exposure. There is a great amount of data on many of these materials, including DNA binding and interaction, pharmacokinetics, metabolism, and in vitro and in vivo genetic work. I believe that the total data package, when appropriately weighted, leads to a conclusion that TCE does not pose a carcinogenic risk under normal exposure conditions. Thus, a completely different scenario should be considered-the safe level of exposure also should be derived from noncarcinogenic toxicity data with appropriate accepted factors incorporated to protect the sick or overly sensitive members of our populations. Such a process, incorporating a 1000-fold safety factor, leads to an acceptable health guidance number of about 220 ppb, according to scientists at the Halogenated Solvents Industry Alliance. This number is designed to be protective for a lifetime of such exposure, and even higher values could be acceptable for shorter periods of exposure. Please note that no one, including myself, is proposing that contamination be allowed to rise to this “acceptably safe” level. I do strongly advocate that the public be told in clear terms whether a material is likely to cause cancer at all at expected exposure levels, if determining a threshold is feasible, and that this decision be made in an open public forum before an independent scientific expert panel. The actual standard for regulatory purposes could be lower than the health goal to reflect 420
 
 Environ. Sci. Technol., Vol. 20, No. 5,1986
 
 socioeconomic considerations including minimal degradation scenarios. Hugh A. Farber Midland, Mich. 48640
 
 Zhe authors reply: The EPA’s Carcinogen Assessment Group (CAG) has made repeated and exhaustive evaluations of the carcinogenic potential of TCE and has concluded that it is a potential human carcinogen. Since CAG’s most recent review, which was about two years ago, the National Toxicology Program has published a technical report on its study (1). The peer review panel concluded that under the conditions of this study, TCE is a carcinogen in rats. TCE produced renal adenomas and andenocarcinomas in both sexes and interstitial cell tumors of the testis in highly dosed males. Reference 1 in our feature article was reviewed by independent, external scientists, as are all EPA reports.
 
 Reference (1) Mennear, J. H. “National Toxicology Programs Report on the Toxicology and Carcinogenesis Studies of Trichloroethylene in Four Strains of Rats,” NIH Publication 862529; National Institutes of Health: Research Triangle Park, N.C., 1985.
 
 Chemical emergencies Dear Sir: I read with great interest Judith Hushon’s article about computerized expert systems (“Response to chemical emergencies,” ES&T, February 1986, pp. 118-21). Unfortunately, it seems to me from the information presented in the box that she misunderstands the CHEMTREC system. It is correct that CHEMTREC provides information on chemicals from files (just as in the CHEMTOX and CHEM-data files). But the second part of the CHEMTREC service involves the emergency responder in a conversation with an expert from the producer or shipper of the chemicais involved. Although this is not the man-machine system the author describes, it is certainly closer to an expert system than a simple computer dial-up service without any interactive features. We have recently added significantly to the kinds of assistance that can be obtained through CHEMTREC. First,
 
 we have extended our service by offering to arrange telephone contacts between physicians treating those exposed to chemicals and the medical staff of the firms producing the chemicals. In this way treatment information can be relayed quickly. Second, the Chemical Manufacturers Association (CMA) has organized a mutual aid network of industry specialists and emergency response contractors who respond at the scene of serious chemical transportation incidents. These experts can provide advice about the product and about safe containment and removal methods. In many cases they can provide assistance in securing containers and transferring products to secure containers. This mutual aid network is called CHEMNET I am interested in further development of a computer-aided expert system and believe that it will someday be of use to those capable of using such a system. I would note, however, that in the two examples cited at the beginning of the article, use of the existing information systems would have provided a satisfactory solution. Use of a computer-aided expert system in either of those situations probably would not have resulted in any quicker or safer action than correct use of existing assistance. Joe J. Mayhew
 
 National Chemical Response and Information Center Chemical Manufacturers Association Washington, D.C. 20037 The author replies: I am glad to see that CMA has recently expanded CHEMTREC’s coverage. As I pointed out, in its earlier state it did not totally meet the needs of first responders to chemical emergencies. Its expanded activities will improve its service, but there will still be a real role for expert systems because it will take time to reach the experts referenced in the CHEMTREC system so that their help in accidents can be sought. The expert system can avoid this delay in combining inputs. Also, should an accident involve chemicals supplied by different manufacturers, the experts would have to be able to collaborate. This is not always feasible.
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