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JPL's Toxic Waste Caused Cancer, Suit Says
• Courts: Neighbors charge that poor disposal practices from 1940s chargedfears of diseasewith ostensibly

dry, methodical scientific reasoning. In the
through '60s caused illnesses. Lab officials deny all allegations. JPL case, plaintiffs believe an institution of

local pride "stabbed us in the back," in the
toxic solvents were routinely dumped in words of one former La Canada resident

By NICltOLAS RICCARDI cesspools at the site. In 1902, the 179-acre with Hodgkin's disease, the type of cancer
TIldESSTAFFWRITER facility was placed on the Environmental shared by many plaintiffs.

The Jet Propulsion Laboratory, basking Proteetion Agency's Superl_und list of con- Tom Girardi, one of the plaintiffs' lawyers.
in the international spotlight for its Path- taminated areas needing cleanup, said: "You [hadl all these guys over there
finder mission to Mars, is targeted in a The suit is part of a burgeoning field of who are putting rockets into orbit, they

environmental litigation--dubbed toxic know the property of every chemical in the
lawsuit that alleges the lab's past chemical torts--that has flooded the courts over the world . and they decide 'Let's dump it indisposal practices caused cancer in dozens • -

last two decades. These mammoth, high- the water table,' It's inexcu_bte."
of local residents, stakes lawsuits often pit huge businesses or The lawsuit alleges that JPL discharged

The lab vehemently denies the eharges, research facilities against plaintiffs' law- toxic materials into the ground, ground
The plaintiffs' lawyers cite what they yers who may spend millions of dollars of water, sewers and air. exposing the plain-
describe as JPL's history of polluting their own money to make their cases, tiffs to the materials through the water
during the 1940s. '50s and '60s, a time when The lawsuits often contrast emotion- Please see JPL,B._



Jr'L" I)lsposal of Toxic Waste Caused Cancer,

Neighbors' Lawsuit Charges
Continued from BI Times. As early as 1948, memos
slq_ply and air. from Pasadena engineers requested

It was filed in .lanuary on behalf of three plaintiffs, that JPL dispose of its waste
two former l,a Canada women suffering from [lodg- through city sewers for fear that
kin's disease and the mother of a third woman who chemicals and human waste might
,tied in 1989. Clifford It. Pearson, one of their contaminate the local water supply.
attorneys, said 31 others who have been found to have One city inspector in 1948 noted
cancer or whose family members have died of cancer yellowish liquids being discharged
have petitioned the court to join the suit. All of the into the arroyo and a "black, coal
potenlial plaintiffs are l,a Canada or Altadena resi- tar-like substance" by a JPI, drain
dents and 14 of them represent llodgkin's cases, next to the stream. That inspector,

The case is in its infancy and could take years to according to a Pasadena memo, was
settle or go to trial, even cautioned against driving his

Jl'l, says science is on its side. "I don't really jeep across the stream because the
understand why these folks are even pre&sing the suit," water was thought to have an
said Charles Buril. manager of JPL's environmental "explosive nature."
affairs office. "The medical literature doesn't even show In the 1950s, JPL burned metal in

a chemical link with ltodgkm's." Pasadena incineration pits by the
For the plaintiffs' case to succeed, their lawyers Devil's Gate Reservoir, according to

must demonstrate not only that the laboratory pol- city and JPL documents. The doeu-
lined, but that the plaimiffs were exposed to the ments do not detail the quantity or
polltllion in sufficient levels that it caused their frequency of chemicals burned. In ^L^_I f_,_f,;;_^._/ _,_^,_T,_T,_,_

cancers, the 1960s, those documents report, Ramona Higley, left, and Tami

chrome runoff from cooling towers Valliethave filed suit against JPL.
he exposure allegedly occurred 20 to 30 years ago, spilled into the arroyo. Again. the
before regular environmental testing was required documents do not detail the quantity or frequency of

to determine the presence of toxic chemicals in local the runoff.

water supplies. So each side is preparing to mount In the mid-1960s, JPL began disposing of its waste
costly cases arguing radically different interpretations in the Pasadena sewage system, an acceptable practice
of chemical events decades ago. at the time and one that the city had sought in 1948.

"Ultimately," said Ernie Getto, a Los Angeles "This is what was viewed as commonly acceptable
lawyer who defends companies against toxic torts, then," Buril said of .IPl,'s early disposal tcchniq||es
"l hose cases are about science and its limitations." "Now we know better."

.IPI, officials say they did not keep detailed As environmental laws toughened, Pasadena began
documentation on all disposal processes, especially more sophisticated tests of its water wells and in 1979
during the facility's early years, the 1940s and 'r_Os.At discovered two with traces of three toxic solvents

the time. the Army ran the lab where rockets were above Environmental Protection Agency safety levels
tested, nuclear weapons were built and sokliers were Those wells were closed.
trained. Such records would be legally required today
but were. at best, an afterthought at the time. _imilar contamination was found at four more

.1PI, officials said it was common practice during kJ wells--two serving Pasadena and two rml by the
those decmles for each lab building to dispose of Lincoln Avenue Water District serving Altadena. All
sewage and chemical wastes in the cesspool pits, of those wells were also closed upon discovery of the
which seeped into lhe i_rcmnd, contaminants. No wells serving |,a Canada were found

3"he city of l'a._adena, whose water wells are to he contaminated, according to state environmental
d_wn._trcam from JP[,. was never pleased with this officials.
arran_emenl, according to memos obtained by The In 1990, .IPI, agreed t_ pay about $I million t_ hml,I a
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Watertreatmentfacilityandpa; to.....One'ofVallier'soldschoolmatesdiedofHodgl_in;sin......
cleanthePasadenawells--without1989.Anotherhadbarelysurvivedthecancer.Vallier
admittingresponsibilityforthe soonfoundthatherhunchwas correct--shewas the
contamination.A spokesmansaid thirdalumniofSt.Bede'sCatholicSchoolinLaCanada
thelaboratorywas simplybeing"a diagnosedwithHodgkin's.
goodcorporateneighbor." The lawsuitallegesthatSt.Bede'sproximityto
Today,threeof the Pasadena JPL--itisabouta mileaway--ledthethreetobe

wellshave reopenedafterJPL exposedtothepollutants.Vallierheardofa casein
treatment,and oneremainsclosed, Burbank,whereLockheedpaidareported$60-million
The twoLincolnAvenuewellsalso settlementto130peoplewho complainedofhealth
reopenedaftertreatmentby the ailments,includingcancer,which they linkedto
waterdistrict, wastesfromtheLockheedplant.

She calledtheTarzanafirmofWasserman,Comden
he 1992declarationofJPL asa & Casselman,whichhandledtheLockheedcase,and
Superfundsitecamebecauseof toldthemabouttheHodgkin'scasesinLaCanada.

'thewatercontaminationandother Some expertssaytheJPL casetypifiesabasicflaw
ispillson laboratorygrounds.The inhuman reasoningthatcanleadtopoorscienceand
designationgivesJPL accessto shoddylawsuits.
federalfundstoaiditsenvironmen- "Hodgkin'sdiseaseperiodicallycropsup inreports
talcleanup,but alsosubjectsthe ofclusters,"saidDr.Thomas Mack,a USC professor
sitetorigorousinspections, and Hodgkin'sepidemiologyexpert."It'shuman
Thatwillnotbe a problem,JPL naturetoblamesomeoneelse.Peoplecan'tappreciate

officialssay,becausethelabcur- statisticsintuitively."
rentlypackages allhazardous
wasteand disposesof itthrough "_ut Don Howarth,who lectureson toxictortsat
methodsset by federalenviron- LJOxford and isa Los Angelesplaintiff'sattorney,

mental law. said that modern science has shown that diseases like
Lengthy internal investigations have shown that cancer can have multiple causes. Because of this, toxic

the amounts of chemicalsinvolvedin the early tortsbecomeverycomplicated.
disposalpracticesweresosmallthattheywouldnot "We're dealingwith law thatdevelopedwhen
harm thepopulation,Burilsaid.The in-houseinvesti- burdenofproofand soforthreflectedaccidentslikea
gationincludedinterviewswithformeremployeesas coupleofoxcartsbumpingintoeachotherinLondon,"
well asanexaminationofavailabledocumentation. Howarth said. "What we ought to say is look,

Debbie Lowe, the EPA's manager of the JPL realistically, are these two things related so that more
Superfundsite,saiditistoosoontoconcludethatno likelythannotone causedtheother?You caneasily
harm has been doneby the olddisposalpractices,saythatinan autoaccidentcase.But ina thing10
Althoughthereisno currentriskfrom thewastes, years later,when it'ssomethingyou can'tsee,
testingisstillunderwaytodeterminetheeffectsof somethingwhich affectsthebody,it'smuch more
pastpolluting, difficult."
Tami Vallierthinksthedamagehas alreadybeen Inthecomingmonths,thecasecoulddevelopona

done. number offronts.Itnotclearwhetherthesuitwill
A doctorwas examiningalumpon Vallier'sneckin stayinSuperiorCourtorbe transferredtoa federal

1996when she toldhim.."You'retestingme for court.Also,stilltobe answeredisthecomplicated
Hodgkin'sdisease." questionofwho couldultimatelybe foundliable,if
Thedoctoraskedwhy shetl_oughtshehadsucharare damagesareawarded,Numerousgovernmentagen-

formof cancer."Because,"the 30-year-oldVallier cieshavefundedthelaboratory,whichisstaffedby
recalledsaying,"itseemslikeeveryoneIknowhasiL" Caltech.
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