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Will we hear, "Don't drink the water"? 

By Cindy Rodriguez  Denver Post Columnist 
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The stories ran on separate pages of Sunday's Denver Post and would seem to have little in common. 

One was a front-page piece about mutant fish found downstream of the Boulder wastewater treatment plant. The fish had male and female sex organs.

The other was a feature on a woman who survived breast cancer and was running in the Race for the Cure.

Freaky fish. Polluted waters. Breast cancer.

They would seem to have nothing in common. And while scientists have yet to connect polluted waters to cancer risk, eerie correlations make me want to get a water-filtration device.

The research goes back more than 40 years, when Rachel Carson's 1962 landmark book, "Silent Spring," sounded the alarm.

Carson argued that pesticides interfered with the reproduction of animals, especially birds. Scientists dismissed her findings. But time has proved her correct; pesticides such as DDT hurt some animals' ability to reproduce.

In 1972, the Environmental Protection Agency banned DDT in the U.S. It was one of scores of chemicals the EPA had deemed a health risk. But other chemicals were lurking.

In the 1970s, the phenomenon of "intersex" animals was uncovered when alligators living in polluted Lake Apopka in Florida were found to have both male and female sex organs.

Scientists began researching the connection between chemicals and animals with mutant sex organs. They came to realize the chemicals mimicked the hormone estrogen, and even the tiniest traces could block testosterone and thus create mutations.

Finally, in 1997, the EPA began requiring chemical makers to test their products on lab rats and their offspring to see if it altered sperm count, or caused genital malformation.

The agency also requires that drinking water be tested for pesticides such as chlordane, DDT, endrin, toxaphene, lindane, atrazine and other substances that are suspected "xenoestrogens" - chemicals that mimic estrogen. They are allowable in small traces. But we don't know what the cumulative effect is on people who ingest it over years.

It's clear the creation of mutant fish, birds, frogs, alligators, panthers and other animals disrupts the ecosystem. But we don't yet know if drinking water polluted with xenoestrogens affects our own reproductive systems or causes cancer.

Yet studies have shown the sperm count of men in industrialized countries has been declining over the past half-century. And industrialized countries have dramatically higher rates of cancer than developing ones.

A 2003 study released by the World Health Organization estimated global cancer rates will rise 50 percent by 2020 and that one in four people in industrialized countries will die of cancer.

Scientists such as Ana Soto and Carlos Sonnenschein, cell biologists at Tufts University School of Medicine, have proved xenoestrogens cause cells in the breast to multiply fast, including cancerous cells.

There's plenty more work to be done to find out if there is a link between the polluted waters that cause fish to mutate and an increase in cancer in humans.

I'm not waiting. I'm getting a .2-micron filter with an activated-charcoal system for my tap. I hope my friends do the same.

Cindy Rodríguez's column appears Tuesdays and Thursdays in Scene. Contact her at 303-820-1211 or crodriguez@denverpost.com . 


· The spaces between the carbon particles in the eSpring Water Purifier's compressed carbon block filter are extremely small, and able to filter out particles as small as 0.2 microns (300 percent smaller than a human hair) including asbestos, sediment, dirt, and scale 

