I B OO

£ 100 35 AR 3
TANNY MCGINLEY

On a map in the office of

s

“a nonprofit family

support group, markers
pinpoint Toms River-
area children diagnosed
with cancer.
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The names of children who died of cancer are inscribed on a‘ memorial in Toms River, N.§¥.

‘A cluster
‘conu
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ndrum

Local concentrations of cancer cases occur all the time.
But environmental causes are hard to pinpoint
scientifically, and the clustering itself could be

a coincidence.

By Mark Jalfe
INQUIRER STAFF WRITER

his spring, medical researchers
will launch a door-10-deor search
in Toms River, N.J., for the cause
of an apparent spate of childhood
cancer caeses inh that Ocean

County community.
1t will be one of the most comprehen-
sive community epidemiology studies of
its kind. It will involve getting detailed
medical histories from fumilies, as well as
soil and water tests throughout the town.
But if the past is any indication of the
outcome, the researchers will be unable
to find a cause. The image of a cancer

“cluster” — an abnormally high inci-
dence of the disease in a single locale —
could even dissolve into statistical insig-
nificance.

And families will be left uncertain and
frustrated. '

In 22 years the federal Ceniters for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention has investi-
gated 108 possible cancer clusters in 29
states and five foreign countries. The
CDC used eight different data collection
methods, four different types of laborato-
ries, on four different specimen types.

The result: No clear cause was found for
any cluster.

“It has been very difficult, next to im-

When Cancer
Comes in Clusters

This spring researchers in Toms River,
N.J., will investigate a cancer “cluster”
—- an abnormally high incidence of
the disease in a single area. Their
gozl: Determine if something caused
the cluster, or il it's merely a random,
yet statistically expected, occurrence.

{How chisbiss Docur randomivs:

Nt i s

Forty red squares are randomty :
distributed on a grid of 400 squares.

By drawing a boundary around
groupings of squares, you can find
clusters. Of the 20 squares circled
below, 6 are red, three times more
than the expecied 2 squares.

- SRR - (0 -

But when you look at the larger
picture — the entire grid — you find
the expected number of red
squares. The cluster didn't exist until
ihe boundary was ‘drawn around it.
What looks like a cluster of red
squares isn't anything more than
what would be statistically expected
in the larger area. : .

The Phidolpkia Ingurer | MATTHEW ERICSON

possible, 1o find or explain a genuine en-
vironmental cancer cluster,” said Robert
Miller, the retired chief of epidemiology
for the National Cancer Institute.

The environmental disease cluster has
emerged as a modern-day chimera, test-
ing and trying epidemiology and environ-
mental health science and the sense of
well-being in dozens of communities
across the nation.

The techniques for examining disease
clusters, scienlists say, are improving, al-
though they do not yet guarantee an-
swers. But they do provide a checklist of
things that ought to be done 1o maximize

See CLUSTERS on F12 .
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