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STUDY OF CANCER INCIDENCE AT SEVESO

The animal and laboratory experimental data on the possible

carcinogenic effects of Dioxin cannot yet be regarded as satis=

factory. The animal work has shown an increase in lung, liver

and tongue cancers, soft tissue sarcomas, lymphomas and leu-

kemias.

The few epidemiological data on man pertain rather to the class

of compounds to which dioxin belongs such as chlorophenols and

weedkillers. These data show an increased risk for soft tissû .

sarcomas, kidney tumors r lymphomas and leukemias.

The few prospective studies of workers exposed to accidents

must be considered with caution because of the small number of

exposed persons and the short period of time that has elapsed.

In these-circumstances, since the accident-of July 1976 it is

clearly necessary to keep up the surveillance of the population

in the 11 Communes of TJSSL 62 and 63 of Brianza di Seveso in

order to elicit any rises in the incidence of and mortality froKi

some forms of cancer through time and/or in certain areas or

population subgroups thought to be at risk. Cne of the first

requirements of a cancer registry is the determination of the

denominators, that is the resident population in the geographic:-::

area on which information hearing on the development of cancers

is to be gathered. From this angle the area covered by the
u

Seveso monitoring plan would never have been chosen a priori(|for-

th e organisation of a cancer register. However, the 1576 acci-

dent made this necessary.

The health service structures serving the area of the 11 Commuij

do not coincide with a clearly defined catchment area for cancer



admissions since people may well go outside the administrative

boundaries for this purpose.

An analysis of admissions in the hospitals of Lombardy up to

1980 shows that residents in the 11 Communes were admitted to

115 of the 279 hospitals of the Region.

In the present situation, since hospitals are the only source

in Italy from which data can be systematically collected with

some claim to completeness, we concentrated all our efforts on

using this source of information, which is available, even if

•with some gaps, since 1975.

In 1975 the Lcmbardy Region introduced an admission/discharge

(A/D) form on which all hospitals, public or private, in the

Region enter information on hospitalisations. ' From this form

information including the date of birth and commune of residence

of the patient, the ward, hospital and case sheet number with

date of admission, principal diagnosis and any other complica-

tions, coded according to the eighth revision of the I.C.D.,

are extracted and fed into a computer of the Regional Data

Agency (ARD).

Our study starts with the information collected in the ARD com-

puter with all the related advantages and disadvantages. The

computer holds some 14GCO admissions corresponding to around

7700 tumor cases for the period 1975 to 1980.

In working out our research protocol we sought to allow for

possible sources of error arising from the use of A/D forms by

organising the work in stages according to the priority lines

in order with time to attain the necessary level of diagnostic

completeness and precision, gained in part as we went along.

From the A/D forms we selected admissions with a disease code



in the range- 140 to 239.9, that is "malignant tumors and. unspe-

cified benign tumors".

According to date of birth, residence and date of admission eacft

form was matched with the possible name and address correspond^

ing to an individual residing in one of the 11 Communes. In

cases where there was more than one name for an admission all

the resulting names and addresses were assigned to the form.

At a later stage the matches were checked by a visit to the

hospital concerned. This system showed that 25% a? the report'̂

could not be matched up with the subject concerned solely by

means of registry data linkage. We therefore focused attention

on "checking the diagnosis", by which term we meant the collec-

tion and evaluation of all the documentation available at the

hospitals for every case (case sheet, histological findings,

radiological examinations and so f or-th).

This documentation was traced for all the priority tumors for

the period 1975-80. By priority tumors we mean: 1) all tumor?,

of the liver and biliary system, 2) of the pancreas, 3) of the

kidney, 4) of bone, 5) of connective tissue and soft tissue, 6)

of the skin, 7) of the endocrine glands, 8) of the lymph nodes,

9) of the CNS and PUS, 10) lymphomas, 11) leukemias, 12) all

tumors, malignant and benign, of children.

TJe decided to focus our attention initially on a selected group

of tumors because:

a) By confining our attention to these tumors, which include

all childhood tumors and all forms considered to be relatives/

rare, representing less than 20% of all neoplasms, we cur dowj

all the organisational problems and so were able to obtain ' lif

first reliable information at least on some neoplasms within z

short time.



b) Presumably fetuses and children are more likely to be sensi-

tive to carcinogenic stimuli.

c> By studying the rarer tumors it is easier to pick out an in-

crease of a few cases on the assumption of a possible addi-

tive effect of dioxin.

d) Some of the tumors chosen, in addition to being rare, are

those found in animals (liver tumors, lymphomas, etc) and

highlighted by the few available epidemiological investiga-

tions (eg soft tissue sarcomas).



Comment on the tables relating to tiie selected tumors

This is tiie first processing of the data on the tumors collected

in tiie Seveso area. A further check and more sophisticated pro=

cessing will follow.

As was to be expected, for any tumor type the numbers are very

small and hence difficult to interpret whether they produce

apparently significant results or not.

These data have been processed both by Commune and by zone (A,3.

3 and outside S) and by tumor type for the most interesting

types. The rate obtained was compared with that for the Varese

Cancer Registry in order to check that the job done at Seveso was

handled correctly, and this was confirmed.

Overall, it may be said that there was no significant excess for

any tumor except 171 "malignant tumor? of the connective tissue

of the soft tissues" and group 200-201-202 "lymphosarcoma,

reticulosarcoraa, Hodgkin's disease and other lymphoid tissue

tumors" ..

I.C.D. t55-156 table

At commune level there are no significant differences, although

Meda and Seveso present the highest rates. There is one case 3,,';

zona A against an expected 0.27 bxit anyway this is not signifies

I.C.D. T57 table

Nothing significant.

I.C.D. 170 table

A small excess in Bovisio, Meda and zcna 3, though not signifir

because of the paucity of cases.



I«C.D. 171 table

Tills is the most interesting tumor type. At commune level there

is no significant datum, mainly because the numbers are too small.

The incidence is significantly increased in zone R. Cn examining

the time trends we noted a slight rise. For this reason it will

be necessary to recheck the time of onset and keep a close watch

on the trend through time.

I.C.D. 172-173 table

The only noteworthy point is that the rate is significantly lower

than in the Varese Cancer Registry. One explanation might be that

our information is based solely on the A/D forms and we know that

these tumors do not always call for hospitalisation.

I.C.D. 189 table

Nothing significant.

I.C.D. 191-192

Nothing significant. Only the Desio and Muggic rates are slightly

above the Varese rate.

I.C.D. 193 table

Only the Seveso rate exceeds the Varese rate. Zone R presents

an excess in the internal comparison.

I.C.D. 194 table

A slight excess in Desio and Seregno but the numbers are too small

to be rated significant.

I.C.D. 196-197-198 table

Nothing significant.

I .C.D. 20C-201-202 table

Lentate and Cesano present a nonsignificant excess over the ex-

pected rates and the same applies to zone B. These tumors toe

will be rechecked and followed through time.



I.C.D. 20̂ -203-206-207 table

A slight excess of observed over expected cases for the commune."

of Barlassina, Meda, Muggic and Nova but it cannot be called

significant.

With regard to the other tumors, they are benign and hence of

little account as evidence for a carcinogenic action of TCDD.

It must be said at all events that too little tine has passed

for the excesses to be safely attributable to the accident of

July 1976.

However, as already stated, these data are not definitive and

will all have to be checked again and reconsidered in several

ways.
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