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Uscientists tackle disease
that hits Iron Range hard

® Researchers will try tofind out
why so many miners have been
struck down by mesothelioma.

By LARRY OAKES ¢ loakes@startribune.com

MOUNTAIN IRON, MINN. - Univer-
sity of Minnesota scientists have set-
tled on research methods and begun
collecting data they’ll need to try to
determine why Iron Range miners
die from mesothelioma at higher
rates than others and whether they
are at greater risk for other health
problems.

The School of Public Health’s
plans, recently approved by an inde-
pendent scientific review board, in-
clude examining the work, health and

deathrecords of 68,000 miners, many
of them long deceased. The work al-
so will include health assessments
on 1,200 current and retired workers,
plus 800 of their spouses, research-
ers said at a briefing Thursday eve-
ning for Iron Range residents.

Coordinators said they’ve struck
confidentiality agreements with
several mining companies to obtain
work history data that they’ll use to
search for correlations between ex-
posure to taconite dust and a range
of health problems, including me-
sothelioma and other cancers. And
they’ve begun sampling dust and ore
from the mines for analysis.

Also, scientists from the univer-
Disease continues on B4 »
sity’s Natural Resources Re-
search Institute say they've
begun installing dust collec-
tors in seven Iron Range com-
munities. The vices capture
mineral fibers so that they can
be cataloged and compared to
those captured outside the Iron
Range.

The five-year, $4.9 million
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study, funded by the Legisla-
ture in April, will be “the best
effort to this point to get to
the bottom of this,” said John
Finnegan Jr., dean of the school
and a coordinator of the Min-
nesota Taconite Workers Lung
Health Partnership.

A 2003 state Health Depart-
ment study found that 17 min-

ers veloped mesothelioma
between 1988 and 1996 and that
commercial asbestos was like-
ly the cause. Critics said the re-
searchers didn't look hard
enough at taconite dust, some
fibers of which are very simi-
lar to asbestos.

In 2006, the department
discovered 35 new mesotheli-
oma cases in a cancer-tracking
registry but didn’t announce
them for a year, a controversial
decision that led to the resig-
nation of Health Commission-
er Dianne Mandernach. Iron
Range legislators then de-
manded the current study. In
the meantime, six more cases
have been discovered, bring-
ing the number of deaths to 58
since 1988, the year the regis-

try was created.

Dr. Ian Greaves, an expert
on lung diseases at the uni-
versity and a member of the
study team, said an important
goal is to determine what lev-
els of exposure might be dan-
gerous and to  velop recom-
mendations for reducing it.
He said researchers in April
will begin contacting miners
picked for health assessments.
In addition, experts are advis-
ing Iron Range doctors on the
best screening and treatment
methods.

“I think we’re going to ac-

Account: 19615 (262)
MN-212

tually find something out this
time around,” said Sen. David
Tomassoni, DFL-Chisholm.

David Walkki of Moun-
tain Iron was a welder in the
mines for 18 years before de-
veloping chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease, though
he never smoked. He said he
was encouraged by the team’s
assurances that it will go be-
yond mesothelioma and look
for links to a variety of lung
ailments.

“I'm already on the deck
of the Titanic,” said Walkki,
55. “But if they figure this out,
they’ll protect the workers of
the future.”

For more information, go
online to www.sph.umn.edu/
lunghealth. Or to talk to a reg-
istered nurse about taconite
worker lung health, call 1-888-

840-7590.
Larry Oakes « 1-800-266-9648
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FUTURE. )) pavid Walkki of Mountain Iron, who was a welder in the mines for 18 years

Page 2 of 2

Account: 19615 (262)

MN-212

For reprints or rights, please contact the publisher



