
Program Notes

Ø       Guest Lecture

On October 22, Dr. William
M. Simpson, Jr.  presented
"Diagnosing and Treating
Chronic Exposure
among Rural
Populations" at a pro-
gram on Pesticide-
Related Illness and
Health Issues held in
Greenville, NC. The
conference was
sponsored by the NC
Agromedicine Institute,
Eastern AHEC, and the
Brody School of Medi-
cine of East Carolina
University.

Ø       Students

The entering class of 152
first year medical students
at MUSC was introduced to
agromedicine and agricul-
tural sciences through a se-
ries of lectures on Novem-
ber 25.  Dr. Schuman dis-
cussed the concept of
agromedicine and Dr.
Simpson presented a case
history on puss caterpillar
dermatitis. Dr. Merle

Shepard, of the Clemson
University Coastal Re-
search and Education
Center, discussed bioengi-
neered rice designed to
prevent vitamin A and iron
deficiencies in developing
countries. He also dis-

cussed the health hazards
of widespread pesticide
misuse in Southeast Asia.

Faculty members from the
Agromedicine Program and
Clemson University have
been team teaching the first
year medical students since
1996. The lectures are in-
corporated into the first se-
mester course, Biochemis-
try and Nutrition.

DDT Exposure and
Age at Menopause
by Dr. Stanley Schuman

The potential of organo-
chlorine (OC) exposure to
disrupt human hormones
suggested by various ani-

mal studies has stimulated
a number of case-control
epidemiologic studies.
Most of these are negative
and they fail to support the
OC-hormone disruption the-
ory.

The latest negative study1

from North Carolina com-
pared blood levels of DDE
(an OC) metabolites in
1,348 women with their
medical histories of natu-
ral-onset menopause.
“The effect estimate in the

highest category of DDE
exposure (138 of 1,348
women) was 1.4 (0.9 – 2.1)
at the 95% confidence in-
terval.”  This lack of statisti-
cal significance does not
discourage the investigators
from recommending “addi-
tional research on the
ovarian effects of DDE, and
on the mechanism through
which an androgen-blocking
exposure could effect ovar-
ian failure.”
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Holly

In fact, the North Carolina
data estimates only a one-
year difference in the me-
dian age at natural meno-
pause “comparing women in
the highest DDE category
with women in the lowest
DDE category.”  Exposure
to PCBs measured in the
plasma was also negative in
relation to menopause: RR
= 0.9 (0.6 – 1.3) at the 95%
confidence interval.  Other
studies suggest that “to-
bacco smoke may affect
age at menopause” to a
similar relatively weak ratio:
1.4 (1.1 – 1.9).  Funded re-
search concerning theoreti-
cal hormonal disruption in
humans (to compare with
reported reproductive ef-
fects in wildlife exposed to
environmental OC residues)
does not seem likely to end
soon, but so far, concerned
citizens should rest as-
sured.

1Cooper GS, Savitz DA, Millikan R, Kit TC:
Organochlorine exposure and age at natu-
ral menopause.  Epidemiology 2002;
13:729-733.

Toxicity of
 Christmas Plants

During the holiday season
the Agromedicine Program
is frequently consulted for
information on the health
effects from ingesting the
berries and leaves of holly,
mistletoe, and poinsettia.
The following information2 is
reproduced from the De-
cember 2000 issue of the
Agromedicine Program Up-
date. Details on the diagno-
sis and treatment of poi-
soning from these plants

should be obtained from the
Palmetto Poison Control
Center (1-800-922-1117).

Holly berries
are poisonous.
Nausea, epi-
sodic vomit-
ing, and diar-
rhea in some
cases char-
acterize toxic-
ity.  Treatment
is supportive
and fluids are
recommended
to prevent de-
hydration.

Both the leaves and the
stem of the American mis-
tletoe are toxic. The berries
are also toxic when in-
gested in large quantities.

Symptoms
develop
two or
more
hours after
ingestion
and in-
clude re-
current
vomiting,
abdominal
pain, and
diarrhea.
Treatment

includes fluid and electrolyte
replacement. Mistletoe may
also cause contact dermati-
tis.

Ingestion of poinsettia ber-
ries,
leaves, and
flowers
may
produce
vomiting al-
though

usually no symptoms de-
velop. Should vomiting oc-
cur, fluid replacement is ad-
vised. Primary irritant der-
matitis is more of a concern
with the poinsettia than
acute poisoning.

2Lampe KF and McCann MA. AMA Hand-
book of Poisonous and Injurious Plants.
Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 1985.

Study of Hand Washing
To Remove Pesticides3

by Dr. Stanley Schuman

Forty greenhouse workers
volunteered to participate in
a study to test the efficacy
of simple soap-and-water
hand washing to remove
pesticide residues.  Scien-
tists collected pre- and post-
exposure rinse water sam-
ples for specific pesticide
residues under actual work
conditions and under con-
trolled-laboratory settings.

The scientists concluded,
“one washing does not re-
move the maximum
amount.  Two washings
were needed for a proper
removal of the pesticide.
Hand washing is a useful
method for decreasing risks
from percutaneous and oral
intake.”

Considering the complexity
of agricultural tasks in these
greenhouses and other real-
world crop operations, it is
no wonder that teamwork in
agromedicine requires the
best and most practical
worker protection practices.

3Marquart H, Brower DH, van Hemmen JJ:
Removing pesticides from the hands with
a simple washing procedure using soap
and water.  JOEM 2002; 44:1075-1082.
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