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Senator Ortiz, Assemblymember Frommer, distinguished panelists, and members of the audience, it is an honor to be in front of you today.  My name is Felix Aguilar; I am a public health physician and a family practitioner.  Also, I am president of Physicians for Social Responsibility, Los Angeles, a physician membership organization that, among other activities, provides a voice for doctors on issues of health and the environment.  In addition, I am an Assistant Clinical Professor of Family Medicine at the University of California Irvine College of Medicine and a member of the American Cancer Society's Cancer and the Environment Committee.  We just heard the excellent presentation by Dr. Solomon; who provided us with the science of measuring community health using breast milk biomonitoring.  Now, I am going to provide you with an overview of how and why it is important to make biomonitoring using breast milk community-based. I will cover the following three points: 1) Biomonitoring at the community level, 2) Community-based participatory research, and 3) Research ethics in environmental health.

Many communities can benefit by conducting biomonitoring using breast milk in order to better understand their chemical body-burden, particularly at-risk communities who are subjected to disproportionate involuntary exposures due to hazardous waste incinerators, power plants, even superfund sites that can often be found in their neighborhoods.  A comprehensive, community-based biomonitoring program using breast milk is a useful approach to measuring community health because it can zero in on toxic hot spots.  Breast milk monitoring data can provide information about the level of contamination in an entire community, not just in breast milk.  

Thus, overburdened communities, especially minority communities, can be helped in addressing issues of environmental justice.  Affected communities can use this information gleaned through breast milk studies to hold polluters and policymakers accountable for taking the necessary steps to reduce their chemical body-burden.  As a Latino, this is something that concerns me deeply.

What does community-based research mean in this context?  To answer this question, I am going to review and discuss some of the research recommendations from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention's International Summit on Breast Cancer and the Environment held in May 2002, in the context of biomonitoring using breast milk as a marker to measure community health.

Summit participants recommended that all environmental research be community-based and that more community studies in high incidence areas be funded. Community-based participatory research is an approach that recognizes the valuable contributions that community members can make to identify ways to assist their communities in becoming healthier. Community-based participatory research expands the capacity of distinctive communities to partner with each other, and with institutions, agencies, and community-based organizations.  It is a particularly useful approach to conducting biomonitoring when using breast milk because of the sensitive nature of the biospecimen involved.  

Participatory research also helps level the playing field in a world where disadvantaged communities are seldom served by scientific research.  Instead, many communities report being doubly victimized: first, by involuntary exposures to dangerous, environmental toxins and next by researchers who test for toxicants, but do not share their findings or even look for chemicals that are of concern to the community in question.  Communities need to be involved as equal partners in all phases of participatory research.  Communities can contribute to the development of research programs and their participation can increase confidence in the research results.

Summit participants also recommended that effective approaches to educate and inform the public be developed and implemented so as to raise awareness about the actions that community members can control in their own lives to reduce risks, particularly around exposures to synthetic chemicals and environmental toxins.  They further recommend that scientists should translate their research communications into lay terms, and discuss them with advocates and community members as part of a community-based participatory research process.

True community-based, participatory research means involving community members not only in research design but also in interpreting, evaluating, and communicating findings.  Community-based research helps to ensure that community members are full participants in research programs, not merely specimens. Again, this is critically important when one is talking about designing biomonitoring programs that work, not just for the research team but for the community as well.  Ideally, a multidisciplinary, multicultural advisory committee made up of breast cancer advocates, scientists and technical experts, and leaders from the public health, environmental health and environmental justice communities would guide the implementation of model biomonitoring programs that include breast milk collection and analysis.

Finally, I will describe the basic tenets of ethical research and mention that protocols and standards exist regarding how to do this.  The principles of ethical research are nonmaleficence, beneficence, respect for autonomy, and justice. Nonmaleficence can be described using the Hippocratic maxim primum non nocere (first do no harm).  Beneficence refers to the moral obligation to act to benefit others.  Respect for autonomy ensures that research participants have adequate protection of their decision-making rights.  The principle of Justice assures that all people are accorded equal rights.  This is enshrined in our Constitution in the 14th Amendment.  The history of scientific research is filled with ethical violations, of causing harm, wrongdoings, and injustices.  To succeed, breast milk biomonitoring research must not be performed in those ways.  

Ethical research can have positive impacts on a community besides collecting data.  For example, a participatory research project empowered a native Hawaiian community to maintain the health gains achieved through the project as reported by Matsunaga et al, in Cancer, in 1996.  The project tested the effectiveness of a culturally appropriate intervention as a means of increasing breast and cervical cancer screening practices among Native Hawaiian women.  The research project was community driven, with community representatives involved in all phases of the project, from grant proposal development to data interpretation.  A community health center administered the grant award from the National Cancer Institute, with more than 500 women participating.  The policymaking steering committee included community representatives, health professionals, and researchers to balance community and scientific quality standards.  This participatory research project left the community richer in knowledge, skills, experience, confidence, and resources.  These qualities can provide a strong foundation for building future programs and research.

Breast milk biomonitoring research can positively affect impacted communities and help improve the health of all Californians in the process.  However, to achieve this, it must be community-based and must be conducted in ethical and participatory manners.  I thank you for your time and attention.
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